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Dedication
 
    
 
   This book is dedicated with much love to my beautiful grand-niece, Layla, who is one year old today. What better day to publish a new book?
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Author’s note
 
    
 
   I thought that Rowan’s story had been told when I finished the trilogy, but then I found myself thinking “… and then what…?”
 
   A dangerous thought for a writer, that is, and the trilogy has unexpectedly become a tetralogy. Still, I hope that you’ll enjoy the story.
 
   And before you start on it, I’d like to acknowledge the efforts of my friend, Sylvia, who bravely read the rough draft for me. Thanks, Sylvia, your input means a lot.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



1. “Plans, laddie?”
 
    
 
   The Champion’s Ball was finally starting to wind down a bit, though there were still quite a few folk drinking, dancing, and drinking a bit more.
 
   The Champion himself was sitting in the middle of his adopted g’Hakken kin, quietly sipping at – of all things – a cup of tea, as he watched the dancers still doggedly moving around the floor. He thought he’d seen working bullocks that could dance better than some of them. Mind you, he thought, most working bullocks don’t drink themselves stupid before they set out, and even fewer foresters do too. It wasn’t that foresters disapproved of alcohol, but most simply didn’t care for the taste of it. They might indulge for the sake of being polite to their hosts, but a single glass of wine or mug of ale or mead would last them an astonishingly long time. It was rare for any forester to ever drink spirits, even for politeness’ sake, and the potent juniper spirits that the trolls distilled they avoided like the plague.
 
   Fess had made sure the caterers placed big punch bowls of fresh cold water on every table where the foresters were sitting. The caterers had been surprised, even shocked in a couple of cases, but more than happy to oblige the Champion and his kin. They’d even floated sprigs of mint and slices of lemon and strawberry in the bowls in an attempt to make things look a bit more… festive. For their part, the foresters thanked them sincerely and quietly avoided the decorations. And now, most of them were happily drinking tea, to the further shock and horror of the caterers.
 
   Rowan glared at his ankle that was resting on a convenient chair and throbbing miserably. Dammit, he thought, if I hadn’t run around the bloody battlements to get rid of Telli’s damned Honour Guard, I could still be out there dancing too.
 
   On the other hand, he thought more happily, I DID run around the battlements, I lost the cursed Honour Guard, I’ve done my share of dancing and a bit more, and now I can sit here, poor injured old bugger that I am, avoiding all the fraggin matchmakers and enjoying this nice cup of tea. I can rest this bloody ankle properly now the Trophy’s over and in the meantime a bit of willowbark and a lot of liniment will help it no end.
 
   He shifted his gaze to a certain spot in the building’s high clerestory windows and was rewarded by the sight of a pair of glowing green eyes watching him in return: Scrap, his little black cat, was still up there happily watching the goings-on beneath him. Rowan’d thought Scrap might have got bored by now and gone off mousing, but it seemed he’d been wrong.
 
   **********
 
   “So, what are your plans now, Rowan lad?” Finn asked.
 
   “Hmm?” 
 
   “Plans, laddie?”
 
   “Oh, aye, plans… sorry, Finn, I was thinking of something else,” Rowan said as he dragged his attention back to his friend. “Well, I’ll be going back home to Sian for a while, so poor Griff and Honi can have a bit of a break, and there’s something I promised I’d help the g’Farrien with too. With one thing and another I didn’t have time to do it when I was back home last time, and then there’s the foaling and the big Horse Fair at Frissender in a few months. We’ve done well there before, and we’ve got some good young horses coming on. Mica and Soot were both in demand too, and we’d be bloody daft not to build on that. Might buy a few more nice mares too, I hope.”
 
   “Aye, Toren’ll be taking some of our ponies as well, this year. Maybe you’ll see him there.”
 
   “I’ll make sure that I do, Finn.”
 
   “And will you be coming back to the garrison at all? Fess said you might be interested in trying to break in some of the young recruits.”
 
   “Ha! Break the buggers in is about right! Gods, some of them are bloody lazy great lumps of lads. Any forester lad, or lass for that matter, could run rings around them, and teach them a few damned manners as well. But, aye, I told Fess I’d help him out if he wants me to. The Guard’s always short of instructors. But that won’t be until the next intake, of course.”
 
   They sat in companionable silence for a little while, idly watching the dancers, before Finn spoke again.
 
   “And what about your friends… Cris and, umm, Rill, I mean? Will they be off chasing more rivers?”
 
   Finn found Rill’s obsession with rivers to be comical and… odd. He didn’t realise – because Rowan hadn’t told him this particular bit about his journey to Plausant Bron - that Rill had been one of the strange beings that he, Rowan, had found there. ‘The ones your kind thinks of as Gods’, as they’d put it themselves. 
 
   Two of them had attacked Rowan and he’d defended himself, wounding one mortally and killing the other outright. Then he’d told the rest exactly what he thought of the way they were handling things in Yaarl, and that their bizarre and often terrible ‘games’ must stop. After a bit of mumbling amongst themselves, the beings had simply turned and walked away into the strange mists they’d first appeared from.
 
   Rowan had never understood why they’d just gone like that, except that they’d seemed… well, bored with Yaarl and all the dreadful things they’d caused. Having Rowan stand up to them had likely hurried their decision along, but in their own words they ‘would have left here soon in any case’. And when they’d disappeared, Rill had remained behind. He was ‘the one your kind called the river god’, but he’d lost his godlike powers when the nexus between Yaarl and ‘the other place’ had closed. He’d seemed simply a naïve and inexperienced young man who wanted only to see the rivers of Yaarl for himself, then. In the nearly seven and a half years since, Rill had changed a bit, matured a bit, but still seemed like an impetuous youngster at times.
 
   “Cris and Rill?” Rowan mused, “I think they’re going to come home to Sian with me for a while. They’ll likely stop off at Den Sorl for a few days when I do, rather than go straight home with the clan. I’m not sure how long they’ll stay, but I hope it’s a good long while. I’ve not seen them for… three years or so, I suppose. And old Brother Tadeus from Gnash is going to come with us too. He was a trooper back in the day, you know, and he and Hibbon have struck up a friendship, so he wants to see the garrison too. Apparently Tadeus was in the Trophy that Hibbon was runner-up in. The one that Crellian fellow won,” Rowan smiled as he thought about it, “I couldn’t believe it when I saw them all standing there in front of Moss and Chinook at the first Round. Well, for that matter, I couldn’t believe that the Bridge trolls had left their Bridges to their own devices to come to the Trophy.”
 
   “Ha! Neither could we, laddie. We thought the world had gone bloody mad!” Finn laughed, “And now they say they’re going to Den Sorl so they can see that Chinook’s Bridge is all right, and then they’re both going on to Sian to see Moss’s Bridge. And we used to think the world was mad enough before the cursed Gods upped and left.”
 
   He gave Rowan an odd look. He knew that his friend had had quite a lot to do with that, but he also knew that Rowan didn’t like to talk about it much, and he suspected that there were bits of the tale that Rowan would never tell anyone. 
 
   “Well, nobody seems to be missing the Gods much, do they? Tadeus says the attendances at the Tabernacles and Temples haven’t changed much. Increased a bit, if anything. People had their heads in the sand when all those awful things happened, and now that they’ve stopped happening, and the Presence of the Gods has gone… well, they’ve still got their heads in the sand about it. ‘Tisn’t worth fretting about, Finn,” Rowan said, curious about all the questions he’d been peppered with.
 
   **********
 
   “And what about these other odd rumours we’ve heard floating about?”
 
   “And what other odd rumours would those be, Finn? There’s always bloody rumours floating about at the Trophy… well, even just at the garrison itself, for that matter.”
 
   “’Tis the rumour that the Guard are interested in training more horses to do what Mica and Soot can do, laddie,” Finn looked at him closely.
 
   “Ah, you’ve heard about that, have you? Well, ‘tisn’t a secret exactly, but I don’t think Telli and Fess want it spread about too much just yet.”
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Rowan. You know what a closemouthed lot we dwarves are when we set our minds to it. So, tell me what you can, without getting yourself into trouble.”
 
   Rowan grinned at him.
 
   “Nothing’s going to me into trouble for a good while, Finn, old friend. But you remember when Horsemaster Ross came to Sian for the last foaling, a few months ago?”
 
   “Aye. I was talking to him a few days ago and he was still full of it. He’s a good lad, isn’t he?”
 
   “Aye, he is. And the two young Cadets that came with him were damned good too. Anyway, they wanted to see what Mica and Soot could do, so…” Rowan shrugged.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



2. “planning and plotting”
 
    
 
   Rowan had ridden first Mica, and then Soot, in the fluid, beautiful movements of advanced battle training, a technique that Rowan had discovered in an old forgotten book at Den Siddon and taught to his stallions almost on a whim. The technique had all but died out now amongst Guardsmen and everyone else. He’d kept up the practice after leaving the Guard simply because he found the movements to be beautiful in and of themselves, and he’d thought it a shame for the techniques to be lost completely. Besides, it kept the stallions fit, supple, active, and responsive, and they seemed to enjoy it. They’d paced through the intricate, elegant measures and then moved onto the above ground movements that were so astounding. They’d pirouetted and leapt and kicked with all the grace and flair of dancers. Ross and the Cadets had watched open mouthed.
 
   **********
 
   “Bloody Hells, Rowan, that’s… incredible. And so beautiful. I can’t believe that a horse can do things like that,” Ross said excitedly. He wasn’t sure which had impressed him the most: the sheer beauty and elegance of the movements, or the discipline and hard work it must have taken to achieve such mastery. Fess had tried to explain it to him, but he hadn’t managed to capture the sheer wonder and majesty of it.
 
   “Thank you. They’re both bloody good at this. But, beautiful as it is, you’re not really looking at it in the right way, Ross. This is called advanced battle training for a reason, and Mica saved my life with it at Messton. Truly, he was just… just devastating against the Plaitens. They were as frightened of Mica as they were of me…” Rowan said softly, knowing that he and his horse had killed far more than their share of Duke Rollo’s men when the Duke had invaded Wirran nine years ago. “Imagine how you’d try and face an armed Guardsman riding a horse trained like this, when they really meant business.”
 
   Ross and the Cadets thought about it and paled.
 
   “I’d have to be very damned quick about it. If you didn’t bloody kill me, Rowan, the horse would do the job for you,” Ross said slowly.
 
   “Aye, ‘twas about the strength of it,” Rowan said, “Of course the horse has to have some protection, just like we do, but not too much or it slows them down, like too much slows us down. You know the Wirran Guard isn’t as heavily armoured as most, but that’s why they’re so effective…’tis all in the speed and shock value, I think. Mica had chainmail and a shaffron, and some protection for his legs,” he saw the mystified looks on the faces of the Cadets, Dorrel and Kurt, “The shaffron is sort of like a helmet that protected his head, but it… it had a spike on the front. ‘Tis why you often hear tales that Mica has a horn, as if he’s some sort of… well, truly, I don’t know what. But when he canters or gallops with his head tucked in low on his chest like that… that was how he’d charge and… and gore anyone in the way.”
 
   “Great bloody hells!” Dorrel and Kurt looked distinctly green around the gills, Rowan thought sadly. He hoped they wouldn’t think differently of him now, but… well, it was as it was.
 
   “Battle isn’t pretty, lads, believe me. It’s an endless nightmare of blood and pain and screaming and terror and death. If by some strange chance you manage to survive it, you’ll carry its scars forever. We’ve been bloody lucky there’s been nothing except Messton for generations, and I can’t tell you how much I hope it’ll stay that way. It won’t, of course, but I truly hope I’m not around to see it again.”
 
   Nothing more was said about it for a good while, as Ross could see that their talk had brought Rowan’s memories of the battle crashing back, as they still did at times, all these years later. In fact it wasn’t until some hours later, when they were sitting around after supper, that Ross spoke about it again.
 
   “Rowan…” he began slowly, “I… I don’t want to revive old memories that are best not revived, but I’ve been thinking about the battle training..”
 
   “Mmm? What were you thinking about it, Ross?’
 
   “I… I was thinking that we should be trying to train more horses like that, over and above the stuff that every troop horse is trained to do.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well…” he struggled to put it into words, “I think it’d be wrong for the techniques to be lost, as you say. They have a purpose over and above any actual battles. Look how strong and fit those stallions of yours are, Rowan. They’ve always been better than any troop horses I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “They are better, Ross. Well, I think so, but I’m likely a bit biased.”
 
   “Aye, well… maybe. But Soot was Wirran bred, you said, bred to be a troop horse in Wirran. Yes, he’s superb, but his breeding’s more or less the same as every other troop horse, isn’t it?”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis, I suppose.”
 
   “Do you think you could…? Gods, Captain Fess would likely kill me for suggesting it, but…”
 
   “Fess isn’t in the habit of killing folk unnecessarily, Ross, and certainly not without a bloody good reason. No more than I am, anyway,” Rowan said, “What is it you want me to do? You’re in Sian now, laddie, so just bloody speak up! I promise I won’t bite you; at least not in front of Dorrel and Kurt.” 
 
   Ross took a deep breath and spoke up, as instructed.
 
   “I’d like you to teach me how to train horses like you’ve trained Mica and Soot, so that I can train some too, and so that I can teach other troopers, other Horsemasters and instructors, to do the same. So that we can have more horses with the higher training in the Guard.”
 
   “Not every horse can physically do it, Ross. They must be strong and brave and agile, but not too heavy, and they must have complete trust in their trainer for the above ground stuff. And it doesn’t happen overnight, either. It takes years of practice.”
 
   “So, you don’t think it’s possible.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   Dorrel and Kurt looked from one man to the other. Ross looked disappointed, but was trying hard not to show it; Rowan looked thoughtful.
 
   “Let me think on it, Ross. I’d be happy to teach you what I can, and anyone else who’s interested, I suppose, and the book I learned from is just inside the house there, but… I can see a few problems…”
 
   “What sort of problems, Rowan? Memories of…?”
 
   “… Messton? No. No, they come and go as they will, no matter what I’m doing. ‘Tisn’t that. But… look, ‘tis a good idea, in theory. ‘Twould be a shame to see the techniques die out completely, I think. We’d have to talk to Honi and Griff about it, of course, but I don’t think that’ll be a problem, really. No, the main issue that I can really see is where we’d actually do it. I’m not going back to Den Siddon for months and months at a time after the Trophy. It’s been hard enough being there training for the Trophy, but that’s unavoidable,” he said slowly, “I’ll be back at the garrison for eight weeks or so to get the new recruits broken in, but that’ll be it. So, if the Guard wants it badly enough, they’d just have to cope with the idea of some of their Horsemasters coming to Sian for a while.”
 
   “You’d do it here?”
 
   “Aye. This is my home, Ross; this is where Griff and I are breeding and training our horses and there’s a lot of work goes with that, as you know. I’m not leaving it all to him and Honi all the time. ‘Tisn’t right.”
 
   Rowan frowned and for a moment Ross saw the steely inner strength of his easygoing friend. Nobody would be talking him into doing something that he didn’t want to do, in a place he didn’t want to do it. The Guard would simply have to accept that or do without his services.
 
   “And then, of course, there’s the problem of when we’d actually do it… I don’t mean this year or the year after, but well, summer? Autumn? Winter?” he said, then partially answered his own question, “Well, it certainly couldn’t be spring, because ‘tis simply too damned busy around here…”
 
   “And not autumn, because that’s when the new recruits start,” Ross said thoughtfully, “What about in the summer?”
 
   “Summer? No, I don’t think so. It’s still fairly busy here in the summer, because that’s when we put the finishing touches to the young horses’ training for the Frissender Horse Fair. We’re starting to get quite a good thing going there, and we want to build on that if we can. Besides, everyone’s time’s taken up thinking about, putting out and cleaning up after fires,” Rowan frowned again as he gave it more thought. They’d missed taking the horses to Frissender that year, with Rowan away training for the Trophy. Still, it had worked out well, with Den Siddon buying almost all of them. It wouldn’t be like that all the time.
 
   “Well, we’re not left with a lot of choice, are we?” he said at last, “Winter it is, then. That mightn’t be so bad, it’d give us time to break in the new recruits and then run off back here and leave the poor buggers behind. We’d just have to leave Wirran before the Dogleg Pass gets snowed in, if we’d be going that way.” And they would be if he had anything to do with it.
 
   “But what about the damned snow here in Sian?”
 
   “We don’t get as much snow here as you do in Wirran; I suppose the mountains protect us from the worst of it. We do get a bit, though. Dammit! Hmm… I suppose we could build a sort of indoor training area, a bit like a big gymnasium for horses,” Rowan said slowly, “Might need to extend one of the barns a bit too, or make a, um, a visitors’ barn.”
 
   **********
 
   “Do you still think Fess might kill you for the idea?” he said with the sudden grin that made him look very young.
 
   “Gods! Him and Commandant Telli would be standing in line.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Depends on how much they like the idea and how much they want to see it happen, really. I doubt that Den Siddon’s collapsed while you’ve been here in Sian, with all respect to you and your value there. But if they’re truly interested, and they want me to be involved, then here is where it’ll be happening, and I suspect that winter will be when.” 
 
   “But where would everyone stay?” Dorrel said curiously.
 
   “Tents?” Kurt suggested.
 
   “Mmm… tents’d be all right for a while, I suppose, but not in winter. And I’m thinking we’d have to do it for most of the winter, then you lot’d go back to the garrisons and practice like hell, and then do it all over again for a few years,” Rowan said slowly, trying not to smile as the ramifications of his simple idea finally struck Ross.
 
   “Bugger me,” the Wirran managed.
 
   “Indeed. Perhaps we should give it a bit more thought, Ross,” Rowan said, “But, you know, I’m starting to think it could work. The Guard would just have to be a bit more, er, flexible about things. Maybe they could hire a few civilian riding masters to help out…ha! Maybe they should damned do that anyway, instead of running you poor bloody Horsemasters ragged! There’s plenty of old troopers around and every one of them can ride well.”
 
   “That’ll happen the day that horses fly, Rowan.”
 
   “And yet that’s just what they say of Mica and Soot, isn’t it? Anyway, as for using tents in winter, here we are in Sian, surrounded by beautiful trees just waiting to be chopped down and made into something useful. The poor buggers are everywhere. As long as we’re already building something nice for the horses, we could build a lovely little timber barracks for you.”
 
   **********
 
   The Cadets had listened to the conversation with a lot of interest, but both were puzzled by something. Finally Kurt spoke up.
 
   “Who’d build the, um, barracks and things that you were talking about, Rowan?” he said.
 
   “Good question, lad,” Rowan replied thoughtfully, “We could do it ourselves, but of course time would be the damned problem. It can get pretty busy around here, as you’ve all seen for yourselves.”
 
   Ross nodded. The sheer amount of work that accompanied the foaling and breeding was astonishing.
 
   “Aye, it certainly can,” he said, “And even with the foaling over, the work doesn’t stop, does it?”
 
   “No. It never stops, lad.”
 
   “Anyway, the buildings would be for our benefit, wouldn’t they? The Guard’s, I mean. Surely the Guard should make a bit of a contribution,” Ross said.
 
   “What about the, um… what do they call it now? The Engineers’ Corps? They build bridges and things…” it was Dorrel’s turn to put in his tuppence worth.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Dorrel, my lad, you’re a bloody genius! ‘Tis always good to keep the Engineers busy and out of mischief, and I’m sure they’d like to try their hand at something other than bridges,” he said, “And as I said, there’s plenty of timber around.”
 
   **********
 
   “And what about the horses? Would our troop horses be suitable, do you think?”
 
   “Aye, some of them certainly would be, but not all horses are physically or mentally capable of the above ground stuff, anyway. It’s a big strain on a horse, doing that… they have to be strong without being heavy, and very fit of course… then they have to be brave, agile, clever, able to think for themselves but yet be totally responsive to their rider…”
 
   “Sounds like Mica and Soot…” Ross said thoughtfully.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Aye, just like Mica and Soot!”
 
   Ross looked thoughtful for a moment.
 
   “So some of those horses we bought from you might be suitable?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Any of the first lot, the ones that are officers’ mounts now, could probably do it. Ashen was from that lot, and he’s doing really well. ‘Tis the Guard’s loss that they thought he wasn’t quite tall enough,” he smiled happily. Less than an inch in height was meaningless as far as he was concerned. It wasn’t as if Ashen was pony-sized; in fact he was a fraction bigger than Mica himself. “Possibly some of the second lot, that weren’t quite as good, could do it too. And not just my horses, Ross. The Guard has hundreds of horses – thousands, I should say. You just need one that’s not one of those big gangling lumbering things that some garrisons have. They need to be sort of compact and muscular to be able to do the leaps properly, and of course they need a damned good grounding in all of the basic stuff too. Some might need that reviewed a bit, but surely the Guard has some that’d be suitable.”
 
   Rowan smiled to himself as he saw Ross taking a mental inventory of Den Siddon’s horses. He thought there’d certainly be some that could both cope with the training and do it well.
 
   **********
 
   “Gods, Ross! I’ve just had another thought about all this, while we’ve been busily planning and plotting,” Rowan said after a little while.
 
   “Oh, aye? And what might that be? And what do you mean ‘planning and bloody plotting’?”
 
   “Sorry, just a figure of speech. But if Telli and Fess and the other Captains do decide to do this, I truly think Telli would have to approach the Siannen Guard Commandant about it.”
 
   Ross and the Cadets looked puzzled.
 
   “Well, we don’t want him to think that Sian’s going to be invaded by the Wirran Guard, do we?”
 
   “Bugger me, Rowan, I never even thought of that!” Ross said, shocked at the implications, “But surely he wouldn’t…?”
 
   “Who knows how the old bugger thinks? Best not to give him any cause for concern, I’d imagine, lad.”
 
   Ross thought about it and nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, I think you’re right. Bloody politics. Mind you, I suppose we Wirrans wouldn’t like it if the Siannen Guard fronted up and started training their troops and horses in Wirran without at least letting us know the whys and wherefores of it.”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis what I was thinking too.”
 
   “Well, it might turn out to be a damned sight bigger undertaking than I thought, Rowan.”
 
   “Mmm, I think it might, too. But if we’re going to do it, it should be done properly, and it’ll simply take time. You can’t train a horse overnight, after all.”
 
   “Well, I’ll put it to Captain Fess when we get back to the garrison, and he can think about it and talk to the Commandant about it, maybe do some planning and plotting of his own. And then he can pester you about it after the Trophy’s over.”
 
   “That sounds like a good plan, Ross lad.”
 
   **********
 
   “And the long and the short of it is that it’ll likely start sometime after the next lot of new recruits are sorted out, Finn. ‘Tis too hard to get it all organised before then. And it’ll only be in a smallish way to start, I think,” Rowan said to his g’Hakken friend and kinsman.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



3. “you’re going to be a bit busy, then…”
 
    
 
   “Mmm… well, it sounds like you’re going to be a bit busy, then…” the dwarf’s deep voice trailed away.
 
   “A bit busy for what?” Rowan was surprised at the note of disappointment in his friend’s voice.
 
   “’Tis the Dwarf Moot later this year and… well, the clan sort of hoped you might… er…”
 
   “Gods! I’d damned nearly forgotten all about it, with one thing and another,” Rowan said contritely, “I’m sorry, Finn. Of course I’ll go. I’d be honoured to.” He remembered something else though, “But, umm, is it truly all right for me to go to it? I’ve always thought that men aren’t, er, really welcome at the Moot…”
 
   “Ah… well, you’re right, they’re not, generally speaking. But you bear the g’Hakken mark, don’t you? You’re g’Hakken, laddie.”
 
   “Aye, of course I am, but…”
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Rowan lad. There’ve been a few others adopted into various clans over the years, and they’ve been to the Moots with no trouble. Besides, you’re the fraggin Dwarf Champion. Who the hell’s going to be keeping you out when you’ve got a perfect right to be there?”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Who indeed? I’ll look forward to it then, Finn. When is it?”
 
   “’Tis after the Horse Fair, but the bloody thing’s in Gian this year, so it’ll take us a while to actually get there and we’ll have to cut across that eastern end of Candellar, or it’ll take us forever. We’ll be leaving after the foaling and the Fair and everything’s finished.”
 
   “Aye, I’d have to wait until all that’s over with too. ‘Tisn’t fair to leave Griff with all the work, all the time. But how long does the Moot go for? I had the feeling Owen told me once that it goes for quite a while.”
 
   Finn laughed.
 
   “Aye, it does! Probably just as well we only have it every five years. It’s on for… hmm… three or four months or so.” He grinned at Rowan’s surprise. “Don’t worry, laddie, nobody expects anyone to stay the whole damned time! They do it like that to give everyone a chance to get there, see and do what they want to, then clear off home again and get back to getting their work done. They know that some of us will be busy with breeding season, and other poor bloody farmers will be planting crops and such. All the important stuff, the diplomacy and thrashing out of problems and so on, is done at the Meeting, about the middle of the whole thing, so the early ones can go home after that, and the later ones can arrive just in time for it, if you take my meaning.”
 
   Rowan nodded thoughtfully. It made good sense to have the important talking done then. He thought some more… he could go to the Moot and still have time to come back to Den Siddon for the new recruits, with a bit of luck and good planning.
 
   “I can probably catch up with you on the way, after everything’s calmed down at home with the horses. With all respect to you and your ponies, I can travel a bit faster than you, especially as you’ll have a few wagons and I’ll only have myself to look out for,” he said.
 
   “Aye, so you can. We’ll set off when we’re ready then. We can talk about a rough time sometime between now and then,” Finn said.
 
   He hit himself on the forehead with the heel of his hand as he remembered something else… a most important something else. How the hell could he have nearly forgotten it?
 
   “But don’t forget your new axe we’ll be making for you. We can do quite a bit of it without you actually needing to be there…”
 
   Rowan stared at Finn in surprise.
 
   “Can you? But I remember you watching me like damned hawks for weeks when you made my sabre,” he said, puzzled.
 
   Said to be the best in Yaarl by an enormous way, every fine g’Hakken weapon was made especially for its bearer and no other, and the dwarves studied the way that bearer moved, the way they did things and held things for quite some time before they began their forging. The weapons were superb: perfectly balanced and perfectly suited to their bearer. They were also said to be worth more than their weight in diamonds and gold if one could merely buy one… but of course one could not ‘buy one’. The dwarves simply wouldn’t and didn’t sell them. They would however sell the other, merely magnificent, swords and other weapons that they made if they felt the buyer was worthy.
 
   “And we’ve been watching you like bloody hawks during the Trophy too, laddie. Surely you noticed us?”
 
   Yes, Rowan had noticed their intense scrutiny during training and matches, but he’d simply put it down to the clan’s parochial interest in their adopted clansman, coupled with concern for his ankle injury.
 
   “… So you’ll really only have to spend a week or so with us while we just finish it off,” Finn said happily.
 
   “Well… maybe I can do that and then travel with you to the Moot after all.”  
 
   And perhaps if all went well with the g’Farrien and their business, he could deliver the results to the g’Hakken then as well. 
 
   **********
 
   “That’d be good, Rowan lad. Oh, and don’t forget to bring your sabre with you, will you?” Finn said. He knew that Rowan rarely carried his magnificent Champion’s Sabre these days, and he’d be even less likely to when he had his new axe. 
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise.
 
   “But won’t they be offended if I front up to the Moot armed to the teeth like that? I’ll have my axe and my knives with me. I thought it was supposed to be a, um, peaceful sort of thing?” he said.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis too. Of course there’s always a few odd brawls and disagreements, but nothing serious,” Finn smiled at him, “But no, Rowan, they’d be upset if you didn’t take the damned sabre and everything else, and show them off for them. They’ve done nowt but whinge at the last few Moots because they’ve not seen them. Or you, laddie, I’m sorry to say.”
 
   Rowan shook his head at the thought of several thousand dwarves all whingeing at once. No, that would never do.
 
   “Well, that’s been sort of unavoidable, Finn. But I’m looking forward to this one, and I’ll make sure I take all the bits and pieces for them to see. I’ll even keep up the practice so that I don’t disgrace the clan,” he smiled at Finn, “So, tell me more about the Dwarf Moot…”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



4. “old habits die hard”
 
   There were quite a lot of aching heads in and around Den Siddon the next day. Not among the foresters, of course, and not many among the troopers either: Fess and Telli would have had the hides of any Guardsman who’d disgraced himself – and more importantly, disgraced the Wirran Guard – by getting drunk. Unfortunately, not everyone had their self-restraint and Rowan noticed quite a few seedy-looking individuals as he came back to the garrison after having breakfast with his family at the Inn of the Dappled Stallion.
 
   “A good morning to you, Thom,” he said cheerfully to the Duty Sergeant, Thom Blunt, “And how are you this lovely morning?”
 
   “A lot better than some poor buggers, Rowan,” Thom chuckled. “Gods, there’s some sorry-looking specimens getting about today. Even some of the Trophy men who’re staying in the garrison look a bit the worse for wear.”
 
   “Aye, I’ve seen a few. Actually I was surprised some had even made it out of bed.”
 
   “Ha! Well, I think perhaps our bugler might have been a bit more, er, enthusiastic than usual today. He’s likely woken up half the damned town, and maybe they found they, um… how can I put it? They had to get up and…” he made an expressive gesture.
 
   “Maybe they did, too,” Rowan laughed, “Oh, if you’re going through the town today, I’d advise you to be careful where you’re putting your feet. More so than usual, I mean. Let’s hope it rains like hell later.”
 
   Both men looked at the sky. The only clouds about were the white, fluffy sort that did little but look pretty. No, they’d simply have to be careful where they walked for a few days.
 
   “Well, I’m off to the gym for a bit, Thom, if anyone’s looking for me. I can’t imagine why they would be, unless ’tis to shake my damned hand or make another cursed speech, and if that’s the case I’d be grateful if you didn’t let on that you know where I am,” Rowan said and headed off.
 
   Thom smiled at his retreating back. Rowan’d always hated the fuss and carryings-on after he’d won the Trophy, and this time looked set to be even worse.
 
   **********
 
   “Has Rowan got back yet, Thom?” Sword Master Stefan asked anxiously a little later. He had something important to discuss with him, but it hadn’t been the right time to do it at the Champion’s Ball last night. He’d thought he might catch up with Rowan before he went off to have breakfast with his family, but no.
 
   “Aye, Sir, he has,” Thom replied, saluting, “He said he’d be going to the gym for a bit, but he wouldn’t be doing too much today.”
 
   “The daft bugger shouldn’t be doing anything today. I gave everybody the day off.”
 
   “Aye, Sir, and we all appreciated it too, but, er…” Thom tried to find an acceptable way of saying ‘Rowan’s a bloody stubborn forester, and he’ll do whatever he likes’, failed, and shrugged.
 
   Stefan laughed.
 
   “Aye, well, he only listened to me when he felt like it, I sometimes thought, so why should it be any different now? You didn’t hear me say that, mind.”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   **********
 
   Stefan hurried into the gymnasium. He could see Rowan flowing through his exercise routine with his usual unconscious and oddly feline grace and he paused for a moment to watch. Gods, he thought, I wish I could do the damned workout as well as that. He realised suddenly that Rowan had paused and was watching him quizzically. He pulled his thoughts back from where they’d wandered. He had something important to discuss and here he was, standing about gawking at the Champion like the rawest of damned raw recruits. The triple Champion, he should say. It still boggled his mind every time he thought about it. To win the Trophy twice was incredible enough, and only one man had managed to do it in the five hundred year history of the event. That the same man had won it again and was standing right in front of him was… he could find no words for it.
 
   “Ha! I thought I’d find you here, lad. I gave the others the day off, but I knew you’d still turn up,” he managed.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Well, normally I’d be here before breakfast, but I decided I’m not doing much today, so I’d do it after. All the same, old habits die hard, Stefan. It doesn’t feel right if I don’t start the day off by doing something… and besides, Fess says the world would probably stop turning if I just stayed in bed, so… ‘tis a big responsibility,” he laughed.
 
   “Aye, so it is,” Stefan said gravely, “And how did the ankle stand up to all the dancing last night?”
 
   Rowan had torn his right ankle badly not long before the Trophy tournament began, after a fall down stairs while sleepwalking. He’d walked in his sleep a few times after the battles at Messton and Trill, as many others had too, but he hadn’t done it for many years until a Plaiten had appeared one day and tried to kill him. The incident had reawakened a lot of awful memories, and that’d been the result.
 
    For a good while it’d seemed that he wouldn’t be able to compete, but his innate stubbornness and the very useful brace he’d concocted with the help of a splintmaker, a bootmaker and the local corsetiere had helped a lot and he’d taken his place in the competition and won it for an unprecedented third time.
 
   “The bloody thing’s a bit sore, to be truthful, but I can rest it properly now,” Rowan said, with a fierce frown at the offending ankle, “And by the time I get home, it should be right again.”
 
   Stefan nodded.
 
   “Aye, it should be… um, Rowan…?”
 
   Rowan was surprised to see the worried look on his friend’s face, coupled with a sort of suppressed excitement.
 
   “What’s wrong, laddie?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing. But… well, I’m truly sorry, but Maggie and I won’t be able to come back with you to Sian like we’d planned…” Stefan said in a rush. They’d been looking forward to it and planning it for a while, but now… “Rowan, she’s… Maggie’s pregnant!”
 
   “Is she? That’s wonderful! When’s she due?”
 
   “Well, she’s just over three months along and not even showing much yet, but…” Stefan’s face fell, “We’ve been married for nearly nine years, Rowan, and Maggie’s miscarried five times. We’d given up hope of ever having a child… and we… we want to give this little one every chance…”
 
   Rowan put an arm around his friend’s shoulders.
 
   “I’m so sorry to hear of your losses, Stefan. ‘Tisn’t easy to lose a baby…” for a moment he remembered how devastated he’d been when his own little son had been born too early to survive. His wife, Zara, had died unexpectedly a mere few minutes after the baby had died and a week later he’d been sent to the carnage of battle at Messton. He sighed softly and continued, “Don’t fret yourself about not coming to Sian now, it’ll still be there when Maggie’s had her baby and feels well enough to travel.”
 
   “We were both really looking forward to it, Rowan, and I feel like I’ve let you down, but…”
 
   “Don’t be bloody daft, Stefan. ‘Tis much more important to look after Maggie and the little one, make sure they’re both all right. I’d do exactly the same, believe me.”
 
   Stefan’s face lost its worried look.
 
   “Besides, you could never let me down, lad. You trained me to win the damned Trophy again, remember?” Rowan smiled at him and added, “The only way you’d ever disappoint me is if you weren’t with Maggie when she gives birth.”
 
   The worried look returned for a moment, to be replaced by a sort of appalled horror. Rowan had to be very stern with himself, so as not to laugh. Anything to do with childbirth was unthinkable to Wirran men, whereas the foresters were taught to deal with it, and many other things as well, from an early age. Some of their villages and settlements are very isolated, and many a forester woman has had cause to be grateful for her husband’s expertise in midwifery. Rowan himself had delivered quite a few babies over the years, as well as innumerable foals, calves, lambs, kids, piglets, kittens and puppies. To him, birthing was birthing.
 
   “Just talk to Fess about it, Stefan lad. He’ll convince you. And have Maggie talk to Bella,” he said with a grin, “Truly, you Wirrans are so damned shy about some things I’m surprised you haven’t all died out years ago. Mind you, you’ll have to be very stern with the midwife, or she’ll throw you out. Better still, try and find a Siannen one. There used to be one in the town, Jenna d’Tyne del’Ennis her name was, but I’m not sure if she’s still here or not.”
 
   Stefan was staring at Rowan in disbelief, but he remembered when Fess and Bella had had their last baby. Due to a shortage of available midwives at the time, Rowan had helped to deliver the baby, as foresters often did at home in Sian, and he’d made Fess stay for it. Fess hadn’t shut up about how wonderful it’d been until somebody threatened to thump him, even if it would mean a court-martial. Maybe there was something in it…
 
   “I’ll talk to Fess then, Rowan, but I can’t promise that I’ll actually, um, stay for the birth,” he said slowly.
 
   “I truly hope that you do. Believe me, you’ll hate yourself later if you don’t. Haven’t you heard Fess moaning about missing out on the births of the first four of his brood?”
 
   “Aye, I surely have. At great and boring length.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “At least start off with holding Maggie’s hand, when the time comes, and just see how you go from there,” he said.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



5. “he was on his way home” 
 
    
 
   A few days later, Rowan found himself wishing that he’d never listened to Fess’s daft idea of contesting a third Champion’s Trophy. Yes, it’d seemed like an interesting challenge and a good way for him to perhaps overcome some of the ongoing nightmares and memories of Messton and Trill that still plagued him nine years after the event, but…
 
   The long and the short of it was that he hadn’t expected to win the damned thing again. And of course he’d forgotten just how much backslapping, handshaking, speech making and parading up and down in front of cheering crowds that it involved. He sighed as he walked to the stables to collect his horse, Scrap trotting happily beside him. Of course anyone would have brought Ashen to him if he’d asked, but he didn’t want that. Didn’t want any more damned fuss at all, in fact. He’d said his goodbyes to his friends in the garrison and now he was on his way home to Sian. He’d meet up with his family and kin as he went through the town. At least, he thought with a smile, the sight of a big group of Siannen foresters, g’Hakken dwarves, a priest of the One God and two trolls tended to dampen people’s enthusiasm for more handshaking and so forth.
 
   He was a bit surprised at all the activity outside the usually quiet stables, and wondered what the troopers were assembling themselves for now. If it was something that concerned him, they were in for a hell of a disappointment. Still, he found himself unsurprised to see Fess waiting for him by Ashen’s stall.
 
   “Hello, Fess,” he said, “You’re not thinking of roping me in for any more bloody nonsense, are you? Or are you making sure that I’ve not changed my mind?”
 
   Fess shook his head. He knew that Rowan hated all the fuss and to-do that went with winning the Trophy, and really, he’d thought his friend might have left before this.
 
   “No, laddie. Just making sure you get away all right. The troopers are just about to stage a nice noisy little parade for the townsfolk and general hangers-on, so if you and Scrap and Ashen go out past the horseyards and cross the river downstream a bit, you should be right,” he said with a smile, “Oh, and don’t fret about your kinfolk; I’ve sent word to them too. They’ll meet up with you a couple of miles out of town, where the road forks.”
 
   Rowan sighed gratefully.
 
   “Thanks, Fess. I truly don’t think I could stand any more carrying on. In fact, I’d decided to squash the next dozen hands I had to shake, and that wouldn’t really do, would it?”
 
   “No, Rowan lad, it truly wouldn’t. Take care on the trip, now,” Fess stepped forward and hugged his friend, “Will you be back for the new recruits?”
 
   “Aye, Fess. I’ll beat them into shape for you, at least this next lot. We’ll have to see how things go after that.”
 
   Fess nodded. He knew that Rowan didn’t like leaving too much for Griff and Honi to have to do, and their horse breeding business was more successful than they’d dared to hope. Besides, he was a forester when all was said and done, and he hated leaving the trees for too long, as all foresters did. He’d left the forests far more than any other of his kin ever had, and he’d leave them again too, but he’d always return.
 
   “Well, we’ve all talked about the advanced training quite a bit, and Telli seems quite keen about it. I’ll write to you when he gets himself together and finally makes up his mind. I can’t see it all happening for a year or so, though, can you?”
 
   “No, not really. There’s a lot more to it than just upping and doing it,” Rowan said.
 
   He saddled his horse, put Scrap up in front of the saddle, and hugged Fess again.
 
   “Thanks for everything, Fess lad. You were right, ‘twas time to come back,” he said.
 
   “Aye, but I didn’t think that bloody useless Plaiten would show up and try to fraggin kill you,” Fess replied.
 
   Rowan shrugged. He’d thought somebody might try to kill him in revenge for killing a kinsman at Messton or Trill, but he’d thought they’d have done it long before this, if they were ever going to.
 
   “Neither did I, really, but all the same it wasn’t a complete surprise,” he said slowly, “And even with that, I think I’m less fraught about the whole business of Messton and Trill. Still have my moments, I suppose, but I think I probably always will, to some extent.”
 
   “And the nightmares?”
 
   They’d reasserted themselves with a vengeance after Rowan’s meeting with his would-be killer, but had finally settled to a more tolerable level. Rowan’s sleep was still troubled and restless, but he was well used to that.
 
   “A bit less again, now, I think. Or maybe I’m getting resigned to them, or used to them, or something. I doubt they’ll ever go away completely anyway. I think they would have by now, if they’d been going to.”
 
   “Aye, I suppose so. You take care now, laddie. Try not to fret yourself about things.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Don’t worry, Fess. If I could survive here, with all the memories it brings back, I’m not likely to go daft at home, am I? Besides, nothing I do now, no amount of fretting myself about what I should and shouldn’t have done at Messton and bloody Trill, can change a damned thing. Coming back here to the garrison has finally made me realise it and accept it. Thank you.” He swung up into the saddle and the little black cat leapt up onto his shoulder, balancing easily.
 
   “Bye, Fess. Be well, lad, and Bella and all the brood as well,” he said.
 
   “Aye, we will, and you too, laddie. Be safe.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him again, turned Ashen’s head towards the stable doors and started the long trip home to Sian.
 
   **********
 
   He had no trouble leaving the garrison and town undetected and he rejoined his clan and friends a couple of miles further on, as Fess had said.
 
   “Where are Moss and Chinook?” he asked, looking around him. Surely the two trolls would be here somewhere. Hmm… unless… “Are they still looking at the bridge?”
 
   They’d spent quite a bit of time there during the last couple of weeks, inspecting the bridge and making sure that it was safe. It was well maintained by the townsfolk, but no Bridge troll would ever pass by a bridge of any sort, no matter how humble, without examining it very closely indeed; and so it had been with Den Siddon’s fine granite bridge.
 
   “No, Rowan. They’ve got a bit of a surprise for you!” Rhys said happily.
 
   “Gods, Pa! They’re not going to make a bloody speech are they?”
 
   There was much hilarity among the group at the thought of it, and the look on Rowan’s face only added to the laughter.
 
   “Not exactly, laddie,” Griff managed, turning to point at a thick clump of tall bushes.
 
   Two big, strong workhorses walked out from behind the concealing greenery. That in itself wouldn’t have been unusual: several of Rowan’s larger kin rode such beasts… but these two were being ridden by trolls. Rowan’s stunned amazement caused even more laughter.
 
   “What the hell are you two doing?” Rowan said, automatically noticing that Moss was far more used to riding than Chinook, but both were making a good enough job of it.
 
   “Well, I did not want to hold up thy clan while we travelled to the Tournament, and so…” Moss shrugged, delighted that the surprise had worked so well.
 
   “So I taught him how to ride,” Griff finished.
 
   “That’s old Frani d’Sammel’s mare Strawberry, isn’t it?” Rowan indicated Moss’s roan mount. He couldn’t believe the trolls were actually riding. He’d never heard of such a thing and certainly all the many trolls he’d known over the years had been happy to leave all travelling to their own huge bare feet.
 
   “Yes. Well, no, she is mine, now. She is a lovely gentle creature, and she does not mind carrying me rather than hauling logs,” Moss said, stroking the mare’s neck proudly.
 
   “Bugger me,” Rowan said, “And what about you, Chinook? Have you gone bloody daft as well?”
 
   His old friend laughed.
 
   “Aye, maybe I have, laddie! But I thought, if Moss can do this, so can I. And now that my backside and I are getting a bit more used to it, I find I like it very much,” he said, “Griff went to one of the outlying farms and found Lavender for me, and she doesn’t seem to mind carrying me around either. We’ve been practising while you’ve been busy waving your sabre about in the Trophy.” He patted his big brown mare’s neck just as Moss had done.
 
   Rowan shook his head in amazement.
 
   “Well, I truly think I’ve seen everything now! So, shall we, um… go?”
 
   Rhys looked around at everyone and smiled.
 
   “Yes, Rowan lad, I think we should.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



6. “Do you want to keep going…?”
 
    
 
   Rowan had been most surprised to see his friends Cris and Rill at the Trophy, and even more surprised to see Brother Tadeus, the priest of the One from Cris’ home of Gnash.
 
   When the time came to leave Den Siddon, all three accepted Rowan’s invitation to stay in Sian for a while, and when the foresters turned northwards along the edge of the Sleeping Dogs Mountains and headed for the Dogleg Pass, they’d stayed with Rowan while he went to his first garrison, Den Sorl, for a few days.
 
   Tadeus had been a Guardsman before finding his religious calling late in life. He’d found Hibbon Harrelson to be good company, and he was perfectly happy to spend some time in his new friend’s little garrison before travelling on to see the fabled Forest Giants. He planned to stay in Sian for a while too, partly to help out a bit, and particularly to see Rowan’s stallions. He’d heard amazing tales of what they could do and he wanted to see for himself.
 
   As far as Cris and Rill were concerned, they didn’t really mind where they went. Before he’d gone to the Trophy, Cris had thought that he’d return to his home of Gnash, near the far western coast.
 
   He’d always thought perhaps he might have had a future with a particular girl there… Shana, the pretty daughter of Bimm Olafsen, an innkeeper in the little city. She’d wanted to travel to Plausant Bron with Cris and the twins, but simply hadn’t felt able to when her father was injured and unable to manage the Duck and Whistle Inn by himself. And so she’d stayed behind. When Cris had returned some months later, she’d seemed a bit distant. Then again, she was often like that, as the little ratcatcher well knew, and he’d thought nothing of it as he’d travelled on with his new friends. They’d exchanged letters over the time of Cris and Rill’s wanderings, and she’d seemed the same as always. 
 
   But now he found himself in a bit of a quandary, really.
 
   When he’d met up with Tadeus in Den Siddon, there’d naturally been an exchange of news and gossip. He’d been happy to hear that Bimm had always gone to Tadeus and his old friend, Brother Hess, to pass on the latest news from his, Cris’, letters. And then Tadeus had told him that Shana was wed to someone else. Poor Cris had been stunned at first, but as he thought about it a bit more he realised that it hadn’t been right to expect Shana to wait for him for so long. Somehow the time had just sort of slipped away, and suddenly it was seven years later. No, far too long for anyone to wait, and certainly not a lovely, popular girl like Shana who’d always made it clear that she wanted a family, children, before she was too old to enjoy them. At twenty-two, she hadn’t been quite ready to settle down when Cris last saw her, but… well, seven years was a long time.  He’d mentally kicked himself quite a few times, but as he thought about it a bit more he found that he could only wish her well. She’d moved on, and now so must he.
 
   He decided to speak to Rowan about it as they tended their horses one morning.
 
   Rowan nodded as he heard the sad little tale. He knew a lot about loss and moving on: far more than he’d ever wanted or expected to know.
 
   “I’m truly sorry to hear that you’ve lost your dreams like that, Cris. Shana is a lovely girl. But… well, you don’t need me to tell you that perhaps you were simply away for too long. All you can do is wish her well, as you say, and, and get on with your own life now.”
 
   Cris nodded and nothing more was said for a little while as they brushed their horses together.
 
   “Will you still come to Borl Quist though, Cris? You don’t have to stay if you’d rather not, but ‘tis much quicker to go over the Dogleg Pass and then straight across Sian to the Gap, rather than going around, wherever you might go to next. Unless of course you want to head south to Crell,” Rowan said eventually.
 
   “No, not Crell, I don’t think. I’d like to see more of Borl Quist and the trees, so I’ll stay with you for a while, if you don’t mind my being there. Maybe I can help you out a bit while Griff and Honi have their break, like Brother Tadeus is going to. And then, well, I’m not really sure what I’ll do after that.”
 
   “Thanks, Cris. An extra pair of hands never goes astray with the horses,” Rowan smiled down at his friend, “And you’ve done so well with Bess I think I can trust you with our horses.”
 
   The little bay mare turned her head and nuzzled at Rowan’s knee for a moment before turning her attention back to her breakfast. She was sleek and glossy and a credit to Cris’ care. He’d known very little about horses when he’d left Gnash seven years ago, but he’d learned a hell of a lot while travelling with Rowan and Rose.
 
   “Ha! I’ll do my best, Rowan!”
 
   “’Tis all you can do, laddie,” Rowan said cheerfully, “And what of Rill? Will he go with you when you’re ready to move on, do you think?”
 
   Cris frowned thoughtfully.
 
   “Hmm… I don’t know. I think he’ll probably find another river to explore…”
 
   “Well, there’s plenty of them in Sian. Is he… er… safe to be let loose on his own now?”
 
   Cris laughed. Rill had lagged behind to look at every creek and waterway they’d crossed on the way and he was presently investigating the local river downstream of Chinook’s Bridge.
 
   When he’d initially joined them, after leaving Plausant Bron, Rill had known even less than Cris had about surviving outside a city – and that was saying something – but he too had learned a lot over the last few years.
 
   “Yes, I think so,” Cris said, “He’s quite good at catching fish and he’ll never be far from a river, so I don’t think he’ll starve or die of thirst.”
 
   “Bloody daft if he does!” Rowan said with a grin.
 
   **********
 
   Cris, Moss, and Rill had travelled to the Trophy with Rowan’s family and kin, and naturally they’d gone through the Dogleg Pass. They’d been astounded when the foresters had blindfolded their horses and led them across the Scream – the narrow and very dangerous precipice at the top of the Pass – with very little trouble at all. Well, apart from Rill’s mount, Fish, which had been very difficult to the extent they’d almost left the horse behind. Finally Rose and Griff had managed to get the animal across between them, but it’d taken a long time, much patience, and a lot of swearing from everyone.
 
   Chinook, on the other hand, had lived in the foothills of the Sleeping Dogs nearly all his life, but he’d never been near the notorious Pass and had never felt any the worse for it.
 
   Brother Tadeus had travelled through Sian to the Trophy, but he’d gone through the Gap– the narrow western break in Sian’s encircling mountains – and then across the province itself, marvelling at the wonderful trees all the way, and left via the broader southern Break. He’d seen the Sleeping Dogs on his left hand side as he’d journeyed to Den Siddon, and wondered how the hell the foresters ever managed to cross them with their horses as they were reputed to do. He decided he’d ask them, if he could. There’d surely be some at the Tournament to watch their famous kinsman compete. When he had actually asked them, they’d shrugged and said they just simply did it, then smiled and suggested that he wait until he’d seen Rowan cross the Scream before he felt too amazed at their own feats.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan and his friends weren’t in any particular hurry after leaving Den Sorl and the trolls found that they kept up easily, despite their inexperience and their slower horses. Both Moss and Chinook found endless fascination in the birds and animals that abounded along the track to the Dogleg Pass, and Rill found the same in the little creeks and rivers that splashed and gurgled their way down the increasingly steep slopes.
 
   They were all surprised when Rowan called a halt in midafternoon one day. They were very high up in the mountains now, and the air was becoming a bit thin, but even so the snowy tops of the Sleeping Dogs reared far above them.
 
   “Well, lads,” he said, indicating a sheltered spot off the track a little, “This is the best place to stop for today, if you want to. This is the northern Fang we’re on now, and the Scream is about a quarter of a mile on. You can see it just around the next bend up there… and ‘tis a good hour before there’s anywhere that’s safe to stop on the other side, because the southern Fang likes to drop bits of itself on unwary folk. Do you want to keep going, or…?”
 
   Cris and Rill looked at each other in trepidation. It’d taken more than half a day to get everyone across when they’d come this way before. Yes, there were less of them this time, but still it’d likely take a while. And of course they still had Fish to contend with. Perhaps it’d be better to just stop here now and cross in the morning.
 
   “Can we truly see the, er, the Scream from just up there?” Tadeus asked. He couldn’t believe they were so close to the legendary and notoriously dangerous precipice.
 
   “Aye, you truly can,” Rowan smiled at him, “Do you have a good head for heights? Even if you do, I’d advise you very strongly not to look straight down.”
 
   “I’m pretty good with heights,” the priest said thoughtfully, “But I’ll be very bloody careful, don’t worry. Can we go up and look at it now, while we all think about stopping here for the day?”
 
   “Aye, if you want to. Anyone else coming?” Rowan looked around at the others. Cris and Moss shook their heads and Rill was looking decidedly worried. Best keep an eye on him, Rowan thought.
 
   “Aye, I’d like to see it too,” Chinook said, “But I might leave Lavender here with you, Moss.”
 
   And so it was agreed that Rowan, Tadeus and Chinook would inspect the Scream and the others would keep an eye on the horses.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



7. “it won’t get better for the waiting”
 
    
 
   They came around the bend and there it was: a narrow, rock-strewn, very exposed and undeniably very dangerous-looking little track that wound its way around the face of the northern Fang, an almost vertical wall of rock at this point. The wind was blowing strong and cold as it always did up here and most of the track was clear, but in the most sheltered parts there were gleaming patches of ice and a dusting of snow. About a quarter of a mile away reared the southern Fang and the little ledge seemed to become a bit wider as it disappeared between the two great peaks.
 
   To the left there was… nothing. Well, nothing except a stupendous view of the snow-capped Sleeping Dogs running endlessly away to the south, and a sheer drop of almost a thousand feet to another narrow, rocky ledge, with another a similar distance below that.
 
   “Great One,” Tadeus whispered devoutly, “No wonder the fraggin thing’s called the Scream!”
 
   He hastily stepped back a bit more.
 
   “But some clans call it the Breath Stealer, don’t they, Rowan?” Chinook asked quietly. At Rowan’s smile and nod, he added, “And you truly can get us across there safely, can’t you?” 
 
   “Aye, Chinook, I truly can. You surely don’t think I brought you all the way up here just to show you the damned thing, do you?” Rowan smiled at the troll again. “Anyone of my clan could get you over this, and a few from the other clans could as well. I promise that I’ll get you over it safely, provided you do your bit too. You must sit still on the horse, let it have its head, and don’t fret at it, but you can hang onto its mane or saddle as tightly as you like, and shut your eyes if you want to. Try and open them about halfway across though. You can see forever up here, they say, and ‘tis even better from the middle.”
 
   Chinook looked thoughtful for a while without saying anything. He’d suspected that Rowan was more than a mere Horse Whisperer when he’d first known him as a young recruit at Den Sorl. Mind you, there was nothing ‘mere’ about being a genuine Horse Whisperer, and they weren’t common outside Sian. For some reason there were quite a few there. A hushed conversation with Moss, while they’d been inspecting Chinook’s Bridge, had confirmed that Rowan was in fact that rarest of rare things, a true Beast Master. The troll knew that there’d be no problem getting the horses across even this terrifying place, with Rowan there, and it’d likely not take long at all. He looked at Tadeus and raised a shaggy eyebrow.
 
   The priest took a deep breath and nodded.
 
   “I think we should get on with it,” he said stoutly.
 
   “As do I. I’m sure Moss will agree, but I don’t know about Cris and Rill,” Chinook said, “If they’d rather wait for the morning, that is all right too.”
 
   They returned to the others, who were waiting in the sheltered little place out of the wind where they might spend the night.
 
   “What’s it to be, lads?” Rowan said softly.
 
   Cris looked at Rill and Moss and nodded.
 
   “We should cross the cursed thing now, I think, if there’ll be time to do it today,” he said, “The thought of it won’t get better for the waiting.”
 
   “Time won’t be a problem, Cris. There are only six horses after all,” Rowan looked around at everyone carefully, “Now, who’s the most nervous? Rill? You’re looking a bit, umm, unhappy.”
 
   “Yes, Rowan. Fish was really difficult coming over before… for a while we thought we’d have to leave him behind…” Rill stroked his brown gelding’s nose. It was a plain, normally sensible creature, but it’d picked up on Rill’s fear last time and it was doing so again. “And, er… I, er, I’m not good with heights either.” He’d walked across with Rhys and had been so frightened that he’d found himself picked up and put across the forester’s broad shoulder with the instruction to ‘shut your eyes, laddie, for the bloody Gods’ sakes. I’ve got you.’
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Rill lad,” Rowan said kindly as he reached over and patted Fish. The gelding pricked its ears and looked comically surprised as it nuzzled at Rowan’s hand. “There’s always something that folk don’t care for. Even some of my kin don’t like coming this way.” He smiled at the stunned look on everyone’s faces.
 
   “Truly? Foresters who don’t like heights?” Cris said, wide-eyed, “But… but how do they…?”
 
   “They become hunters, or drovers, or whatever else they like that doesn’t involve heights and climbing trees. When I was a lad I used to go out with the town’s hunters, and they’d always send me up trees or down cliff faces to retrieve game,” Rowan said, “’Twas partly because I was only young, but also most of them simply didn’t like heights. There’s no bloody shame to it.” Rowan saw that Rill looked a little bit happier, and Fish a lot happier, and continued, “If they do come this way, they shut their eyes very tightly and swear a lot while somebody helps them across. Now, Rill lad, do you want to ride Ashen? He’s been over here a few times now, and he’ll look after you so long as you sit quietly, let him have his head, and just leave everything to him.” Rowan saw no reason to mention that if Rill didn’t do exactly that, he’d find himself taking the short, quick way down the mountain and finding out exactly how this part of the Pass had earned its name and fearsome reputation.
 
   Rill stared at him in amazement, much as everyone else was doing.
 
   “We’re… we’re going to ride?” he managed, “We, er, we walked across last time.”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis how everyone else does it, but me, though I often walk if there’s a few to get across.” Particularly if there was somebody as nervous as poor Rill, who needed to be on Ashen’s safe back. “You can walk too if you’d rather.”
 
   Rill swallowed his fear as best he could.
 
   “Er… no. I think I’ll ride,” he almost squeaked.
 
   “Good lad. Now, can you hold Scrap for me for a moment, please, so I can give the eagles something without him trying to catch them…” he fumbled in a bag for a moment and found a plump rabbit. “Here we are. I hope they’re not tired of rabbit.”
 
   “Eagles? Up here? Oh…” Chinook’s deep voice faded away as he looked up at the huge white bird that’d appeared from nowhere, “Snow eagles!”
 
   “Not just any old snow eagles, my friend,” Moss said happily, “These are blood-crested snow eagles. Watch!”
 
   The snow eagle – a female, Moss thought, judging by its enormous size – came much closer than it had when all of Rowan’s kin had come across, and the troll thought it had nothing to do with the number of folk present. He felt he could almost reach out and touch the bird as it glided past and landed neatly to inspect the rabbit less than twenty feet away. The eagle examined its gift carefully, then raised its snowy crest and shrieked. The bases of the feathers looked like they’d been dipped in fresh blood. The eagle then grabbed the rabbit in its huge talons, launched itself into the air with another fierce shriek, and flapped off towards the southern Fang.
 
   “That was… amazing…” Chinook said, “I never thought to see these birds at all. Thank you, Rowan.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him, but shook his head.
 
   “You don’t need to thank me, Chinook. We foresters always leave something for the eagles when we’re up this way, and they’ve come to expect it.”
 
   “But ‘twas so close…”
 
   “Sometimes they are, and sometimes they’re not.”
 
   The trolls looked at each other again, nodded slightly, but said nothing.
 
   Rowan took Scrap from Rill’s trembling hands and soothed the normally bold and unflappable, but now definitely rather flustered, little cat as he rethought his plan. He didn’t want the poor man’s obvious terror to upset Ashen too. “Rill, I truly think you might be better up behind me, on Ashen. I’ll lead Fish, and then Cris and Bess can follow me, then Tadeus and Hazel, and the trolls. Moss, Chinook, will you be all right back there, do you think?”
 
   “Yes, Rowan. Strawberry and Lavender are good sensible creatures. I think we will be all right so long as they can see thee,” Moss said.
 
   “I’ll sing something as we go across, so they can hear me even if they can’t see me,” Rowan said, “Now, is everyone ready?”
 
   “As ready as we’ll ever be, I think,” Cris said.
 
   “Then give the horses their heads, grab their manes, and for the Gods’ sakes, don’t fuss at them. Shut your eyes if you want to, the horses will watch where they’re going.”
 
   “Are you not going to blindfold the horses?” Rill said doubtfully, the full import of what’d been said finally sinking into his frightened mind.
 
   “No, laddie. They need to see where to put their feet when we’re riding, rather than leading them. Now, are you right? Grab onto me… Bloody Hells! Not quite so fraggin tight, Rill! I still need to bloody breathe!”
 
   “Are… are you going to take us all over together?” Rill quavered.
 
   “Aye. It takes all damned day otherwise. But if you’d rather, I can take you across separately if you think you’d be happier that way.”
 
   Rill thought about going across like that. He’d have to watch as his friends went across without him, leaving him alone beside this terrifying drop. Or, conversely, if he went first, he’d be by himself on the other side while Rowan went back for the others. He shuddered at the thought of either situation.
 
   “Oh, bloody hells, no! No, Rowan. I want to come with you and everyone else,” he said.
 
   “Brave lad. Let’s go then. Come on, Fish. Don’t be bloody daft with me, you’ll be all right,” Rowan said softly as he stroked the gelding’s nose.
 
   Ashen strode forward confidently as Fish snorted once, then followed the grey across the precipice. Cris’ mare, Bess, and Tadeus’ chestnut gelding, Hazel, were close behind and the trolls came last, their sturdy mares seeming unperturbed. 
 
   Scrap sat on Rowan’s shoulder rather than bounding across as he usually did. His confidence was largely restored after a good cuddle and gentle words from Rowan, but sitting where he was he could swat Rill’s ears with his tail from time to time as retribution for the man having frightened him. 
 
   Rowan was sympathetic to poor Rill’s plight, could feel him trembling where he held on like a limpet, but thought he should have spoken up before they’d come so far up the Pass, or, better still, before they’d even started on the track. He also thought the man had been lucky not to get a taste of the little cat’s claws, and he decided not to notice the odd lash of a furry black tail as he sang ‘the Bishop and the Bordello’ to help keep the horses calm. The song was probably an unnecessary precaution, but it hurt nobody and possibly helped the horses in the face of Rill’s terror. 
 
   Tadeus smiled happily as he heard Rowan singing what sounded almost like the very bawdy song that he knew from his trooper days as ‘the Priest and the Prostitute’. Every trooper and ex-trooper he’d ever known knew this song, or one very like it, and most knew at least one verse that the others didn’t.
 
   He sat quietly on Hazel’s back, marvelling at the wonderful panorama to his left, but marvelling more at Rowan’s ability to do this. He remembered the foresters’ comments at the Trophy and realised they’d been right: the fact of getting any horse across here was amazing, but to do as Rowan was, was simply… the old priest found he had no words for it. 
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



8. “good to be home”
 
    
 
   Dear Gods, ‘tis good to be home, Rowan thought happily a few days later. No more parades, no more damned brass bands tootling away, no more shaking clammy hands and making bloody speeches, no more cursed crowds pushing and shoving and shouting his name… just the sound of birds singing and trees rustling. Wonderful.
 
   Mind you, he’d had a good trip home. He’d been pleased to see that Sergeant Blacken, a man he remembered fondly from his recruit days, was back at Den Sorl. Well, he was Lieutenant Blacken now, and 2/ic of the garrison, but he really hadn’t changed much. His gruff exterior still hid a kind heart. Most of the remaining troopers were new to him, but they all made him welcome, both as the Champion, and – more importantly, as Rowan saw it – as a Den Sorl man.
 
   The trek across the Dogleg Pass had gone well too, even though poor Rill had been so frightened. For a moment Rowan wondered again why the silly man hadn’t simply spoken up before they’d even taken the track to the Pass, and certainly before they’d actually reached the Scream, but he came up with no real answer. Surely Rill wasn’t intimidated by him, Rowan, was he? Maybe all the business of his being the cursed triple Champion had been the problem… well, there wasn’t much he could do about that: Rill would just have to see for himself that Rowan was still the same man that he’d always been. 
 
   Rowan sighed, then smiled as he remembered the awe and wonder on the faces of Tadeus and Chinook as they’d encountered their first fully-grown Forest Giant. The great tree had soared above them to nearly four hundred feet, its mighty branches filled with noisy birds and little beasties that were busily scuttling up and down, and the priest and the troll had both dismounted and stood beneath the tree, their heads thrown back so as to see as much as possible, their mouths open in astonishment.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan had left both trolls - and, of course, Strawberry and Lavender - at Moss’s Bridge with a promise to see them again soon and urging Ashen to a faster pace, he headed for home, with Cris, Rill, and Brother Tadeus following behind him.
 
   About a mile or so from his destination he found himself joined by his stallions Mica and Soot. They always did this when he’d been away for a while, and often when he hadn’t, too. He had no idea how they always knew when he was coming… something to do with his being a Whisperer, obviously, but he didn’t really understand that either and certainly couldn’t explain it. He made much of his horses and continued on his way, ignoring the odd glances that Rill was sending his way.
 
   They came around the last bend and into the big clearing where Rowan, Griff and Honi had their horse-breeding business. Right in the middle of the road was a big sign that said ‘Home of the Triple Champion’, and below that, ‘Welcome’.
 
   “What the hell…?” Rowan said. He didn’t look happy and he didn’t sound happy.
 
   “Looks like your fame has preceded you, Rowan!” Cris piped up.
 
   “It bloody better not have!” Rowan muttered fiercely. He said several words that made Tadeus laugh and Cris and Rill look at each other, completely mystified, and then more loudly, “Griff! Is this your idea, you bloody daft bugger?”
 
   He looked around him, but there was nobody in sight other than those who’d come with him. He listened carefully and his sharp forester’s ears could hear the very faintest of rustlings as if someone was coming through the trees. Quite a few someones, in fact. And then there was a soft chant that quickly resolved itself into ‘Rowan! Rowan! Red Rowan!’
 
   “Bloody Hells! Not here too!” Rowan said several more uncomplimentary things about those who might have nothing better to do with their time but stand around out here among the trees and chant daft slogans. For a fleeting moment he was even tempted to turn Ashen and gallop back the way he’d come. Don’t be such a bloody coward, he told himself sternly. Gods, it was SO very bloody tempting, though.
 
   What seemed like most of the population of Borl Quist and its surrounding countryside – foresters, dwarves, trolls and all – stepped out of the trees and surrounded him, much to the visitors’ surprise. They’d heard nothing except the chanting, and Rowan’s swearing.
 
   “Welcome back!” the newcomers said enthusiastically and pushed somebody forward. That somebody turned out to be Rowan’s cousin, Griff. He looked at Rowan’s horrified face and the amazement on his friends’ faces and laughed.
 
   “Don’t worry, laddie! We’re not going to make a big to-do, I promise you. Everybody just wanted to come and congratulate you and welcome you home again,” he said, “Oh, and invite you and your friends to a party in the town square tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Mmm… that’ll give you all enough time to have a nice rest and spruce yourselves up a bit, but not enough time for you to run too bloody far, Rowan.”
 
   “Don’t bet on it, Griff. Mica’s still the fastest horse we’ve got and he’s right here, ready to go. Soot and Ashen aren’t slow either,” Rowan smiled at his cousin, then glanced at Tadeus, Cris, and Rill. They all smiled at him cheerfully, obviously ready for a bit more celebrating, even if Rowan himself wasn’t best pleased about it. “But where are my bloody manners? Thank you on behalf of all of us. We’ll be delighted to go, but in my own case… only so long as it doesn’t involve any more cursed speeches, backslapping or handshaking.”
 
   Griff looked at him askance.
 
   “What the hell do you think we are? Fraggin Wirrans?” he said.
 
   Rowan laughed happily.
 
   “No, thank the Gods. I’m sure the buggers mean well, but they can get very wearing at times.”
 
   “So, tomorrow then?” a very deep, rumbling voice came from the crowd.
 
   “Aye, Brook, and thank you,” Rowan said in Trollish, then switched back to Common in deference to Cris and the others, “Thank you all. The sign was a nice touch.”
 
   Somebody else spoke up. It sounded suspiciously like one of the dwarven blacksmiths.
 
   “Ha! We thought you’d enjoy that! And well done, laddie.”
 
   The townsfolk disappeared into the trees as silently as they’d come, leaving Griff and Honi standing beside Rowan, Cris, Rill and Tadeus still sitting on their horses in the middle of the road. 
 
   “That sign’ll make good kindling,” Rowan said thoughtfully.
 
   Griff and Honi looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Griff said you’d say that,” Honi said with a grin.
 
   **********
 
   It was a very good party, with no speeches at all. There were plenty of quiet murmurs of ‘well done, laddie’, and ‘that’s kicked their backsides for them! Good for you, Rowan lad’, and quite a bit of handshaking and hugging from the men, and kissing and hugging from the women. There was plenty of good food, too; with wine, dwarven ale, the fierce juniper spirits that the trolls made and largely drank themselves and, inevitably, tea to wash it down. After all, it wasn’t every day that the town welcomed the triple Champion home.
 
   “But it will be from now on,” Griff laughed, “Well, at least until we take the horses to Frissender.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



9.  “I’ve told them I’ll do it”
 
    
 
   A few days after Rowan’s return, it was time for Griff and Honi to leave on their break. Of course it wasn’t easy to get them to actually go, even though they’d been enthusiastic about the idea when Rowan had first suggested it.
 
   “But Rowan, we can’t just go and leave you to do everything by yourself!” Griff protested.
 
   “Griff, you daft bugger, I’m not by myself! Tadeus and Cris and Rill all want to stay and help out for a bit and ‘twas their own idea to do it,” Rowan said, “I know that Rill’s off with the bloody birds more often than not… well, the rivers, really, you know what I mean; but the others aren’t like that. Tadeus wasn’t always a damned priest, you know, he was a Guardsman too, and he truly knows a hell of a lot about horses.” He smiled at Griff, “And Cris is pretty good now too. Plus, if the cats miss any mice or rats, he can catch them for us as well. And if all else fails, and I truly can’t manage, there’s plenty of folk in the town who’ll help out, just like they helped you and Honi.”
 
   “Well, yes, but…”
 
   “And what does Honi say? She was keen to go and see her kin the last time I saw her, which was last night. Surely she’s not changed her mind since then?”
 
   Honi was a woman of the Marblebark clan of central Sian, and it’d been a while since she’d been back to see her kin. There’d be quite a bit of catching up to do.
 
   “Well, yes, she is too, but she’s worried about leaving you here and…”
 
   Rowan rolled his eyes and sighed.
 
   “Bloody Hells, Griff! What exactly does she think is going to happen to me? Perhaps Tadeus might beat me to a pulp with a fraggin prayer book, or Cris might talk me to death? Maybe Rill might lure me into the damned creek and drown me? I truly think I can handle them, lad.”
 
   Griff’s worried face relaxed into a grin.
 
   “Ha! I reckon you probably could too, laddie, at least one at a time. Well, we’ll go then, but we’ll be back in a couple of weeks,” he said.
 
   “At least two months, Griff.”
 
   “No, Rowan! I couldn’t be away for so long.”
 
   Rowan tried not to sigh again. It was like trying to get water to flow uphill sometimes, he thought.
 
   “Then six weeks. Otherwise you’ll meet yourself coming and going. ‘Tis a good long trek to Honi’s folk, and you’ll need another nice little break to recover from all of the hugging and kissing and gossiping and so forth…” he looked at Griff’s dismayed face, smiled to himself, and kept on, “What about… oh, I don’t know… Sinter?  Somewhere around there? The lakes are always beautiful and the fishing’s good.”
 
   Griff suddenly looked much more interested.
 
   “So it is,” he said thoughtfully, “Lovely trout down there… ha! Do you remember when I caught that big golden trout that time we were there with Gran and Rhys? You’d have been about seven or so, I suppose, and you made me let the bloody thing go.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “And you’re still fretting about it after all this time? The poor thing was a female and full of eggs. And you know how rare the golden trout are.”
 
   “Well, I do now. But at the time I was only thinking about how nice it’d be for my supper.”
 
   “Gran and Pa would have released it if you hadn’t.”
 
   “Mmm, I know. ‘Twas the right thing to do. In fact, I caught another one just before we left to go to the Trophy. It was so beautiful…” Griff smiled as he thought about the rare fish’s lithe golden body speckled with silver and bronze spots, so different from the usual brown or rainbow varieties. He sighed softly. “And I let it go…”
 
   “Good lad. Now, I don’t want to hurry you off at all, but shouldn’t you be busy packing your things?”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan thought that Griff and Honi would probably be back in four weeks, rather than six, but maybe the fishing at Sinter would be so good that they’d linger at that lovely spot a bit longer. He hoped so. They’d looked after the place while he was away training for the Trophy in Den Siddon, and he’d been away for over a year, all told. And they were supportive of the idea of him going back to the garrison for a couple of months to help out with the new recruits, as well as the plan to train some of the troopers in the advanced battle training techniques. At least that’d be done here in Sian. And then there was the Dwarf Moot… Rowan had the sudden feeling that he’d be the one meeting himself somewhere along the track, with all of this running about. So much for ‘retirement’.
 
   Griff turned away and headed back to his house to throw a few things together. Suddenly he stopped, swore, and hurried back to Rowan.
 
   “Bloody Hells, I damned nearly forgot, Rowan,” he said anxiously, “Raven and I are going to be the bunny this year. I thought it’d show everyone we can breed horses other than Guard mounts. And I’ve told them I’ll do it and I can’t let them down.”
 
   Rowan smiled at the thought. Every year the foresters held a… well, it wasn’t exactly a race; it was more of a hunt, really, and it attracted entrants for a good distance around and sometimes even some from other provinces. It was basically a ride through the forest in pursuit of the ‘bunny’, and the person who caught him was the winner… unless of course the bunny wasn’t caught at all. 
 
   The exact route was up to the bunny.
 
   He did have to go to a designated turnaround place to receive a green ribbon to prove he’d in fact been there – not because any forester’s word wasn’t good, but simply as a precaution against troublemakers from other parts. Other than that, he could go wherever he liked, so long as he gave those left behind enough time to cook lunch for everyone. Most bunnies chose a roundabout and very scenic route indeed and it was considered almost a sacred duty to try and lose as many hunters in the trees as possible.
 
   Some of the pursuers rode as individuals, and some rode as a team, as that gave them more chances to cut off or bottle up the bunny. Any outsiders were paired up with a forester as a condition of being allowed to join in the hunt, but everyone else knew the forest intimately, so nobody really had an advantage over anyone else. Except Rowan, of course. Any horse would try harder for him than it would for anybody else. It was the reason he’d never ridden his horses in a proper race, unless they wanted a pacemaker. But this was different, and he’d been the bunny several times, riding either Mica or Soot, and nobody’d ever caught him.
 
   The time that a group of ten or so had somehow managed to box him up in a narrow canyon, thinking they’d finally got him, had become the stuff of legend. They’d sat on their horses, nose to tail across the entrance, blocking it while one of their number went to claim Rowan at last. “Mind your heads, lads! Duck!” he’d shouted and ridden straight at them. There’d been no room and no time to scramble out of the way, so they’d all ducked their heads and flattened themselves on their horses’ backs as much as they could as Mica galloped at them, ears pricked. The braver ones – those who’d glanced up - had a fine view of the stallion’s dappled belly as it soared over them easily. By the time they’d pulled themselves together, Rowan and Mica had disappeared into the trees again. 
 
   Rowan thought that Griff and Raven would give them a good run for their money too. The big black stallion was one of Soot’s sons, his dam a work mare. The cross was becoming very popular among the physically big foresters who wanted a sturdy mount with a bit of speed, and Raven was all of that with Soot’s courage and ability to jump thrown in. He was shaping up to be a future sire of his type of horse. As Griff had said, with a bit of luck he’d be a good advertisement for that particular breeding cross too.
 
   “When is it, Griff?”
 
   “Um… about a month or so, I think. Young Conor’s doing the organising this year. Well, most of it, he’s had a bit of help from us old buggers,” Griff said with a grin.
 
   “The only problem is, I’m not sure that Cris and everyone will want to stay here for, what, nearly three months altogether, Griff,” Rowan frowned as he thought about it, “I know you’ve told Conor you’ll do it, but what about if I ride Raven this year and you can do it next year? You can take any of our horses away with you.” 
 
   “Mmm… I suppose we could do that. Do you think Conor’d be upset by it?”
 
   “Dunno, Griff. I shouldn’t think so, but I’ll ask him when I see him next. In fact, if you go and get started on your packing, I’ll go and find Conor now. Is he still courting Violet d’Farrel?”
 
   “Yes. Daft if he isn’t, I reckon. She and her sister are both lovely girls.”
 
   “Don’t let Honi hear you saying things like that, laddie!”
 
   Rowan ducked as Griff aimed a swat at his ears, laughed, and set off to find Conor.
 
   **********
 
   He ran him down, not at Violet’s house as he’d expected, but at the blacksmith’s, watching unhappily as a couple of dwarves examined the near hind hoof of a big chestnut mare.
 
   “Hello, Conor. You’re not looking very happy today. Is something wrong with Copper?” he said, surprised at all of the bleak faces. Usually the dwarves were a jovial lot, and his young kinsman was rarely without a smile.
 
   “Aye, Rowan. I think she’s got a… dammit! Stand still, lassie,” one of the dwarves said as the mare did her best to kick despite Conor’s firm grip on her bridle and reassuring words in her ears.
 
   “Let me…” Rowan stroked the mare’s nose, calming her without thinking about it.
 
   “Thanks, Rowan. Now, let’s have a proper look at this hoof, Copper. Ah, bugger it!”
 
   “What is it, Jeldaron?” Conor asked anxiously.
 
   “’Tis an abscess in her hoof, as we thought, laddie,” the dwarven Master Smith cursed some more as his assistant hurried off to get the necessary poultices and dressings, “We can fix it up for her, but she’ll not be fit to ride for a good while. Might need a special shoe for a bit, too.”
 
   “But she’ll be all right? You’re sure?”
 
   “Aye, Conor lad. She’ll be as right as rain, but you won’t be riding her in the bunny run,” Jeldaron glanced at his assistant and grinned suddenly, “We can lend you one of our ponies, if you’d like.”
 
   The young forester stood at almost six foot nine. He stared at the dwarf in amazement and then his worried frown was replaced with a wry smile.
 
   “Thanks for the kind offer, but I’d be doing as much running as the poor pony,” he said.
 
   “We’ve got plenty of horses, Conor. I’m sure we can find one that’ll carry you without your feet scraping on the ground,” Rowan said amid the general laughter, “In fact, lad, I was wanting to see you about the run… hush, Copper, my sweet one, you’re all right. It might hurt for a bit, but then it’ll be better, I promise. Hush, now.” He turned his full attention back to the mare, which was moving uneasily as the dwarves did their best to drain the abscess without hurting her, and she stood quietly again under his soothing touch. “If you can hang on for a few minutes while I help here, I need to talk to you about it…”
 
   “That’s all right, Rowan. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “Good lad.”
 
   **********
 
   A little later, having settled the mare comfortably in her own stable, Rowan and Conor sat in the big kitchen of Conor’s family’s house drinking tea and eating some very nice ginger biscuits.
 
   “Ah, that’s better,” Conor sighed, “Thanks for helping us, Rowan. I thought she’d be all right with just me, and she was for a while, but her poor hoof was worse than I’d thought.”
 
   “’Tis no trouble, Conor. And she’ll be fine again in a couple of months. Don’t fret yourself.”
 
   “I’ll try not to, but I probably will. But you said you wanted to see me about the bunny run? Are you and your friends wanting to go in it? There’s always room for more hunters, you know that.”
 
   “Well, aye, I think Tadeus and Cris could likely be interested…”
 
   “The old priest? Surely not!”
 
   “Ha! That old priest used to be a trooper in another life, Conor, before the One got his hands on him, and he rides as well as I do. He’d give anyone around here a good run for their money, especially if he’s riding, say, Soot. Hmm, now, there’s a good idea…” Rowan paused as he thought about it, then continued, “But no, ‘twasn’t what I wanted to see you about, really. I’ve finally convinced Griff and Honi to go away for a bit of a break, and…” he saw Conor’s face fall, “Don’t fret, laddie. I didn’t realise at the time that he was set to be the bunny this year, and to be truthful it’d sort of slipped his mind too, but I can take his place, if ‘tis all right with you. I’ll ride Raven and show everyone how good he truly is.”
 
   Conor’s face lit up in a happy grin.
 
   “Would you? Oh, thanks, Rowan. Griff and Honi do deserve some time off, and I can’t begrudge them a nice little rest,” he said, his grin widening as he thought of something else, “And we might even have a chance to catch you this year, with all respect to Raven of course. He’s not as speedy as some of your horses though, is he?”
 
   “No, he’s not, but I think he might surprise you when he’s only got me to carry, and not that great lump, Griff!”
 
   “Maybe he will at that. Well, it’ll be interesting to find out, won’t it?”
 
   “Aye, it certainly will.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



10. “what might have been”
 
    
 
   Rowan and Tadeus were walking around the paddocks together the day after Griff and Honi finally left on their trip. The old priest had changed from the plain grey robes of his Order when they’d left Den Siddon, and worn what he called ‘priests’ travelling garb’ – loose, comfortable trousers and jacket in the same plain grey fabric, far more suitable for riding and travelling than his usual attire. He’d worn the robes again at Den Sorl, but they hadn’t been seen since then and Rowan felt it was unlikely that they would be. He couldn’t imagine trying to do any real work in cumbersome robes, particularly around animals.
 
    Tadeus loved horses and knew a lot about them, and he liked what he was seeing as they strolled along.. 
 
   “And these are our current lot of foals… nearly six months old now,” Rowan said as the mares and foals crowded around him, as they always did.
 
   “They’re a fine looking lot, Rowan,” Tadeus said as a pretty little dappled grey filly nibbled at his fingers, “You know, I once had the idea of doing something like this…”
 
   “And what happened?”
 
   “I heard the Call of the One, as they say.”
 
   “Did you ever miss what might have been, Tadeus?”
 
   The priest shrugged.
 
   “No, not really. I was happy in the priesthood, even though I came to it so late,” he looked into the distance for a moment and sighed. He glanced back at Rowan, “But… but you and I both know that the One has gone now. Or the Many, if you’re of that persuasion.”
 
   “I’m not of any persuasion, Tadeus, with no disrespect intended. Most foresters are pretty ambivalent about the whole business of Gods and so forth, and since Messton and…” Rowan hesitated, then continued doggedly, “… and what happened in Trill… and afterward… I just can’t convince myself to believe in anything much in the way of Gods.”
 
   “Well, lad, that doesn’t surprise me at all. Doesn’t shock me, either.”
 
   Rowan looked at him shrewdly.
 
   “And what of you, Tadeus?”
 
   “You don’t bloody miss much, do you? Rill said that you saw a lot more than most,” Tadeus smiled slightly and shook his head, “And let’s face it, if Rill noticed it, it must be true.”
 
   “Aye, maybe! But you didn’t answer my question. If you’d rather not, just tell me to shut up and mind my own bloody business. Any of my kin would, though they’d likely put it a bit more politely than that.”
 
   Tadeus laughed.
 
   “So they would! But I… I’m torn, Rowan. When I could feel the Presence of the One, I felt like I was doing something important, doing something worthwhile, in His service, and I…” he shook his grey head, “… but now, to be absolutely truthful, it feels… pointless. Don’t tell the others I said that, will you?”
 
   “Of course not. You know, that’s what the Gods, the One, whatever the hell it was that I found up there in the north… that’s what they said when they left. ‘It is all pointless’. I can still hear them say it.”
 
   “Do you think it truly was the One, Rowan?”
 
   Rowan shrugged and looked troubled for a moment.
 
   “I honestly don’t know, my friend. It seemed like… like a single person and a whole multitude at the same time. Sounds bloody daft, doesn’t it, but ‘tis how it was. I’ve wondered since if I was more… certain of the Gods, if I’d have seen things differently. Perhaps you’d have only seen the One, and Brother Hess would have only seen the Many, if you’d been there… Maybe Moss or the dwarves would have seen something different again… I don’t know…” Rowan shrugged, and hesitated for a moment before continuing, “They said they were the ones ‘your kind thinks of as Gods’… but I think they meant all the folk of Yaarl, not just men. And they named themselves Arno Kren, Sheera Li, and all the rest. All I do know is that they were there, and now they’re not. They’ve truly gone, and all the troubles they caused have stopped.”
 
   They said nothing for a while as they patted the mares and foals that clustered around them, and the cats Ollie and Scrap that sat on top of the fence beside them.
 
   “I thought when I was old enough to retire, I’d just sort of… keep on for as long as I could, and then join the other poor old buggers in the infirmary…” Tadeus said quietly.
 
   “I didn’t think priests ever retired. The ones here seem to just go on and on until they drop, or they’re too old and feeble to put one foot in front of the other.”
 
   “Mmm, it is a bit like that. But no, we can and do retire if we feel the need to. And Rowan, being here, seeing what you and Griff are doing with the horses… it makes me think maybe I’m starting to feel that need.”
 
   “You’d always be welcome here, Tadeus.”
 
   “I have to go back to Gnash and see Hess, if he’s still with us. And I’ve got to do some damned hard thinking too, but thank you, Rowan. I truly do appreciate that.”
 
   “The forest is a good place to think too, Tadeus,” Rowan said softly, “It’s full of life, but ‘tis the most peaceful and healing place I know.”
 
   Tadeus looked at him in surprise. 
 
   “Healing?”
 
    It seemed an odd word to use.
 
   Rowan nodded slowly.
 
   “Tadeus, I know ‘tis none of my damned business, but you devoted your life to the One and did His bidding, His work, as you saw it. You felt His Presence every day in the Tabernacle, every day for years. And then, suddenly, it was gone. You’ve lost something that was very precious to you, and ‘tis only natural to feel grief for that loss,” he hesitated for a moment, “I know how hard it is to lose something precious in your life. Why don’t you go and saddle Soot and take a ride in the trees? If you get lost, he’ll bring you back safely.”
 
   “You’d let me ride Soot?”
 
   “Why not? You’re a fine rider. I’d let you ride Mica too, but I know that he wouldn’t, the bugger. But Soot is just as good as Mica, Tadeus, and he loves to run in the forest. He hasn’t had a really good gallop for a while, with everyone away at the Trophy, and one thing and another, so he’ll be a bit feisty, but he’s well-mannered too. Nothing an old trooper like you can’t handle, I’m sure.” 
 
   The priest’s eyes lit up.
 
   “I think I can probably manage,” he said, trying to stifle his sudden excitement. How long had it been since he’d ridden a fine horse like Soot? Too bloody long, he thought fiercely. “Will you and Mica come with us?”
 
   “Aye, if you want us to… for a little way, at least. Then just let Soot take you where he will,” Rowan smiled at Tadeus, “He loves to run, but he’s good at just wandering along too, or standing about eating grass while you sit and watch the trees grow.”
 
   “That sounds like the best damned offer I’ve had in years, laddie. Let’s go.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



11. “He liked cedars”
 
    
 
   A few days later, Cris and Rowan were busy weeding the vegetable garden while Tadeus had gone to visit his colleagues in the little Tabernacle in the town.
 
   “Is this a weed, Rowan?”
 
   “No, ‘tis a cauliflower. Weeds don’t have those sort of bluish leaves like that.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry. What about this one, then?”
 
   Rowan glanced at the sad little cluster of green leaves in Cris’ hand and tried not to sigh. Truly, he thought, I’d be better off with Umber and Boof helping me. 
 
   The dogs were laying in the shade with the cats beside them, all busily supervising the work, though Scrap was a bit inclined to become distracted from that by the dogs’ tempting, wagging tails. He was a born mischief-maker and sometimes he simply couldn’t seem to help himself. Luckily the dogs and the big ginger cat, Ollie, were patient with him, generally speaking. Occasionally, Ollie would recall that he had a fast right hook and wicked left cross combination that he hadn’t used for a while, and he wasn’t above demonstrating it - without using his claws, of course - on Scrap’s whiskers or ears to remind the little black cat to mind his manners.
 
   “’Tis a carrot, Cris. See the tiny little orange bit on the bottom?”
 
   “Bugger. I’m not really helping you much, am I?”
 
   “I’m truly sorry to say it, Cris, but… no, you’re not. Not with the weeding, anyway, but perhaps you could get the watering can and water where we’ve been. And water those little trees over there too, please. Oh, and try not to drown the poor little buggers like Rill always does. Where is he, anyway?”
 
   “Watching the creek flow past.”
 
   “Ah, silly me. I should have known that.”
 
   “Are we too much of a burden on you, Rowan?”
 
   “No, of course not. You’ve been a big help with the horses, and I truly appreciate it, ‘tis just that you’re not much of a gardener, lad. Not much call for it in Gnash, I suppose.”
 
   “Well, there probably was, but not for me. No, rats were more my thing. If your damned cats weren’t so bloody efficient, I could help them out. I saw little Scrap take on a rat that was as big as he is the other day.”
 
   “Aye, he brought it inside to show me and he could barely drag the bloody thing along; of course he wouldn’t let Ollie or the dogs help him! But at least he knows how to kill them now, he used to bring little ones in at the garrison sometimes and the cursed things would get away from him. There’s probably a whole damned colony of them up on that first floor of the barracks by now.”
 
   “Wish I’d known that when we were there for the Trophy.”
 
   “Aye, they’d have paid you well, too. But as for rats, we seldom see them here. Let’s face it, with two cats and two dogs, you wouldn’t want to be seeing too many, even with all the hay and grain and stuff about the place.”
 
   “No, I suppose not,” Cris said as he filled the watering can from a handy barrel. “Is that Tadeus coming back already? He doesn’t look too happy, does he?”
 
   “No, he doesn’t…”
 
   **********
 
   Soot trotted up to Rowan and nuzzled at his hands. Rowan stroked his nose, gave him the tiny carrot that Cris had pulled up and glanced up at Tadeus. He was shocked to see the old priest sitting slumped, staring at nothing, his cheeks wet with tears.
 
   “Tadeus? What’s wrong? Here, let me help you down, then come and sit on the verandah and I’ll get you a cup of tea. Cris, would you mind looking after Soot, please?”
 
   Cris rejoined them a few minutes later, just as Rowan came through the door bearing a tray with mugs and a teapot. Tadeus seemed not to have moved at all, but sat in a wicker chair staring ahead of him, seeing nothing.
 
   Cris and Rowan sat quietly for a few minutes as Tadeus sipped blindly at his tea. Finally he wiped his eyes, blew his nose, and turned to them.
 
   “Brother Hess is dead. My old friend died about a month ago…” he said stonily, “It would have been about the time we left Den Sorl, I think.”
 
   “But how do you know?” Rowan asked gently.
 
   “I… I went to visit the brothers in the Tabernacle, and… well, you mightn’t know it, but there’s a lot of news that travels back and forth across Yaarl via the priests of the One. And those of the other lot, too.”
 
   Both men nodded. Very little escaped the notice of the Wirran Guard, and as Captain of Den Siddon Rowan had been aware of this; Cris knew because his horse, Bess, had been one of those that carried the priests of the One on their travels. Just as Tadeus’ gelding, Hazel, was.
 
   “Anyway,” Tadeus continued, “They’d had news of one thing and another, and of various brothers who’d died, and somebody’d put in a note for them to tell me, if I came their way, that Brother Hess of the Many had died in Gnash. They said to tell me that he’d got my letters telling him about the Trophy and he’d… he’d died peacefully in his sleep a couple of days later…”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Tadeus. I know he was a good friend to you,” Rowan said.
 
   “I’m sorry too, Tadeus. He was a good man. Do you remember when you and he gave me the talismans when I left Gnash with Rowan and Rose? I’ve still got them, you know. I’ll miss him,” Cris added, wiping away a tear. The old priest had been a fixture in Gnash forever. It seemed inconceivable that he was gone.
 
   Tadeus nodded sadly.
 
   “I do remember that, Cris. He was a good man and a good friend. I’ll miss him too.”
 
   They sat quietly on the verandah as the dogs and cats abandoned their shady tree and came to sit beside Rowan. Even the animals seemed subdued.
 
   “What was Hess’s favourite tree, Tadeus, do you know?” Rowan said after a little while.
 
   Tadeus looked up at him, bemused.
 
   “His what?”
 
   “Sorry, I sort of dropped that on you, didn’t I?” Rowan said, “’Tis just that… when a forester dies, their family, friends and kin plant a tree for them. I planted those two little Forest Giants over there when Zara and I were wed, but after she… after she died, I planted the cherry grove and a red rose for her. They were her favourites, you see, and I’d planned to plant them for her when we came home for the baby to be born. And I planted a white rose and an apple tree for little Liam,” he felt the old wounds in his heart break open again and blinked back tears, “The roses are just there, going mad over the verandah. They’ll probably take over one day. I… I thought we might plant a tree for Brother Hess in a few days, or whenever you might feel ready to. Only if you want to, of course.” 
 
   “Thank you, Rowan, I think he’d have liked that,” Tadeus wiped away fresh tears, “Cedars. He liked cedars. Not the flashy golden ones, though, just the plain old dark green things. We always sat under one in the Great Square when we played chess.”
 
   “Then we’ll plant a cedar for him, when you’re ready to do it. They do well here, especially the plain dark green ones. It’ll make a fine memorial for a fine man.”
 
   “Yes, it will. Thank you for suggesting it.”
 
   **********
 
   They were all subdued over the next few days, thinking their thoughts. Tadeus spent quite a bit of time wandering at the edge of the forest. Rowan quietly sent one of the dogs with him, in case he went further than he thought, or got turned around and lost. He did the same whenever Rill wandered a bit far afield.
 
   The old priest also spent quite a bit of time watching as Rowan rode Mica, Soot and Ashen in their advanced training drills and he found it to be utterly fascinating. As an ex-trooper, he could see beyond the beauty of the movements, and understood, as he never had before, the tales of Rowan having ‘flying horses’. Of course Ashen wasn’t as experienced at it as the two older stallions, but he was showing definite promise and Rowan had great hopes for him. Tadeus found that the less advanced moves that all the horses learnt were still eerily familiar to him, even after so long away from the Guard and a stray thought intruded upon his sadness.
 
   Rowan halted Ashen beside Tadeus one morning after he’d finished his work.
 
   “You truly could stay, you know, Tadeus. There’s plenty of room, and plenty of work to do if you felt like it. Or you could just watch the foals play and the trees grow, like Griff and Honi and I do sometimes,” he said softly.
 
   You are a damned mindreader, Tadeus thought.
 
   “I’d like that more than anything, Rowan, but I… I’m a bit like young Cris, not certain where to go to from here. Though I think he’ll wake up one day and see that there are pretty girls here in Sian too.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, I think that too. But as for you, Tadeus, you don’t have to decide right now. You’re staying for the bunny run, aren’t you? ‘Tisn’t long now, and Soot will give you a fine ride. And Cris has been practising as well.”
 
   Tadeus’ eyes lit up. He was thrilled to be riding a superb horse like Soot around, and he’d been looking forward to the run through the forest. And nothing he did now could alter anything anyway.
 
   He’d certainly have been happy to travel back to Gnash with Cris, but he doubted the ratcatcher would be going home now. And really, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to return there, either, with Hess gone. He could simply join the brothers of the One in the neat little timber Tabernacle in the town and think about retirement there. Or he could ride Soot into town, tell them he was leaving the priesthood, and stay here with the horses. Suddenly he wanted that more than he’d wanted anything for a long time. He decided he’d wait until after the bunny run before making a final decision, but he knew in his heart that the decision had already been made.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



12. “the bunny run”
 
    
 
   The day of the bunny chase dawned bright and beautiful, but a few darkish clouds to the west hinted at rain to come. Rowan and his friends were up and about early, as always. They set off for the starting point after breakfast, meeting up with Moss and Chinook on the way. Rill went with them to see them off, but he didn’t feel confident enough of his riding skills to take part. It was probably the best decision he’d made in a while, Rowan thought privately, and he could amuse himself until the run finished and all the hunters came back for a latish lunch. He’d probably find himself roped in to help the cooks in some capacity.
 
   “Are you coming with us too?” Cris asked the trolls, surprised.
 
   They both nodded happily.
 
   “We’ve never seen anything like this, so we thought it was about time that we did,” Chinook said as he mounted Lavender.
 
   “You’ll be careful through the trees, won’t you?” Rowan said, “The mares aren’t as used to it as everyone else’s horses, not at speed anyway, and they might get a bit carried away with it all.”
 
   “Do not fret thyself, Rowan. Chinook and I have been practising. And your father has promised to keep an eye on us, in case we get carried away in the heat of the moment,” Moss said.
 
   At that moment Rhys appeared from the trees. He was riding Rook, another of Soot’s sons, and a full brother to Raven. 
 
   “Aye, Rowan, don’t worry. I’ll see they’re safe. We might even catch up with you after you’ve lost everybody else,” he laughed. The trolls were happy to simply travel behind everyone else and watch the whole thing unfold. They certainly had no interest in galloping through the forest like mad things, as some of the younger foresters undoubtedly would. And they wouldn’t be the ones walking home leading an exhausted horse, either.
 
   “Aye, you just might. I’m certainly planning on losing as many of the buggers as I can,” Rowan said, knowing full well that the other foresters’ sense of which way to go was just as reliable as his own. All the same, he thought he could probably temporarily lose a few.
 
   **********
 
   “Gods, there’s so many folk here,” Cris said in amazement as he took in all the people milling around in the big open area outside the timber yards.
 
   There had to be nearly two hundred mounted foresters and dwarves, with several other trolls on foot and some hunters with a small pack of dogs.
 
   “Dogs? Surely that’s, er, cheating, isn’t it?” Cris said to Rowan quietly, knowing how sensitive the hearing of most foresters was.
 
   Even so, Conor heard him, and turned to him with a grin.
 
   “It probably is, a bit, and we wouldn’t have done it with Griff, but Rowan’s fair game in the bunny run!” he said, “Even when he’s riding Raven rather than Mica or Soot.”
 
   “Tadeus has got Soot this year, and Mica’s having the day off. But don’t fret, Raven will do well too. Especially when he’s not got Griff’s great weight to cart about,” Rowan laughed, unworried by the hunters’ dogs. A couple of times in other runs they’d caught up to him, but not given him away to the hunters and he’d cantered up to the finishing line with the dogs running happily behind and no hunters in sight.
 
   “Now, Cris, are you happy with Holly?” he added.
 
   He’d offered Ashen to Cris, but the little ratcatcher had found the grey to be a bit feistier than he was used to, and now he was riding one of Soot’s daughters, a gentle black mare with a surprising turn of foot. Cris had reluctantly decided against riding his own mare, Bess, as she wasn’t used to running in the forest and he didn’t want her to injure herself. He’d been riding Holly at every opportunity for a few weeks. At first he’d been surprised by her excellent manners and lovely smooth paces, and then he’d been shocked by her speed as she’d firstly cantered, and then galloped beside Rowan and Ashen in the forest. He felt a bit disloyal to Bess, but he found that he liked Holly very much. As for Ashen, he was being ridden by Conor’s friend, Violet.
 
   “Yes, Rowan. We’re ready to give you a run for your money!” he said.
 
   “And you, Tadeus?”
 
   “Rowan, I’ve ridden a hell of a lot of horses in my time, but none of them has been as good as this fellow,” the priest patted Soot’s glossy black neck affectionately. His own horse Hazel was a good beast, but it didn’t compare to Soot, and of course it, like Bess, had no experience of galloping in the trees.
 
   “Well, I’ll see you all at the finishing line, then. Be safe,” Rowan said as he turned and walked Raven to the edge of the crowd.
 
   “Be safe, Rowan!” all of the hunters chorused happily, sure that this was the year that they’d finally catch him. Raven was a fine horse, and surprisingly speedy, but he was a big horse of very nearly eighteen hands, and he simply wasn’t as swift and agile as Rowan’s other horses.
 
   Rowan headed off up the track at a canter. Of course, every horse there tried to follow him, but their riders managed to restrain them.
 
   “How much start do you give him? Ten minutes or so?” Cris asked Conor. Conor was riding a tall, strong-looking grey mare: Cloud, one of Mica’s daughters. They were riding with Tadeus and a group of Conor’s friends and kin, and all were determined that this was to be their year. Of course all of the other bunny hunters were thinking the same thing.
 
   The foresters around him laughed.
 
   “Bloody hells, lad! If we gave him that much damned start we’d never see him again! Ha! We’ll be doing bloody well to actually see much of him anyway,” Cato, a big man with his hair in the twin braids of the Mist Fern clan said, “No, no! If he was riding Mica or Soot, we’d be starting about… now…” Rowan was about a hundred yards away, “But since he’s got Raven, with all respect to the beastie, we’ll give him a bit more of a start… probably up there where the road turns again.”
 
   Rowan disappeared around a bend, and when he didn’t reappear as the road twisted back, there were curses and mutters of “that crafty bugger! He’s already in the bloody trees!”
 
   There was a sudden blare of horns. 
 
   “Here we go, laddie,” Cato said, “Be safe, now!”
 
   “And you!” Cris managed as the hunters surged forward. 
 
   He’d expected it to be a bit of a melee to start, and it was to a degree, but everyone sorted themselves out quickly and set off after their quarry. The foresters and trolls on foot melted into the trees, their dogs barking happily before settling down to the business of the chase. Most of the mounted hunters turned into the trees where Rowan had, but a few said something to the effect of ‘he’s headed for the ridge line, we’ll go ahead and try to cut him off’, and they galloped off down the track. 
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



13. “just muddled the trail nicely”
 
    
 
   Rowan urged Raven into a good ground-covering canter as he left the hunters. It felt strange to be riding such a big horse, but he knew that Raven was strong and brave, and probably faster than anyone really realised. He could jump anything too. They rounded the bend and took a sharp turn to the left and into the trees. Rowan smiled happily to himself as he thought of the hunters waiting patiently for him to reappear along the road. He patted Raven’s neck and said, “Ha! They’re going to be waiting for us for a bloody long time, aren’t they, Raven? We’ll give them a bit of a trail to follow here, then ‘tis the rocks and creek for us, my lad. For a bit, anyway.”
 
   Raven ran easily through the trees, jumping any obstacle that presented itself, and Rowan was pleased with his mount. He heard the horns sound behind him and laughed again. He’d fooled them for longer than he’d thought he might. Good. He splashed through a little creek, went a bit further and doubled back, then headed for a nice patch of rocky ground where the tracking would be difficult. Then he dismounted and led Raven up a narrow, rocky defile that had likely never had any horse travel it, save one that was with Rowan. At the top he stopped to give Raven a bit of a breather and waited to watch his pursuers go by.
 
   Ah, here they come, he thought. The usual lot of younger, overly enthusiastic hunters galloped past beneath him, jumped the creek and thundered off into the trees. He smiled to himself. They’d just muddled the trail nicely for anyone following. Tadeus was riding close to Conor and Cloud in the next knot of people. Rowan smiled again as Soot cleared a big log with no trouble at all, the old priest obviously having a wonderful time as the stallion carried him easily through the trees. He was pleased to see that Tadeus had put his sorrow aside for the day. 
 
   Rowan looked next for Cris and Holly. Ah, yes, there they were. The mare wasn’t overly big, in fact was really a bit small to be a troop horse, but she was perfect for the little ratcatcher. She was keeping up with Soot and Tadeus well, even though the priest was a far more experienced rider than Cris. Ashen was doing well too, a bit ahead of Tadeus. There were shouts and horns sounding through the forest below him and to his right. The leaders must have run into the lovely big brambly thicket a quarter of a mile or so away, just as he’d thought they would.
 
   The frontrunners came back, cursing and swearing, and muddling the trail further. Rowan was pleased to see his father and the two trolls canter up and stop a little behind a group of dwarves and their tough ponies. He smiled as he saw Rhys looking around, and smiled further when his father’s gaze moved to the outcrop on which he lay. He stood up for a moment, waved, then turned and ran back to Raven and headed off down the other side. He was delighted to hear sounds of pursuit far back along the ridgeline: he knew, as those folk didn’t, that there’d been a small rockslide along there and the way was impassable by horse. He’d started the slide himself just a few days ago, for exactly this situation.
 
   **********
 
   Rhys laughed to himself as Rowan waved to him. Gods, he’s a bloody cheeky bugger, he thought. Even knowing where he is, there’s no way we can get our horses up there. Well, he and most of his clan likely could, but it wouldn’t be easy and by the time they got up there Rowan’d be long gone.
 
   Moss leaned towards him and said quietly, “Was that Rowan up there?”
 
   “Yes, Moss, but I don’t think we’ll tell the others just yet. They’re having too good a time trying to find him down here…”
 
   “…where he’s not!” Chinook finished happily. He was enjoying this ‘bunny hunt’ very much. The forest was beautiful, the day was fine, and his mare was carrying him well. Rhys would see that none of the horses came to any harm, and it simply didn’t matter that they were riding slowly at the back of the field. He wouldn’t put it past Rowan to quietly join them at some stage anyway… perhaps after he’d passed the halfway mark and was on his way back to the town and the meal that awaited everyone there. For a moment Chinook thought of his Bridge, waiting for him at Den Sorl. Never mind, my dear one, he thought, Lavender and I will be back with you soon, and I’ll have lots to tell you. 
 
   A small pack of seven or eight dogs came through the trees. The lead dog barked once, then began to cast around for Rowan’s scent.
 
   “They hunt silently,” Chinook observed, “The dogs they hunt with around Den Sorl are very noisy.”
 
   Rhys shrugged.
 
   “I’ve never really thought about it, Chinook. All of the hunting dogs in these parts run silently and only give tongue when they’ve sighted their quarry, or have lost the trail and are casting about, like now.”
 
   The lead dog, a lean, leggy auburn-furred dog that was named, inevitably, ‘Red’, suddenly barked again and headed for the narrow defile in the rocks.
 
   “Bugger me! Don’t tell me the bastard’s up there, Red!” the huntsman said in disgust, “Even if we follow, he’ll be long gone, and ‘tis bloody hard to get up there without risking a damned broken leg. No, laddie, we’ll go around this cursed ridge and hope to pick him up on the other side.”
 
   “How about if I take Umber and Boof up there, Sammi?  If Rowan has gone up that way, they’ll follow him,” another hunter said. “We can meet you on t’other side.”
 
   “They’ve got Rowan’s own dogs chasing him?” Cris said, surprised.
 
   “Yes, he likes for them to go on a good hunt like this. ‘Tis what they’re bred for, after all,” Conor said, “And we know they’ll always find him.” Of course that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t quietly abandon the hunters at some stage and disappear, to run at Rowan’s side.
 
   Sammi considered it and nodded.
 
   “All right then, Farle, but be careful,” he said.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Sammi. If Rowan can get a bloody horse up there safely, I can get a couple of dogs up there. Truly, I’m more worried about doing myself a mischief than them. But yes, I’ll be very damned careful. I truly don’t want Rowan after me for injuring his dogs,” Farle laughed.
 
   “Gods! Don’t even think of it!” somebody else said fervently.
 
   **********
 
   “Hold on a minute! Has anyone got some spikes?” Conor said quickly.
 
   Several pairs were held out to him, along with comments of ‘what sort of forester do you call yourself, you daft bugger?’ and ‘how could you forget your bloody spikes?’
 
   Conor blushed as he strapped on the nearest set of spikes and hurried to a huge Giant.
 
   “What’s he going to… oh…” Cris said as the young forester ran up the massive tree as if he were running along the ground. The tree overtopped the knoll by a good way and Conor had an excellent view of Rowan running along a creek bed in a big clearing almost a mile away, Raven splashing happily beside him. Conor cursed luridly and came down the tree almost as quickly as he’d gone up. He returned the spikes and said, “Well, I saw him all right. He’s running along the creek in Dab’s Clearing, leading Raven. The Gods only know where he’s going to come out of the damned thing!”
 
   There was a general round of cursing and shaking of heads. Tadeus was amused to hear that the forester women’s vocabulary was just as good as most of the men’s.
 
   “But why’s he leading Raven?” somebody spoke up, “Surely the horse isn’t lame, is it?”
 
   “No, it looked happy enough, and it was moving well,” Conor replied thoughtfully.
 
   “He’s just giving his horse a bit of a rest, pacing it so it can go all day,” Tadeus said, “It’s an old trooper’s trick.”
 
   “Takes one to know one!” Rhys laughed.
 
   “Aye, so it does,” the priest agreed, “Mind you, it’s a good example to follow. We can’t expect our horses to gallop hard all damned day without falling in a heap.” He gave several of the younger, more eager foresters a hard look.
 
   “You’re right, Sir,” one of them said, shamefaced, “’Tis good that you’ve reminded us.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



14. “muddy, hot and sweaty”
 
    
 
   The chase would continue for several hours, and Rowan certainly led the hunters on a merry dance. Among other interesting places, like the odd group of rocky towers known locally as the dancing trolls, he took them into the edge of Caleb’s Swamp, but not too far as it was quite dangerous further in. They emerged muddy, hot and sweaty, cursing again as clouds of tiny biting insects descended on them.
 
   “Do these bloody things not bother Rowan?” Cris said, slapping at his neck in frustration.
 
   “Not as much as you’d expect, no,” Conor said, “But the cursed things seem to love me!”
 
   “As do we all,” Violet laughed at him cheekily. She was a very pretty girl with bright blue eyes and long black braids, a striking combination that wasn’t uncommon among the foresters. She rode very well, as all of the foresters seemed to – to Cris’ surprise – and Ashen was giving her a wonderful run. The grey was strong, fast and brave as all of Rowan’s horses seemed to be, and it jumped superbly. It was no wonder that Rowan generally rode the handsome young stallion himself.
 
   He took them on a roundabout route through the trees, temporarily losing quite a few on the way as he doubled back several times. He was unsurprised a little later to hear a quiet yip behind him as his own black and tan dogs, Umber and Boof, ran from the trees to gambol joyfully beside Raven.
 
   “I thought I’d see you two somewhere along the way,” he laughed as he bent down dangerously low to pat them. “Dammit, I forgot how tall you are, Raven,” he added as he dismounted to do the job properly and safely. 
 
   He stroked the dogs and Raven as he thought about where he was and where he should go next. Hmm… probably time to get to Barnaby’s Clearing and get the ribbon, turn around, and go back to town. He didn’t want the cooks back there to have their efforts wasted, but some hunters would certainly, and unavoidably, be late for lunch if he had anything to do with it.
 
   Naturally he wouldn’t simply head straight to the clearing: that would be making things too easy for his pursuers. Besides, there were sometimes some who went straight to the turnaround point, rather than following him through the forest… it was a practice generally frowned on by the foresters, who felt it was unsporting, but most years there’d be somebody who’d try it. 
 
   He headed off to the Rainbow Falls, a narrowish, lovely waterfall some hundred and fifty feet high that cascaded down the sheer face of a rocky scarp, splitting into two as it poured over a single big rocky bit jutting out. This was called by various names, but the most generally acceptable one was the Ogre’s Nose, and in fact it did have a distinctly high-bridged nasal appearance from most angles.
 
   Rowan paused at the bottom as he and Raven and the dogs had a small drink, watching the beautiful play of light on the tumbling water as it divided over the Nose. Zara had loved to come here, he thought. Gods, I miss you, my heart. I wish you were still here with me. He gave himself a mental shake for wanting things that simply couldn’t be, remounted Raven, and trotted across the little river that ran on into the trees. Raven had no problem with it, but Rowan knew that everyone else would, with the roaring falls so close. Even his kinfolk would have their hands full getting horses over this, after the excitement of the chase through the trees… the thought cheered him as he headed for Barnaby’s Clearing, the dogs running happily beside him.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan stopped Raven a short distance from the big clearing that was home to perhaps a dozen or so forester families. He could see the old man for whom it was named sitting in a comfortable chair on his verandah, whittling. Barnaby had been the foreman of the logging crew who’d cleared this particular area, and it was only fitting it was named for him. There were a few children running about and… yes. Four horses grazing quietly in the shade, with several young men sitting on the ground nearby. Well, they wouldn’t be a problem.
 
   Rowan whistled, just loudly enough for the horses to hear him. They raised their heads as one, their ears flickering as they worked out where he was, and then they cantered straight towards him.
 
   “What the hell…!” one of the men shouted, “Come back, you buggers!”
 
   All four of the men ran after their mounts as quickly as they could, mystified as to what had caused them to suddenly run off like that. One of them started to curse softly and virulently.
 
   “What’s up with you, Simm?” another said without stopping his pursuit of his inexplicably wayward horse.
 
   “Look! There he bloody is, over there! The cheeky bugger!” Simm said heatedly, pointing to where the horses were clustered around Rowan, a bit more than a quarter of a mile away.
 
   Rowan pointed to the trees and promptly disappeared into them, the horses following. Laughing to himself, he only went a little way, tied the horses to a tree and headed for Barnaby’s house. The old man and all of the inhabitants of the little settlement were there to greet him and all were laughing at the plight of the young foresters whose horses had gone to Rowan so easily.
 
   “That’ll teach them, the clever young buggers!” Barnaby said delightedly, shaking Rowan’s hand, “You’d think they’d at least tie their damned horses up, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “And I suppose you forgot to remind them?” Rowan said with a grin.
 
   “Clean slipped our minds, all of us!” one of the youngsters said, patting Raven. 
 
   The stallion nuzzled the boy’s hands gently, hoping he might perhaps have something nice for him, like a peppermint. He didn’t, but Rowan gave him one for Raven and one for himself, and then passed the bag around among everyone else.
 
   “Well, thank you, all of you. If they can’t find their horses, I’ve left them by a little creek over there, tied to a marblebark. ‘Tis only a couple of hundred yards into the trees,” Rowan said.
 
   The others nodded and Barnaby tied the green ribbon onto Raven’s bridle that showed he’d truly been to the settlement. 
 
   “Away you go, laddie. Here they come now,” the old man said, “Oh, dear! Looks like they forgot to check their girths!”
 
   Rowan looked at him and laughed.
 
   “Serves the bastards right. They hadn’t even loosened their poor beasts’ girths, so I did it for them,” he said, watching as one after the other of the men tumbled to the ground. They were up again quickly, obviously unhurt, but cursing colourfully as their horses again cantered to Rowan.
 
   “You’d best keep them here for the silly buggers, I suppose, and I’ll be on my way. Give my regards to the hunters when they come through,” he said, and trotted Raven into the trees again.
 
   **********
 
   Ninety minutes or so later, he sat quietly on Raven’s back in the middle of a narrow logging track, listening to the birds and waiting for the riders he could hear coming towards him.
 
   “Hello, Rowan lad, I thought we might see you somewhere along here,” Rhys called cheerfully as he and the trolls rounded a bend at a gentle jog. “I see Umber and Boof found you, as always.”
 
   “Aye, they did. And I knew you’d be the only ones sensible enough to head back for town when ‘tis getting on for lunch time. Well, you and the dwarves I passed about twenty minutes ago,” Rowan said, “Have you had a good day?”
 
   “Oh, yes, Rowan!” the trolls replied at more or less the same time, “It has been wonderful!”
 
   “And Strawberry and Lavender have managed all right?”
 
   “Yes. Of course we did not try to keep up with all of the other speedier horses, but they have done well,” Moss said, patting his roan mare’s neck fondly.
 
   “I’m proud of Lavender too. Well, truly, I think we’ve all done well today, Rowan, and the best part is that we’ll get started on lunch before all those madmen get back and eat the lot,” Chinook said happily.
 
   “Good, I’ll let the cooks know that you’re not far behind me. Now, were there any injuries that you saw?”
 
   “Not really, Rowan. A few bumps and bruises and scratches from brambles and things, and some sore backsides for those that fell off, but nothing worse than that. Some of the horses are pretty weary, but they’re being quietly led back, rather than ridden.  They’ll be all right with a good rest. Oh, and one of the trolls managed to sprain an ankle. Young Oak, it was,” Rhys said. 
 
   “Is he all right?’
 
   “Yes. We offered him a ride home, but he said he’d rather hobble than ride, thank you very much, so we bandaged him up extra well and that’s what he’s doing. His brother’s with him, so he’ll be all right.”
 
   “We’ll have to show him the error of his ways, Moss. I’m sure he’ll listen to you, and we can find another good gentle horse for him easily enough,” Rowan said with a smile.
 
   “I think so too, Rowan. He does not know what he is missing,” Moss said.
 
   “We’ll work on him over the next little while, then. Maybe on some of the others, too. And now, I suppose I should get a move on. Dammit! Nearly forgot… I’d better let the smart buggers who didn’t go at all have their fun too,” Rowan said.
 
   “What dost thou mean, Rowan?” Moss asked.
 
   Rowan looked at his father and laughed.
 
   “There’s always some clever buggers who don’t go with everyone else, but hang around just outside the town until Rowan gets back and then they try to catch him on the way in,” Rhys said, “If he’s riding Mica or Soot, or Ashen for that matter, they’ve got no hope of catching him in a straight race, but… well, with all respect to Raven, he’s not as fast as them…”
 
   “No, he’s not, but he’s no sluggard either. And I’m not so heavy for him to carry. I think we’ll be all right,” Rowan said. He’d done what he could to conserve the horse’s strength and it was still bright-eyed and keen to run.
 
   “Can we come with thee to the last hill, so we can watch, Rowan?” Moss asked eagerly.
 
   Rowan nodded, and they set off again.
 
   “Young Cris seems to be very taken with Farrel d’Gram’s daughter,” Rhys observed as they trotted along.
 
   “Does he? Which one?” Rowan hoped devoutly that it wasn’t Violet, who Conor had his eye on.
 
   “The older one, Daisy. They were riding side by side all day.”
 
   “Ah. Well, maybe he’ll find his heart is recovering a bit better than he thought it would.”
 
   “Maybe he is, at that,” Rhys said with a smile as he changed the subject, “Now, how far behind you is everyone else, lad?”
 
   “Apart from the dwarves, you mean?” Rowan laughed happily again, “About forty-five minutes or so, I think. The last time I saw them they were trying to find me at the Bluff.”
 
   “Gods. You’ve probably lost a few more there, then.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



15. “got you at last!”
 
    
 
   Sure enough, Rowan found that there were nearly a dozen mounted foresters waiting for him at various points around the town. He scouted around them all carefully and chose his point of attack.
 
   Raven came down the main road into town travelling in the deceptively fast and physically undemanding gait that Rowan had taught to all of his horses: the odd gait that wasn’t a trot, canter, or gallop but somehow an amalgam of all three. The gait that’d originated with Mica. To an observer it seemed like he wasn’t going fast at all, but… well, it was deceptive. On this side of town there were only two young foresters waiting, and it was obvious that they weren’t expecting him to come this way. They were well apart and both had dismounted.
 
   Raven went past the first one easily and kept going, the two dogs running beside him.
 
   Rowan smiled as he heard “Bugger me! Get after him, Rafe. I’ll be right behind you!”
 
   Rafe leapt into the saddle as Raven swept past him too. It was perhaps a mile to the finish from here, and all of the waiting crowds – and, luckily, the trolls and Rhys - had a good view of this exciting race.
 
   “You’re mine, Rowan! I’ve got you at last!” Rafe shouted as his big bay horse galloped up almost within reach of Raven’s flying tail.
 
   “Not yet, you haven’t, lad!”
 
   Rowan leaned low over Raven’s neck, patted him and said softly, “Here we go, Raven lad. Now’s your chance to show these buggers how fast you truly can run. Make your Pa proud!”
 
   He squeezed the horse with his knees, added a nudge from his heels for good measure and gave Raven his head. The big black stallion surged forward in a full gallop, leaving Rafe for dead.
 
    Boof and Umber barked joyously as Raven drew away and kept drawing away, no matter what Rafe did.
 
   “Don’t bloody whip him, Rafe, he’s already doing the best he can,” Rowan called back over his shoulder as he heard unmistakeable noises behind him.
 
   “We’ll see about that!”
 
   We will indeed, Rowan thought. I weigh a hell of a lot less than you, and Raven is Soot’s son and has a hell of a lot of his speed and courage. He bent lower over Raven’s neck, reducing drag, and felt the horse respond, finding a bit more speed for him.
 
   “Good lad, Raven, brave horse. ‘Tisn’t far now, and they’re not going to catch us,” he said happily.
 
   He glanced around to see that he was well in front and even drawing away a bit more, but his face hardened as he saw Rafe’s arm was still rising and falling as he continued to whip his horse. For a moment Rowan was tempted to slow down and deal with it here, but no… Raven deserved his time of glory.
 
   Rowan, Raven and the dogs swept past the cheering crowd at the finishing line at top speed, then slowed and stopped a couple of hundred yards further on in a little group of trees.
 
   “Thank you, Raven laddie. You were very brave, and bloody fast too. Good lad,” Rowan said as he made much of his horse and loosened its girth. He frowned though as Rafe and his friend galloped across the line. Rafe’s horse was streaked with blood and foam and it was trembling as it came to a stumbling stop beside him. Both young men dismounted and came over to Rowan, trying to ignore the sudden growls from both normally friendly dogs.
 
   “Rafe, you bloody idiot! Was it truly so fraggin important to you to catch me?” Rowan demanded furiously, “I’d have stopped for you if I’d known you’d treat your horse like this. The poor creature was doing its best, carrying a great lump like you at a gallop.” He took the whip from Rafe’s hands, whacked it hard around the lad’s backside - just once, but that’d be enough - and then broke it with a quick stamp of his booted foot. “Please don’t ever do that again, Rafe. You shame yourself and your clan.”
 
   “I… I’m sorry, Rowan. I…” Rafe gabbled as he tried not to rub at his suddenly very sore backside.
 
   He was about twenty, a big braggart of a lad of the Marblebark clan. He stood six inches taller than Rowan and was much more heavily built, but there was no way he was going to take on the older man. He was very relieved to see the fire fade from his eyes, relieved too that those in the crowd wouldn’t have been able to see what’d just happened because of the trees.
 
   “Right, now let’s go back and be made a fuss of, but not before I see to your poor beastie. What’s his name?” Rowan said as he stroked the horse’s sweaty neck.
 
   “Tem. Rowan, I… I’m truly sorry that I…”
 
   “Good. You should be. Now, Tem, let me have a look at you…”
 
   He took the bay’s saddle off, then rubbed it down carefully with an old towel taken from his saddle bag. He ran his hands down its trembling legs, walked it around a bit and gave it a couple of sips of water that he tipped from his water bottle into his hands. Finally he patted it, Raven and the third horse again, gave them all a peppermint and turned to the very chastened Rafe.
 
   “”You’ll need to walk him for a good while, and don’t give him any more water for a good ten minutes or so. Then only a little bit at a time. Same for you, Jamie. Me too, if it comes to that. Now, let’s go and get our backs patted while we do it,” he said and walked off, all three horses and both dogs following at his heels.
 
   Rafe and Jamie looked at each other as Rafe picked up his saddle.
 
   “That wasn’t smart, Rafe. I heard him tell you to stop,” Jamie said quietly.
 
   “So did I. I wish I’d bloody listened. Great Bloody Hells! My poor damned backside wishes I’d listened!”
 
   **********
 
   The spitroasted lamb and beef and coal-baked bread and vegetables were very good indeed and so were the fruit pies and assorted pastries and cheeses that followed them. There was plenty for everyone, no matter how far behind the others they turned up. These foresters certainly do know how to eat and have a good time, Cris thought a bit wistfully as he sat beside Daisy. She and her sister were only eighteen months apart in age, and very similar in looks. Both had glorious soprano voices too, and they usually led the foresters in their working songs when it was their turn to be working in the trees. She stood around six foot tall and towered over the little ratcatcher, but it didn’t seem to be bothering her, he noted with relief.
 
   Tadeus watched them together and smiled to himself. He’d felt dreadful, having to give Cris the news of Shana’s wedding to another man. Perhaps now he wouldn’t need to fret himself about upsetting him, he thought happily. 
 
    Rowan was ceremoniously presented with the Bunny Trophy for another year – appropriately enough, it was a stuffed rabbit with a green ribbon around its neck that’d go beside the others on Rowan’s mantelpiece. The cats liked to sit up there beside the bunnies, and the dogs had disgraced themselves one morning by grabbing one that’d got knocked down and making off with it. They’d returned it a bit the worse for wear, but return it they had when Rowan had called them. He’d laughed so much at the dogs’ crestfallen demeanour that he hadn’t had the heart to tell them off, but they’d never been tempted again, even when the cats made a game of knocking all the Bunny Trophies down.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



16. “a great one for the waifs and strays”
 
    
 
   Griff and Honi trotted their horses down the little track that led home. They’d been away for slightly more than seven weeks, though neither they nor Rowan had thought they’d be away for so long. They’d had a good break, caught up with the doings of Honi’s kin and met all the new babies, young lovers and proud grandparents, and planted a tree for each one who’d died since their last visit. When Griff had started to get a bit restless in spite of his best intentions, they’d made their farewells and gone to Sinter, the little city on the lakes slightly to the south east of the centre of Sian. When they’d tired of city life they’d simply moved a few miles out of town, to a secluded stretch of the lake, and that’s where they’d stayed for longer than they’d really planned.
 
   “’Tis good to be home again, Honi, my love,” Griff said softly as he breathed in the tangy scent of the Forest Giants and listened to the birds singing in their mighty branches.
 
   “Mmm… it is, too. But ‘twas a lovely holiday, wasn’t it? I hope Rowan hasn’t worked himself to a frazzle while we’ve been gone,” Honi said.
 
   Griff laughed.
 
   “I don’t think he’ll have done that, love. He’s a daft bugger at times, but as he says himself, he’s only half as daft as everyone seems to think. And he’s got plenty of help,” he thought about it for a moment, “Well, the old priest looks to be a useful sort, and young Cris too, but I’m not so sure about that lad Rill…”
 
   “He’s an odd one in some ways, isn’t he? Still, I suppose ‘tis only to be expected…” Rowan had told them as much about Rill and Plausant Bron as he felt would make sense to them, “He’s a great one for the waifs and strays, isn’t he?”
 
   “Rowan, you mean?”
 
   “Who else? I know that you bring home your share of them too, love, but not like Rowan…”
 
   Griff shrugged.
 
   “I don’t think he sets out to do it, my sweet. And Tadeus, Cris and Rill are hardly ‘waifs and strays’, they’re only staying to help us out until you and I get back,” he decided it was time to change the subject, not least because he wouldn’t mind if the newcomers were to stay for a bit longer. He and Rowan planned to buy some more mares at Frissender this year, and their little enterprise was getting to be a good-sized enterprise, and very successful. And with the Wirran Guardsmen coming as well…? Things could be getting fairly hectic at times, he thought. “How do you suppose they went in the bunny run? Do you think they’ll have caught Rowan and Raven?”
 
   She thought about it. Raven was a fine horse, and they had great hopes for him in the future, but he wasn’t as fast as some of the smaller horses. Then again, the run wasn’t about just speed, and of course Rowan had been riding him…
 
   “I think they’ll all have been left eating dust, love. I think Raven would find a bit extra for Rowan, even if he didn’t think he had anything left.”
 
   “Rowan wouldn’t ride him until he thought he had nothing left!”
 
   “No, of course he bloody wouldn’t. I didn’t put it very well, did I? What I meant was… well, you know what I meant!” She leaned over and swatted his ears happily.
 
   “Yes. But Raven’s a damned good horse, too. I hope he showed everyone what he could do, and if he did, I think we’ll find ourselves with a lot more working mares to introduce to Mica and Soot. Might even have Raven serve a few this year.”
 
   “Mmm… wasn’t Rowan saying something about doing the same with Ashen too? Doesn’t seem long since they were both running around the paddock with the other babies.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t, but they’re six now. Some breed them younger than that, you know. I don’t think we ever will, mind you.”
 
   “No… the time gets away, doesn’t it, love?”
 
   “Certainly does. Do you know we’ve been away for more than seven damned weeks? Ha! I laughed at Rowan when he said to take so much time off, said we’d only be a couple of weeks. Wasn’t I bloody daft!”
 
   She smiled at him.
 
   “Yes, my love, you certainly were,” she said serenely, then laughed.
 
   “You’re not supposed to agree, wench! You’re supposed to think that I’m the most wonderful husband that anyone could possibly have!”
 
   “Oh, yes… well, you’re that too. I just didn’t want you to get too high an opinion of yourself.”
 
   Griff glared ferociously at her, then leaned over and gave her a kiss. He enjoyed it so much that he gave her another.
 
   **********
 
   They came around the last bend to see that the place seemed to be deserted.
 
   “Where the hell is everyone? Surely they’ve not all disappeared,” Griff said, looking around.
 
   “Maybe a bunyip got them?” Honi said with a grin.
 
   Bunyips are mythical creatures said to live in lakes, ponds and waterways all over Sian, waiting to devour travellers and general stickybeaks that get too close to their homes. Some say they are big warty, froggy-looking creatures, and others believe they are sort of man-shaped, but covered in pale iridescent scales, and they have huge fishy eyes and mouths full of razor-sharp teeth. Another theory is that they don’t actually live in the water, but in a cosy cave nearby, and they are really shaggy, bear-like beasts with the tusks and manners of a wild boar. Whatever they look like, it’s generally agreed that they have insatiable appetites and would eat whatever came their way, but they favour meat and little children are a particular delicacy to them. Naturally they hate intruders of any sort, but most of all they hate men.
 
   Griff laughed.
 
   “Well, one might have got Rill easily enough, and maybe even Tadeus and Cris, I suppose, but I truly think that Rowan’d be safe!” he said.
 
   “Ha! He’d be sitting about drinking cups of tea with the damned thing and all its family,” Honi said.
 
   “He always wanted to find one when he was a little lad,” Griff said slowly, remembering several wonderful, long-ago expeditions, “Never did, of course. He was most disappointed to realise that it simply wasn’t going to happen.”
 
   Griff didn’t know, because Rowan knew it was ridiculous and so hadn’t told him, but the old longing would still sometimes wash over him when he crossed a remote little creek or looked into an out-of-the-way forest pond. 
 
   “Well, perhaps not a bunyip, then. But where the hell do you suppose they are?” Honi said, looking around again.
 
   They tended their horses and looked around without finding anyone other than a pile of sleepy cats and dogs on Rowan’s neatly made bed. They shooed them off, much to the animals’ dismay. Finally they stood leaning on a fence, mystified, for a few minutes. Eventually they heard hoofbeats coming through the trees.
 
   “That’s them,” Griff said, recognising the distinctive pattern of hoofbeats that only Rowan’s horses had, around here, “I wonder where they’ve been?”
 
   “I wonder what the hell they’ve been up to,” Honi said, as she saw that Rowan was covered in mud, “Gods! Maybe Rowan truly has been saving them from a damned bunyip.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



17. “… like a dowser?”
 
    
 
   Earlier that day, Cris had gone to the blacksmiths in the town to buy some more nails for the seemingly neverending job of fencing. Post and rail construction was all very well, as was the use of wooden pegs when needed, but sometimes there was simply no substitute for the judicious use of a few good strong nails. While he’d been there he’d had a most interesting little talk with the dwarves. He wondered what Rowan would think about it. Cris felt that he himself was making a good contribution to the work of the farm, even if he wasn’t much good at gardening, but he often felt that Rill was… well, a bit feckless, really. Rowan was very tolerant of Rill – the man had saved his life, after all, and Rowan hadn’t forgotten it. Mind you, Rowan had also saved Rill from being trapped in the closing nexus between Yaarl and what he called ‘the other place’, so Cris felt that things were probably even between them; not that Rowan would think like that. But even so, he must surely think that Rill could be a bit more use around the place.
 
   Cris tended his horse, turned her out with the others and went over to where Rowan was riding some of the young horses in their training drills. He was intrigued to see that Tadeus was riding with him, the pair of them making a fine display.
 
   “What are you two doing?” he asked, surprised, “Those colts look like they’ve been practising!”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Aye, they have! They’ll show better to buyers at Frissender, if I ride them like this rather than simply leading them.”
 
   “It’s like being back in the Guard, riding with the troop,” Tadeus said happily, “I never realised how much I’ve missed all this, with the horses.”
 
   “Can I help you with it too?”
 
    “Aye, of course you can, Cris. We’ll have Griff and Honi in the line as well, I think, when they get home. ‘Tis good for the young horses to be ridden in disciplined groups like that, especially those that end up as troop horses, and it’ll help us to show them off as best we can at the sales,” Rowan smiled at him.
 
   Here’s your chance, Cris thought. Take it.
 
   “And er… what about Rill?” he said innocently.
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow, but answered politely, “No, I don’t think we’ll be having Rill doing this, with all respect to him. He rides like a damned sack of turnips.”
 
   “So he does,” Cris said, “Umm, Rowan, do you ever think perhaps he should be doing a bit more about the place? Other than drowning the garden, I mean. Dammit, that didn’t come out very well, but…”
 
   Rowan tried not to sigh. He knew exactly what Cris had meant, because sometimes he found himself trying not to think the same thing. Rill undoubtedly meant well, but… well, he could be trying at times, particularly to someone who worked hard himself and was used to a more disciplined way of life.
 
   “He does his best, Cris. He’s quite good at feeding the ducks and chickens and collecting eggs, and brushing the horses too, and he’s getting better at milking the cow. It all takes him a bloody long time, but he does a good job in the end,” he said.
 
   Cris continued doggedly, “Well, I think I might have found something that he’ll be better at…”
 
   Tadeus and Rowan exchanged a quick glance.
 
   “Oh, aye? And what might that be?”
 
   “Well, the blacksmiths need a new well…”
 
   “Bugger me,” Rowan said, surprised, “And you’re thinking that Rill could dig the bloody thing? ‘Tis damned hard work, Cris. Um, how can I put it politely? You need a bit more muscle than Rill’s got, I’m sorry to say.”
 
   “A hell of a lot more muscle than Rill’s got, you mean, laddie!” Tadeus chuckled.
 
   Cris laughed at the thought of Rill digging anything, particularly a well. He was shortish and stocky, but not a strong man, and not really a great one for physical exertion at times. His travels with Cris over the last seven or so years had toughened him up quite a bit, but no, he wasn’t strong. He was a good friend, but Cris doubted he’d even know which end of a spade was the business end.
 
   “Gods, no! Can you imagine it? No, I thought he might be able to help them find the best place for it. Seems the present one’s been silting up a lot lately, or something.”
 
   Rowan looked thoughtful for a moment. Rill had been ‘the one known as the river god’, after all.
 
   “You mean like a dowser?” he saw the bafflement on the faces of both of his friends, “A diviner? Somebody who can find water underground?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve never seen one, but I’ve heard that they sort of walk about with a stick or something, and it leads them to water. Rill didn’t do anything like that, but he could always find little creeks and springs and things when we were travelling, and I thought…”
 
   “Let’s ask him, then. Anyone seen him recently?”
 
   “I think he’s over there with the dogs,” Tadeus said, intrigued by Cris’ idea.
 
   They found Rill playing a game of fetch with Umber and Boof. Both dogs liked this game, and so did Scrap. Sometimes the little black cat would gallop out of nowhere, grab whatever was being retrieved - so long as it wasn’t too big or too soggy - and run off with it to give it to Rowan. Luckily the dogs didn’t mind the little interloper, or pest as they probably thought him. It just added another variation to the game and gave them an opportunity to chase Scrap, as they often did in fun. Of course Scrap and Ollie chased the dogs as well, and sometimes it was hard to know which animal was enjoying it the most.
 
   **********
 
   “Rill,” Rowan began without preamble, “If I asked you to find me the best place to dig a well somewhere near… oh, let’s say the main barn, would you be able to do it?”
 
   Rill nodded.
 
   “Of course. About twenty paces north would probably be best. I suppose it might depend on the type of soil there, though,” he replied with no hesitation at all.
 
   “Really? You can tell that from here? ‘Tis a good long way…”
 
   “Well, it is a bit far, but I’ve been in and out of that barn plenty of times, and I… I felt the water over that way one day and I went to… to sort of have a look.”
 
   “You felt it, Rill? What do you mean?” Tadeus asked in astonishment.
 
   “That’s the only way I can explain it, Tadeus, but it’s not exactly a feeling. It’s just…” Rill shrugged, “I just know that it’s there.”
 
   Rowan nodded to himself. He couldn’t explain the Whispering either, it just simply WAS, and maybe this was sort of similar.
 
   “Cris might have found a job for you, then, Rill,” he said, “So long as you don’t mind doing it, of course.”
 
   “Of course I don’t mind doing anything I can to help, Rowan. But I… I’m not very good at anything…”
 
   “If you can find water like that, I’d say you were very damned good at something, lad. The g’Farrien – the blacksmiths, I mean – need a new well dug…” Rowan tried not to laugh at Rill’s horrified face, “Don’t fret, Rill, you wouldn’t actually be digging the bloody thing. They’ve got plenty of strong young lads for that, and ‘twould give them a break from the forge for a bit. No, Cris wondered… well, we all wondered if you might be able to tell them where’d be best to dig.”
 
   Rill smiled, his relief obvious.
 
   “Of course. Shall we go over there now?”
 
   Cris, Rowan and Tadeus looked at each other.
 
   “Aye, why not? They can soon send us packing if we’re not welcome, and I’m sure these colts will be happy to have a change of scenery.”
 
   **********
 
   “Do you use a forked stick, or a piece of wire?” Master Smith Jeldaron asked Rill curiously, “I’ve seen lots of folk try with both, but I’ve only ever seen one that was truly successful. That was old Tyril d’Vance from over Aston way, but he’s been dead a good few years now. ‘Tis usually a bit hit and miss, I’ve always thought.”
 
   “No, Sir, I don’t use anything like that. Um, where were you thinking of putting it?”
 
   “Somewhere over there, near the old one, I suppose. We need it near the forge so we can quench the metal without having to go a long way for water. At the moment we’re using the other well at the back of the house, but ‘tis a damned long way to cart water, especially by the end of the day. ‘Tis a bloody nuisance, truly.”
 
   “Let me see it…” Rill walked to the old, silted-up well and looked down into it. “Was this a good well? It seems like it’s not in quite the right place.”
 
   “’Tis always silting up, the cursed thing. Sometimes it’ll be dry, in a bad year.”
 
   “Mmm… it would have been better over there…” Rill pointed to a spot perhaps thirty feet away.
 
   “Why over there? ‘Tisn’t very far from this one,” Jeldaron said, obviously puzzled by this odd young man, but willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. After all, Rowan could do extraordinary things with any beast, so perhaps it wasn’t surprising that his friend might be able to do something… unusual… as well.
 
   “No, it isn’t, but the underground stream divides into several branches about a quarter of a mile up there…” he pointed again, “And your well here is on one of the weaker branches. It would be much better over there.”
 
   None of the young dwarves looked happy about digging a well just on this very odd man’s say-so, even if he was Rowan’s friend. Rowan took the spade from them without a word and followed Rill to the chosen site.
 
   **********
 
   “Now, would you be happy with it here, Jeldaron?” he asked. He didn’t mind digging the thing, but it’d be no good if the Smith wasn’t happy with the site.
 
   Jeldaron considered it carefully.
 
   “Yes, I think so,” he said at last, “’Tis actually no further from the forge, when you look at it… it might even be a wee bit closer, I think. We’ll just have to clear a bit of clutter from that side door, and we can bring the water in that way.”
 
   “Well, let’s see if Rill is right, then.”
 
   Rowan knew suddenly that he would be, just as surely as he knew that he himself could walk up to any beast and not be harmed by it.
 
   “Can you tell how far down it is, Rill?” He hoped devoutly that it wasn’t going to be something like thirty feet.
 
   Rill bent down to put his palm flat to the ground. He frowned in thought.
 
   “About, um… a bit less than eight feet, I think. This branch of the stream is a bit closer to the surface than the other one.”
 
    Relieved, Rowan set to work with a will, grateful that the ground wasn’t too rocky, while at the same time not being so loose and silty that the walls would collapse before they could be shored up and bricked up properly. Dammit, that was a thought.
 
   “Have you got any timber for the walls, please, Jeldaron? I don’t want to find myself needing to be dug out of the bloody thing,” he said.
 
   “We’ll get something, Rowan lad. You keep going and these useless lads of mine will be right back with what you need,” the smith glared at his offspring and they scurried off to get the materials to shore up the well. The old well had been a problem for a while, and the necessary timber was on hand against the day a new one would be dug.
 
   Rowan was digging a narrowish excavation that would be widened if it was successful, and he was almost seven feet deep when he suddenly stopped and bent down.
 
   “Bugger me!” was all he said.
 
   “What is it, Rowan?” came the inevitable question from the many onlookers who’d gathered to see what was going on.
 
   “’Tis water, my friends. Look at this.”
 
   He held his hand above his head, stretching up so that the others might see it easily above the lip of the hole. It was muddy and dripping with water.
 
   **********
 
   “I think you’ve found something that Rill truly is good at, Cris,” Rowan said with a grin, “Well done, both of you. I’d imagine there’ll likely be quite a few folk wanting your help, Rill, once word gets about.”
 
   **********
 
   Honi and Griff were most surprised to see Rowan, Cris, Tadeus and Rill coming through the trees, rather than at least some of them being at home, working at one thing and another; they were even more shocked when they realised that Rowan was covered in mud.
 
   “What the hell have you been doing, Rowan? You’ve not hurt yourself, have you?” Honi managed, after she’d got over her amazement, “We were starting to think that a bunyip had got the lot of you!”
 
   “No, Honi love, I’m sorry to say there were no bunyips. I’m fine. Oh, and welcome home. Did you have a good time?”
 
   “Yes. Yes, we did, but why are you all muddy like that? What’ve you been doing?”
 
   Rowan told them.
 
   “And you can truly find water just like that, Rill?” Griff asked.
 
   Rill nodded.
 
   “Well, my lad, I think you’re going to find yourself fairly busy around here… well, not HERE exactly, though a well closer to that barn would be handy,” he looked suspiciously at the others as they all laughed, “I’m not sure what was so comical about that, you pack of bloody idiots! Er, not you, Brother Tadeus. I meant these other bloody idiots with you. Anyway, Rill, even with all the creeks and things around, there are always folk wanting a well nearer their house, or wherever. You could sort of spread the word about yourself around the district and find plenty of work, I’d imagine. And no, I’m not suggesting that you dig the cursed things yourself, laddie. There’s always an idiot like Rowan who’ll do the job for you.”
 
   “Aye, there is too, but I’m afraid it’s not going to be me, Rill. We’ll be busy with the foaling and getting the young horses ready for Frissender, and I’ve got to go to Bettra with the g’Farrien before the Horse Fair,” Rowan said. He’d been going to go after that, but had decided that this way would be better.
 
   “What’s that all about, Rowan?” Cris wondered.
 
   “Ah. Well, ‘tis a surprise for the g’Hakken. There’s a clan in Bettra, the g’Lerran, bloody secretive buggers they can be, too. Well, insular, rather than secretive, I suppose. Anyway, they’re not always welcoming to strangers, particularly men, for some reason. Just as well I’m a dwarf as well as a forester,” Rowan said, “They’ll soon shut up when they see the clan mark.”
 
   “But why are you going there…?”
 
   “Hmm? Oh, sorry, I got a bit sidetracked. Well, they breed a particular sort of little beastie that I know the g’Hakken have been trying to acquire for bloody years, because the g’Lerran only sell them very, very rarely. About every fiftieth solar eclipse, Toren says. And the g’Farrien in town would like a few too. So we thought we’d go together, hope we’ll be lucky and be able to buy some, and I can help to get them home.”
 
   “But what are they…?”
 
    “Wait and see, laddie, wait and see. You’ll like them, I promise. We might even keep one for ourselves. No, ‘twould have to be two, or she’d get too lonely.” Rowan thought about it a bit more. “On second thought, maybe not. They’d be too damned small for us, but they’ll be perfect for the g’Hakken, with no disrespect intended to them.”
 
   “You’re not going to tell us what they are, are you, you bugger?”
 
   “No, I’m not. And ‘tisn’t only me who won’t tell you, Honi and Griff won’t either. Will they?” Rowan turned to them and frowned as fiercely as he could without laughing.
 
   “No, we won’t, I promise. A good surprise is worth the wait,” Griff chuckled, “And we’ll have to be careful not to tell Toren when we see him at Frissender.”
 
   “Dammit! So we will. Still, it’ll be worth it when I take them to the clan.”
 
   “Assuming the g’Lerran will sell you any, Rowan lad. The g’Farrien say they’ve been over there to Bettra and come back empty-handed a couple of times.
 
   “Aye, the g’Hakken have, too. But maybe this time the buggers might be in a selling mood.”
 
   **********
 
   They were, as it turned out, due to a bizarre set of circumstances. It wasn’t the fiftieth solar eclipse, but it was still most unusual. Griff laughed as Rowan told the story; he wished he’d been there with them, and he wished he could be there when Rowan rode into the g’Hakken village with his little ‘beasties’ and sprang his surprise. The dwarves loved surprises, and they’d be especially delighted with this one.
 
   As for Cris and Rill, they were just as charmed by the little animals as everyone else; just as enchanted as Rowan hoped – no, knew, the g’Hakken would be. Nobody minded having to take care of them until after the Horse Fair and the herd settled in quickly and happily.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



18. “daft to be traipsing back and forth”
 
   Life was increasingly busy around the farm now. As well as all of the usual work to be done they were preparing the young horses for sale at Frissender, and then of course there was the quickly approaching foaling season.
 
   As they were all sitting around under a tree having a break and an inevitable cup of tea, Tadeus confirmed the decision that he’d already made in his heart before Honi and Griff had returned.
 
   “Rowan… and Griff and Honi too, of course,” he began…
 
   Honi, Griff, and Rowan glanced quickly at each other. They’d talked about this, as they talked about everything else that affected their lives, and they all thought they knew what the old priest was going to say to them now.
 
   “Do you have some news for us, Tadeus?” Honi asked gently.
 
   “Nothing that you’ve not already worked out for yourselves, I suspect,” he said, “But yes, I do. Do you think that I could possibly stay on here and help you with the horses? I’ve got nothing to go back to in Gnash now, and… well, we all know the One’s not around any more, and…”
 
   Honi came over to him, hugged him, and kissed his cheek.
 
   “Of course you can, Tadeus. You’re welcome to be here for as long as you like. Didn’t Rowan tell you that?” she said.
 
   “Well, yes, he did. But I wasn’t quite sure then, and…”
 
   “… and now you are. Good. We hoped that you’d decide to stay, Tadeus, we can always use an experienced pair of hands around here,” Griff said, shaking his hand. He knew that Tadeus wouldn’t be comfortable with his usual bear hug.
 
   “I’m not experienced in delivering foals, though, or anything to do with breeding. I’ve never been involved in any of that.”
 
   “You soon will be, my friend,” Rowan said as he too shook the old priest’s hand, “There’ll be plenty of foals arriving fairly soon, so you’ll get into the way of it quite quickly. You’ll be surprised. Sometimes the mares do get into trouble and need a helping hand, and if that happens, just come and get Griff or me, but mostly they don’t need any real help. They do like to see a friendly face from time to time, though, someone to talk to them and let them know that they’ve not been forgotten,” he smiled happily. He loved foaling time, no matter how much extra work and lost sleep it inevitably entailed. “And in the meantime, there’ll be plenty of riding drills with the young horses, grooming, mucking out stalls, all the usual stuff that you are damned good at.”
 
   “Rowan! You sound like a bloody slave driver!” Honi said, trying not to laugh at the amazed expression on Rill’s face as he listened to the conversation. He wasn’t used to casual banter with a priest, and he wasn’t quite sure how to take it.
 
   “Will you stay with us here, or will you stay with the Brothers at the Tabernacle? We’ve enough room, one way and another, and it seems daft to be traipsing back and forth all the time,” Rowan said, neatly ignoring Honi’s outburst, “Besides, the mares have a damned annoying habit of delivering at night, quite often.”
 
   “Thank you, but I don’t want to be putting anyone out,” Tadeus said. He was staying in Rowan’s cottage and Cris and Rill were with Honi and Griff. They’d used a similar arrangement with the Guardsmen who’d come for the foaling the previous year.
 
   “Silly man!” Honi said, hugging him again, “You won’t be putting anyone out. It might get a bit crowded when my two lads are home from the trees, and the Guardsmen come to learn the higher training, but we’ve thought about that too, and we’ve decided we’ll just build another house for everyone. We’d have done it anyway, but Fess and Commandant Telli are sending some men to help with it, because it’ll be mostly Guardsmen using it.”
 
   “Sort of like a barracks, we thought, but not exactly. For a start, it won’t be just one bloody big, long, draughty room, no matter what the Guard Engineers might say. Oh, and the beds will be a damned sight more comfortable, too,” Rowan laughed.
 
   “Thank the One for that!” Tadeus said fervently. He wasn’t as tall or broadshouldered as Rowan, but he’d always hated the squeaky, narrow iron barracks beds when he’d been in the Guard, too. They seemed to be universal. Siannen beds, on the other hand, were roomy, very comfortable, and made of non-squeaky timber. He’d never slept as well as he was now.
 
   “And what of you two?” Griff asked, looking at Cris and Rill, “Are you going to stay with us for a bit longer, too? You know you’re both welcome to stay for as long as you like.”
 
   “I, um… I think I’ll be staying for a while,” Cris said, hoping he wasn’t blushing, but knowing that he most likely was. His friendship with Daisy d’Farrel was going well; he wasn’t sure what might come of it, but in the meantime both he and Daisy were enjoying what they had. He certainly wasn’t going to be rushing off anywhere in the near future.
 
   “And I, too,” said Rill. He’d already found good well sites for a couple of people, and word was spreading around the district. He’d never imagined that something he simply took for granted would turn out to be so useful, and in fact profitable. He was finally feeling as if he was actually contributing to things.
 
   “Just as well the clan will give us a hand then, Griff. We won’t have much time to be building anything for a while,” Rowan said, “And Telli said he’d send the Engineers about… now. Of course they’ll travel through the Break, so it’ll take them a bit longer to get here. One way and another though, we’d better get on with it before the lads come back home too. And it’d be good to have it all finished and ready to go before Ross and the others come.”
 
   Griff nodded. The clan would always help out for something like this; in fact anyone in the community would. It was simply the way that things were done. Besides, Rowan and Griff both helped anyone who had an animal in trouble, no matter what time of the day or night it was, or how far away, and they’d never accept any payment for it. This would be a way for others to show their appreciation. And this time there was an added bonus: the Wirrans would pay them for their work. They’d refused payment at first, but realised how daft it was not to accept something freely given and ultimately needed, and so they’d accepted the offer of fair wages for their work.
 
   “All the same, Griff, ‘tis a shame I’ve not got my new axe yet. I could have at least chopped a few trees down to get the feel of it,” Rowan said.
 
   “Well, you’ll just have to use one of the old buggers we’ve been using for years, laddie!”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



19. “that time is right about now”
 
   All too soon, Rowan and Griff came back from their daily inspection of the mares to say that they thought some would deliver their foals in the next day or so. It was always an exciting time, but it could be stressful and exhausting too, with the mares’ preference for delivering at night, even with Rowan’s comforting presence.
 
   The Wirran Engineers hadn’t yet arrived to start work on the barracks, but the foresters had a good idea of what’d be needed and they started making arrangements with the timber mill. They also, on Rowan’s advice, made enquiries at a stone merchant in the next town; apparently Wirrans preferred strong stone foundations for their buildings. Really they preferred stone buildings to timber ones, but there’d simply have to be a bit of give and take on both sides, given the wealth of beautiful and easily accessible timber surrounding them.
 
   **********
 
   “Wake up, Cris! Gods, you’re not bloody dead, are you?” Rowan said softly. He didn’t want to wake everyone up, though Griff had appeared silently beside him as he came up the stairs. A whispered conversation made Griff smile, and then head back to bed for a bit longer.
 
   All the same, Rowan thought that he’d have to start shouting or doing something a bit more drastic if his friend didn’t surface soon. He gave Cris’ shoulder an experimental shove.
 
   He himself was a light sleeper and always had been, and he’d have been awake and alert the moment somebody got to the front door, just as Griff had been. Well, unless he was in the throes of a damned nightmare of course, and then the dogs and cats would always wake him. At least the horrid dreams weren’t quite as persistent as they’d been… going back to Den Siddon after so long had helped them more than he’d thought it would, but he still thought they’d never go completely.
 
   Cris looked up at him, bleary-eyed.
 
   “Rowan? What the hell’s going on? And what bloody time is it?”
 
   “Shh… you’ll wake up the whole damned valley. ‘Tis just before dawn. Can’t you hear the birds?”
 
   “I can hear the bloody noisy things,” Cris said grumpily. He really wasn’t at his best very early in the morning, and to make things worse he’d been in the middle of a lovely dream that was fading even as he tried to recall it.
 
   “Good. Then throw on something warm and come with me, Cris. I’ve got something I’d like you to see…”
 
   “Can’t it fraggin wait until later?”
 
   “Well, aye, I suppose it could in some ways… but no. Not really,” Rowan said obscurely, “There’s only ever one time to see this, and that time is right about now.”
 
   Cris pulled a face and tried to burrow under the bedclothes again.
 
    “It’d better be very bloody good, lad, or…”
 
   “… or you’ll punch me in the nose and kick my backside. I know. But it IS good, I promise. Surely you don’t think I’d be prowling about over here in the damned dark for nothing? No, my lad, you’ll thank me for waking you up like this.”
 
   “Ha! I doubt that very fraggin much.”
 
   **********
 
   But Rowan’s enthusiasm was contagious and very soon Cris found himself out of his nice warm bed and hurrying after his friend, curious to see exactly what it was that had him so excited. It was surprisingly cool as they came outside and Cris was glad of Rowan’s warning to put on a jacket as well as a shirt. The sun seemed to be just thinking about rising and the birds were singing the beautiful multi-toned harmony of the dawn chorus to hurry it along a bit, but it was all wasted on Cris right now.
 
   “Where the hell are we going, you daft bugger?”
 
   “Over here, to the barn.”
 
   The penny still hadn’t dropped for Cris. He could be very, very dense at this time of day, or night, as he thought of it. Very grumpy, too.
 
   “The barn? The fraggin barn? At this bloody hour? I do know what the cursed thing looks like, Rowan!”
 
   Rowan tried not to laugh, and almost succeeded.
 
   “I’m pleased to hear it, but ‘tisn’t the outside we’re interested in just now, lovely though it is in its rustic way. Come on, lad, hurry it up a bit!”
 
   “It’s all right for you with your great long legs, but some of us are…”
 
   “… ‘not tall’, as the expression is. Aye, I already know that, lad. Now, stop bloody complaining and come in here and see Bonnie and her new baby.”
 
   Cris’ brain was still a bit slow, though the welcome warmth of the barn was starting to hurry it up a bit.
 
   “Bonnie? Who the hell’s Bonnie?” suddenly he realised at last, “Oh… she’s the mare that you said was close to foaling when you looked at her last night. Has she…?”
 
   “Aye. Come and see our first foal of the season… it’s a fine little filly. Oh, and don’t fall over the cats. They were here most of the night, and I doubt they’ve gone far.”
 
   “Have you been here all bloody night?”
 
   “Aye. Griff and I take it in turns; a few nights on and a few nights off. Mares like to foal at night… I suppose they feel safer.”
 
   Rowan led the way into a roomy foaling box. A steel grey mare was standing in fresh straw, gently nuzzling at something. She turned her head, nickered softly at Rowan, then nuzzled at the straw again.
 
   As Cris stared in amazement and wonder, a tiny foal tried to get its long, long legs under some sort of control and stand. On the second attempt it managed to get its little hooves under it and it stood for a moment, swaying precariously, before falling back into the thick straw. The mare nudged it again and whickered softly a second time.
 
   “All right, Bonnie, my love. I’ll help her; just this time though, mind. We don’t want her to be a lazybones, do we?” Rowan said quietly. He turned to Cris and said, “Don’t ever try doing this yourself, Cris. A lot of mares are very possessive of their foals for a while, and particularly when they’re just born, like this little one. Some will attack, some bite, and they can all kick bloody hard. Mind you, you’d likely be all right with Bess, if ever she gets in foal.” 
 
   He gently helped the foal to stand again, and steadied it as it sorted its legs out once more. The mare stood serenely, turning her head to be sure that Rowan was guiding her baby in the right direction. It nosed at her udder, not quite sure what was expected. Rowan expressed a few drops of milk and let the foal suck it from his fingers, and it soon caught on to the idea. Soon it was suckling happily and Cris was surprised to see how much more steadily it was standing already. He sighed softly, surprising himself further.
 
   “That’s… that’s wonderful, Rowan,” he whispered, “The foal’s beautiful… is it… is she black or dark bay?” It was a bit hard to see the filly’s exact colour in the soft gloom of the foaling box and the mare was blocking a lot of the light from the single lantern Rowan had hung on a high hook.
 
   “She’s black for now, but I think she’ll turn out to be grey like her Ma. Often greys are born black like this. Well, she could even be dappled like her Pa, I suppose. This little one is Mica’s daughter.”
 
   “I truly never thought I’d say this to you, Rowan, but thank you for dragging me out of bed in the damned cold and bloody dark. Thank you for letting me see this. I’d hate to have missed it.”
 
   “So you’re not going to beat me to a pulp?”
 
   Cris shook his head.
 
   “Not this time, no.”
 
   “Ha! We’ll make a damned horse farmer out of you yet, lad.”
 
   Cris was so busy watching the foal that he didn’t hear Griff and Honi come into the box behind him. He jumped as Griff touched his shoulder.
 
   “Sorry, lad!” Griff chuckled, “Didn’t mean to scare you out of six months’ growth. We came to see Bonnie’s baby…”
 
   “Oh… look, Griff! A lovely filly. What’ll we call her?”
 
   “I think Cris should have the honour, love. He’s here before us, after all. So, laddie, what’s it to be?”
 
   Cris looked up at him in amazement.
 
   “Me? Me name her? But Rowan was with Bonnie all the damned night!” 
 
   He knew that Rowan had gone to the foaling barn when everyone else had headed off to bed, but he’d thought his friend was only doing a last check on the mares, not planning on staying with them.
 
   “’Tis all right, Cris. I’ve named my share of foals over the years, and to be truthful, I run out of ideas after a bit. No, you should do the honours,” Rowan said with a smile.
 
   Cris thought hard.
 
   “Er… I don’t bloody know…” he thought a bit harder and suddenly he did know. “Yes, I do. What do you think about ‘Dawn’?”
 
   “’Tis a good name for her, Cris, you’ve done well. Dawn, it is,” Rowan said, “Now, come and pat her. Bonnie won’t mind if Griff or I are here with you, but she can be a bit, um, wary of visitors coming too close to her baby for the first few weeks. ‘Tis why we didn’t bring the others over here now. There’ll be plenty of new foals for them to see. And as for Bonnie, ‘tis easier when she’s out in the paddocks and can move away if she thinks you’re a bit close.”
 
   “I’ll be careful, I promise.”
 
   “Not all of the mares are like that, but some of them are, and they don’t know you that well yet, so… well, just be careful, that’s all. We must remember to tell Rill a couple of times too.”
 
   Cris nodded as he gently stroked the filly’s soft dark coat. It certainly wasn’t jet black like, say, Soot, but then it was hard to be sure with its fluffy baby coat. Mind you, if Rowan said that it’d likely be a grey, then that’s what it’d be, Cris thought, utterly charmed by the tiny foal still suckling happily, its ridiculous little tail waving like a flag.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



20. “just something that Rowan said…”
 
    
 
   Tadeus was a very experienced horseman, but he’d never been involved with the breeding side of things. And of course Cris and Rill hadn’t either.
 
   The old priest found himself fascinated with the actual business of foaling, and Rowan, Honi and Griff were grateful for his help. The mares themselves seemed to appreciate his sensible, no-nonsense approach too; perhaps it reminded them a little of the foresters themselves.
 
   Cris wasn’t quite as hands-on as Tadeus, because he felt a bit nervous after one of the mares had indeed charged at him, pushed him over and loomed over him threateningly when she’d felt he was too close to her new baby. Luckily, Griff had been in the next box and he’d hurried in and calmed the angry mare down.
 
   “Are you all right, laddie?” he’d asked, concerned. He’d only been gone for a very short time, and he knew that Cris was sensible, but still… mares could be unpredictable at times like this.
 
   “Yes… I… I think so. Just frightened out of a few months’ growth, is all. But truly, Griff, I wasn’t even close to the foal, I was just coming to see how you were getting on next door, and then I was going to get some fresh bedding… and then… then… suddenly I’m flat on my face in the straw and the mare was right there…” Cris managed shakily.
 
   Griff knew that was so, because he’d heard Cris’ footsteps coming through the straw towards him.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Cris. ‘Twasn’t your fault. These things happen. And old Tessa here can be a bit stroppy,” he patted the mare’s nose absently, “But are you sure you’re not hurt at all? Nothing twisted or cracked or sprained?”
 
   “No, Griff. Truly, I’m all right. Just a… a bloody awful fright, is all. I… I thought she was going to bloody kill me for a moment… I’ll go and get the new bedding for her.”
 
   “Good lad. I’ll, um, give you a hand when you come back in, just in case she’s still feeling a bit too possessive.”
 
   “Thanks, Griff. I’d like to say that it’s not necessary, but… well, she’s a lot bigger than I am.”
 
   Everyone’s a lot bigger than you are, laddie, Griff thought, carefully keeping his face neutral. At five feet seven, the ratcatcher wasn’t even up to the shoulders of most foresters, and the leather trousers he wore had belonged to a ten-year-old Forest Giant kinsman. Still, he was a brave little fellow and he’d proved it many times while travelling with Rowan. Griff was pleased that he’d decided to stay for at least a while.
 
   Cris was even more careful after that, but he still did his share of work.
 
   As for Rill, he was… well, squeamish. He’d fainted when he’d attended his first foaling; Rowan had scooped him up, carried him outside and laid him down under a handy tree to recover in the fresh air, then hurried back to the labouring mare. The next time Rill had been in a foaling box, he’d fainted again. Griff had been there that time, and he’d simply done the same as Rowan had. A quick conference had decided that Rill might be better off not attending the actual births, and now he happily did other things, and watched the foals playing whenever he had a spare moment. Of course he wasn’t alone in that.
 
   In fact Cris was doing just that one day, watching the mares and foals in a big well-fenced yard, totally entranced.
 
   “It’s a wonderful thing, Cris, isn’t it? Just look at all of the new life around here,” Tadeus said, coming up to him. His grief for Brother Hess wasn’t gone yet, and there’d likely always be some residual sadness that he hadn’t been there when his old friend had died, but he was coming to terms with it, and the wonderful experience of the foaling was doing a great deal towards that end. His decision to stay here and the good wishes of his Brothers in the service of the One had given him a new serenity too.
 
   Cris smiled at him.
 
   “Yes, it is. And you’re so good with the mares, Tadeus. Are you sure you’re not a Whisperer too?”
 
   Tadeus laughed.
 
   “No, laddie, I’m sure I’m not. We’d all still be sitting on the other side of the Scream with poor Rill having conniptions, if Rowan hadn’t been with us. In fact, I’m damned sure we wouldn’t even have been there in the first place if Rowan hadn’t been with us!” he said.
 
   “Rill should have spoken up before we got all the way up there, the daft bugger,” Cris said, “He and I could have just as easily come around the long way. What’s it called, now? The Break?”
 
   “Mmm… I think that’s it. But you’re right, he should have simply spoken up. Nobody’d have thought any the less of him for it. As Rowan says, everyone’s afraid of something,” Tadeus said thoughtfully.
 
   Cris had told him that he’d seen Rhys carry Rill across the Scream on the way to the Trophy, but he’d simply thought that Rill had turned an ankle or something. “Maybe he thought he’d be all right the second time around, or… well, who bloody knows? He can be an odd one, with all respect to him.”
 
   They watched the foals playing around their dams; running and leaping and kicking their impossibly long legs for the sheer joy of it.
 
   “They’re so beautiful, Tadeus,” Cris said after a while, “You know, I was sort of wondering if we… well, if we could breed Bess. Would she be too old, do you think?”
 
   Tadeus shrugged.
 
   “Shouldn’t think so. I’d have to have a look at her teeth to get an idea how old she is, but I think she’d be about twelve or so. Are all these little sweethearts making you clucky?”
 
   Cris shrugged in turn.
 
   “It was just something that Rowan said when he brought me over to see little Dawn, the first foal of the season… and well, I’ve just been wondering if we might…” he said hesitantly, “Do you think Rowan or Griff would mind?”
 
   “Mind? Of course they wouldn’t bloody mind, lad. They’ve got four superb stallions here, and any one of them would be happy to oblige, I’m sure,” Tadeus chuckled, and then became more serious. “Mind you, any foal of Raven’s would probably be too big for little Bess, I think… And of course she’s a maiden, so she’d be better with an experienced stallion… either Mica or Soot would be fine for her…” his voice trailed off as he saw the incredulous look on Cris’ face.
 
   “What’s wrong, laddie?” he added gently.
 
   “I… I’m just being bloody daft, is all. You don’t think of mares as being maidens; well, I certainly don’t, anyway.”
 
   “I’ve been listening to Rowan and Griff too much, I expect. I’m truly sorry if I’ve shocked you.”
 
   “No, I’m not shocked. Just, um, surprised, I suppose. What do you think of the idea, though?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter what I think, really. She’s your mare, Cris, you bought her fair and square when you came back to Gnash, so you can do what you like with her. But since you ask… yes. I think it’s a wonderful idea. I think she’d make a damned good mother.  And I’m sure you could ride Holly while Bess is pregnant.”
 
   Cris looked up at him in surprise.
 
   “Gods, I hadn’t bloody thought of that. Not riding Bess, I mean,” he said slowly.
 
   “Well, you and Holly got on well during the bunny run, didn’t you? She gave you a fine ride, I thought. I’m sure nobody’d mind if you rode her a bit more.”
 
   Cris thought about the little black mare that’d carried him so well that day. She was a bit bigger than Bess, but not a lot, and she really wasn’t big enough to be a troop horse; she was definitely faster and feistier than Bess, and she was brave and strong and fearless in the forest. She was beautifully mannered and her paces were smooth and elegant. Oh, yes, he’d certainly like to ride her more. He sighed softly.
 
   “I’d love to ride her a bit more. But… well, I know you’ll think I’m truly bloody daft, but I feel a bit, um, disloyal to Bess for saying it. She’s been such a good horse for me, to me, and…”
 
   Tadeus smiled at him.
 
   “It’s not daft, Cris, and anyone here would tell you the same. It shows that you’re a good, caring owner. But you can ride Bess until it’s uncomfortable for her and then again after the foal’s weaned and all, unless of course you decide that you’d like another foal from her.”
 
   Tadeus saw that Cris looked undecided and perhaps a bit confused by the idea.
 
   “You don’t have to decide right now, laddie. We have to get her in season and in foal first, after all. First things first, as the foresters say.”
 
    “Don’t count your foals until they’re bred, or something like that, Griff says.”
 
   “Aye, exactly so.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



21. “an iron fist in a velvet glove”
 
    
 
   A little troop of five Wirran Guardsmen trotted down the road to Borl Quist, gaping at the magnificent trees all around them, as everyone always did. Being Engineers, they looked at them rather differently to most visitors who weren’t foresters.
 
   “Gods! Look at the size of the bloody things, Lieutenant. Imagine how much dressed timber they’d cut up into,” one of the Wirrans said, awestruck by the towering Forest Giants, “And there must be thousands of them…”
 
   “Millions, more like, Alben,” the troop leader, Lieutenant Marcus Andersson, said, “This is only one little part of Sian, remember.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. But they do say that the Forest Giants don’t grow everywhere in Sian, don’t they? Er… with all respect, Sir,” another trooper said, still looking around himself curiously.
 
   “Aye, that’s true, Gavin. Even so, I think there’d be enough damned timber here to build quite a few good-sized towns, with several very nice bridges thrown in.”
 
   “Bloody Hells,” a third trooper, Corporal Jass Olverson, said reverently. “Er, will we have to organise all that, Sir?”
 
   “All what, lad?”
 
   “Well, the timber and everything, Sir.”
 
   “No, no. Captain Fess said the Siannens would look after that side of things when we’ve finalised our plans. I’m just hoping we won’t have to modify the ones we’ve already got too much,” Marcus said, “Hmm… it’ll all depend on the terrain of course. It’s fairly hilly hereabouts. Still, I suppose the foresters will have some useful input for us, too.”
 
   “Aye, Sir, I’m sure they will. It’s certainly rugged in places, but it’s beautiful country, isn’t it?” the fourth trooper, Bayle Otten, said.
 
   “Aye, it is. No wonder the foresters never leave the place.”
 
   “Except for the Champion, of course, Sir,” Gavin said, “Er, Sir… have you ever actually met him?”
 
   The lieutenant shook his head.
 
   “No, I’ve not had that honour, but I’m certainly looking forward to it. I did see him in a bout of the Trophy though.”
 
   “Did you, Sir? What was he like? Was he truly as good as they say?” Gavin asked excitedly. He couldn’t wait to meet the famous Siannen. He was reputed to be very approachable and beautifully mannered, though plainspoken as all foresters are, and… well, Gavin had a particular and very private reason for wanting to meet with him. He hadn’t told the others about that.
 
   Marcus nodded.
 
   “Oh, aye, he most certainly was. Better than they say, even. No wonder he terrified those bloody Plaitens at Messton and made that bastard Rollo run home to his Mummy. He was simply bloody devastating, injured ankle or not.”
 
   **********
 
   The lieutenant thought about it. He hadn’t been able to be at the Trophy for more than a mere couple of days, but of course he’d heard all of the rumours, and some of them had been truly dreadful… he’d expected a hell of a lot while at the same time being prepared to be disappointed by the reality of things. But no.
 
   It’d been in the Round of Sixteen, when the proverbial separating of sheep and goats really began. Nobody who was unworthy ever got this far, and if he was honest about it, Marcus knew that nobody unworthy ever got into the Trophy itself either.
 
   Marcus had barely managed to get into the arena before they began to turn folk away. He’d found himself stuck behind a big group of enormous foresters and a pair of even bigger trolls, and resigned himself sadly to seeing nothing. At least he could say that he’d been here, he thought glumly. One of the foresters had glanced around as he’d inadvertently bumped him.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Sir,” he managed, staring up at the man and thinking how bloody HUGE the foresters truly were, “I didn’t mean to knock into you like that.”
 
   The Siannen laughed.
 
   “Bloody hard not to, in a damned crush like this. But how the hell are you going to see anything tucked away back there, lad? We’re not made of fraggin glass, are we?  Here, come and stand in front of us, at least.”
 
   The foresters had obligingly made way for him, and he’d found himself with an excellent view over the heads of those seated in front of him.
 
   “There you go, lad. My name’s Caleb d’Ronal d’Rhodry of the Forest Giant clan, one of young Rowan’s many kinsmen,” the forester said, “Now at least you’ll be able to see our lad kick this other poor bugger’s backside for him.”
 
   Marcus hastily introduced himself and shook the proffered huge, callused hand.
 
   “Er… I mean no offence, Sir, but do you truly think he can? They say his ankle’s…?”
 
   Caleb nodded.
 
   “Mmm… well, ‘tisn’t the best, to be truthful, but I think you’ll find that he’ll be all right. He’s a tough little bugger, is Rowan. Mind you, you’ll need to keep a damned close eye on it all. He doesn’t mess about at the best of times, and he’s trying not to stir that cursed ankle up any further,” he said, “’Tis likely to be over fairly quickly, I’d say.”
 
   Marcus looked at the tall, silverhaired forester standing patiently in the circle with his second, waiting for his opponent. He was very tall for a top-class swordsman, yet he was said to be incredibly fast on his feet too. And he looked very, very fit in spite of the dreadful rumours that’d been flying about. Even so, Marcus thought perhaps he was favouring an ankle a bit as he stood.
 
   “It’ll be over even quicker if this other bastard doesn’t get a bloody move on,” a second, older forester said cheerfully.
 
   “What do you mean, Sir?” Marcus asked carefully, mindful of the foresters’ preference for politeness at all times. Of course they could be damned blunt at the same time, he thought, and good luck to them.
 
   The second forester laughed.
 
   “It really irritates Rowan when folk are late to their bouts, like this. Sheer bloody bad manners is all it is, and they should make a bit more of a damned effort to get to where they’re going on time, to my way of thinking. ‘Tis Rowan’s way of thinking too. He’s likely to see the fellow off even more quickly now.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   A Thallassian swordsman finally strutted into the circle, pointedly ignoring the boos and catcalls of the crowd, who didn’t like such disrespect being shown to the defending Champion. The dual Champion, at that. Rowan stood almost six inches taller than him, but of course he was taller than all of the other competitors there anyway; taller, too, than most spectators who weren’t foresters.
 
   The referee droned through the rules of the contest, both men shook hands and then retrieved their sabres from their seconds. The previously very relaxed Rowan was suddenly, subtly different as he raised his lovely sabre in the formal salute, and Marcus had the odd feeling that his kinsman had been right. This Thallassian would rue the day that he was late for his bout with the Champion without so much as a by-your-leave.
 
   The Thallassian was very, very good, as of course he had to be just to be in the Round of Sixteen, but he found himself disarmed by a move that he never saw coming, a bare minute later. 
 
   He fared even worse in the second round of the match, lasting perhaps thirty seconds. He’d tried hard, but found that his best hadn’t been good enough; he’d simply had no answer to Rowan’s speed, power, and sheer ability.
 
   “Great bloody Beldar! If I hadn’t seen it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it!” Marcus said, “That damned Thallassian’s the best swordsman in his province!”
 
   “Not any more, he’s not!” somebody behind him said happily.
 
   “Told you he’d get his backside kicked, didn’t I?” Caleb laughed, “It takes more than a bloody Thallassian and a sore ankle to stop a Forest Giant, especially one as stubborn as Rowan!”
 
   **********
 
   “… he was simply bloody devastating, injured ankle or not. I’ve never seen anyone so focussed on the job in hand, so light and fast on their feet, and he’s so damned strong,” Marcus said slowly, “The foresters say that he’s only small, and compared to most of them I suppose he is, but don’t be fooled by that. He’s a big, powerful man, but he’s certainly not a lumberer like some. He can still turn handsprings and things like a lad and they say he ran the Trophy squad and everybody else at Den Siddon ragged. He’s truly incredible with a blade and astoundingly fast. Well, he’s a Weapons Master, isn’t he? Don’t forget that. I can’t wait to meet him.”
 
   “They say he’s very approachable and easygoing, Sir, don’t they?” Alben said.
 
   “Aye, they do. They also say that he can be very bloody blunt and he doesn’t suffer fools gladly, but the man’s a forester, after all. They’re all like that,” Marcus said, “The men of Den Siddon say he’s the best Captain they ever had, and they’ve had some fine men there.”
 
   “And there’s all the other things too, Sir…”  
 
    “Aye, there are indeed. ‘Tis said that he doesn’t like a lot of fuss about everything he’s done, though. Mind you, we shall be properly respectful of him unless he tells us otherwise,” Marcus said sternly.
 
   “Aye, Sir! Of course, Sir!” came the quick response of the other Engineers. This was Red Rowan they were talking about, after all.
 
   They trotted on towards the little town and the farm that lay a couple of miles outside it. A conversation with Captain Fess of Den Siddon came to Marcus’ mind.
 
   “Don’t be surprised if he thanks you politely and then tells you to stop saluting him and calling him ‘Sir’ while you’re there in Sian,” Fess had said with a grin.
 
   Marcus had been shocked to the core.
 
   “But… but we couldn’t do that, Sir! He’s… he’s Red Rowan! He’s the Triple bloody Champion! And even more important than all that, Sir, he’s the holder of the Star of Yaarl. It’s not been awarded for…”
 
   “… two hundred years. Aye, I know all that, and so does Rowan, believe me. Now, this is all in strict confidence, of course, Marcus… but… well, it’s hard to explain, truly. It’s just… all those things that he’s done are simply not that important to him…” Fess had hurried on as he saw the shocked look on the other man’s face, “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mean that he doesn’t respect the Star, because he certainly does, but… frankly, Marcus, it cost him a hell of a lot… in lost troopers and in every other way too. It cost him too bloody much, truly, and he’s still paying the price for it all. He says that he doesn’t like, need, or want to be reminded of it, and I think we must respect that.”
 
   “But, Sir, we must acknowledge it…”
 
   Fess had nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, of course you must. But not all the time… just once will be enough, I promise you. Don’t worry, he’ll tell you himself, I’m sure.”
 
   “But, Sir…”
 
   “What the Champion wants, the Champion gets, as they say. And Marcus, that goes even more for the man who bears the Star of Yaarl. Rowan won’t put it like that, but if he wants no fuss made, then that’s what must and will happen, one way or another,” Fess had smiled then, “Don’t let Rowan’s beautiful manners deceive you, lad. He’s an iron fist in a velvet glove, as the saying is. We’ve been friends for a hell of a long time, and I’d trust him with my life, but even I’d have to say that he’s as stubborn as a team of bloody mules that got out of the wrong side of their beds, when the mood takes him.”
 
   **********
 
   Marcus thought perhaps he’d better not share that bit with his men, though it was no secret that Rowan was as stubborn as any forester ever born. He’d never have been able to get all those men home from Messton if he hadn’t been. No, Marcus decided, he’d take Captain Fess’s advice and acknowledge the Champion as was proper, then stop saluting and shut up about it all when told. They’d be here in Sian for a few months after all, and he certainly didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with Rowan or, by extension, his clan who’d be helping with the building.
 
   **********
 
   They came into the little town that was tucked into the trees as every forester town and village seemed to be, and stopped outside the smithy. Fess had said that was probably the easiest way to find somebody to take him out to Rowan’s farm, as there was always somebody hanging about there.
 
   “But, Sir, I can read a bloody map!” Marcus had protested.
 
   “Aye, so can I, and I could draw you one too, but… well, let’s just say that the forest can be confusing, and unless you know what a scribblebark looks like, you’d miss Rowan’s turn and never be seen again,” Fess had said with a grin.
 
   “A… a what, Sir?”
 
   “A scribblebark. It’s a gum tree with bark that peels back and underneath it looks like somebody’s been writing on it. There’s a big one on the corner where you turn off to go to Rowan’s, but no… I truly think you’ll be better going to the smithy or the inn and asking somebody to take you out to the farm. Nobody’ll mind, I promise you. And in the case of the dwarves at the smithy, some of the younger ones will be happy to have a bit of a break.”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Marcus had said.
 
   **********
 
   The dwarves were only too pleased to help them out.
 
   “Young Emory, here, can take you. He might as well make himself a bit bloody useful today,” the blacksmith said, tousling the rather shaggy hair of a young dwarf.
 
   “Yes, Grandpa. I’ll look after them. Rowan said they’d likely be coming through sometime this week, didn’t he?” the youngster said with a grin.
 
   “Mind you don’t take them through the trees though, laddie. They can learn that way while they’re here, but for now just take them by the road. Oh, and while you’re at it, you could take a couple of those little kegs of nails too, please.”
 
   “Oh… all right. I’ll just get Magpie and we’ll be off.” He hurried off and returned a surprisingly short time later mounted bareback on a piebald pony. A pair of saddlebags containing two stout kegs of nails was slung over the pony’s broad back.
 
   “Thank you for your help, Sir,” Marcus said to the smith as the troop turned themselves around to follow Emory and Magpie.
 
   “You’re very welcome, lad. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay here in the trees.”
 
   “I’m sure we will, Sir. We’ve all done nothing but gawp at them for the last week or so.”
 
   “Ha! Everyone does that, lad. Even us, sometimes. Why wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Why indeed? They’re wonderful, and I truly never thought I’d hear myself say that about trees,” Marcus said. He shook Master Smith Jeldaron’s hand, then remounted and trotted after his guide.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



22. “I’m not ‘Sir’ here, either”
 
    
 
   “Here we are, Sir. We turn down here, then ‘tis only another mile or so,” Emory said when they’d gone a couple of miles down the road. It was fairly wide and in good condition, and the forest was thick and beautiful along the edges of it, though it thinned out a bit when another road ran off to one side or the other. 
 
   Marcus looked around for the mysterious scribblebark. If he was here in Sian, he’d have to learn a bit about the local trees, wouldn’t he? Bugger me, he thought, the damned things all look alike: a brown, woody bit at the bottom and a green, leafy bit at the top… no, wait a minute, maybe they bloody don’t after all…
 
   “Is that the, um, scribblebark, Emory?” he said, pointing at a tree growing right at the corner. It looked small compared to the towering Forest Giants, but then anything would. His expert opinion was that it was about a hundred and twenty feet tall.
 
   “Yes, Sir. That’s it. See how it is underneath where the old bark’s peeled back?”
 
   “Aye… strange, isn’t it?”
 
   Marcus and the troopers looked at the tree more closely and saw that it did indeed look as if someone had been busily writing and scribbling on the pale, newly exposed bark.
 
   “What causes that, Emory? Or do you lads run around writing on the damned trees to confuse everyone?” Gavin asked with a grin.
 
   The dwarf laughed happily at the suggestion.
 
   “’Tis a bloody good idea, Sir, but no. We don’t have to bother ourselves with all that because the little beetles and grubs and things under the bark do it for us. ‘Tis good, isn’t it?”
 
   “Aye, laddie, it certainly is.”
 
   **********
 
   “Will you be staying here long, Sir?” Emory asked as they neared the last bend in the track before the farm.
 
   “Not really sure yet, laddie,” Marcus said, listening to the sound of hoofbeats in a regular rhythm not far away, “At least a couple of months, and likely three or four, I’d imagine. Depends on how it all goes.”
 
   “The clans are good builders, Sir. You’ll be surprised,” Emory replied, “’Tis just around this corner now, Sir. Oh… look at that!”
 
   The troop halted as one as two dogs ran toward them, and stopped in front of them with a single ‘woof’, but it wasn’t really the dogs that’d stopped them. No, it was the most surprising sight of five people riding horses in a drill that was unexpectedly familiar to them, as Guardsmen. They were riding one behind the other, quite close together, at a slow, collected canter. They rode in a big circle, and then in a figure of eight, then back in a straight line again. The ones at the rear sped up a little to ride in line abreast for a few paces, and then they wheeled in unison and set off in the opposite direction. Finally they came to a halt in an almost perfect line.
 
   “Bugger me, Sir! I haven’t seen it done that well for a bloody long time,” Gavin said softly.
 
   “Me either. It’s a hell of a lot harder than it looks,” Marcus said, “Ah, here comes the Champion now. Prepare to greet him properly, lads!”
 
   Rowan trotted toward them on a fine dark bay colt, leaving the others where they were for now.
 
   “Hello, lads. Hello, young Emory, thanks for bringing the nails with you. We’ll be needing them soon enough,” he said, then tried very hard not to swear as the troopers saluted him as one.
 
   “A good day to you, Sir,” Marcus said, “Lieutenant Marcus Andersson, Engineering Corps, Sir, Den Mohr.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant, and thank you for the honour that you and your men do me… I truly do appreciate it,” Rowan said, switching from Common to Wirran. He knew that the troopers would be shocked to the core by what he was about to say, and he was determined that they’d truly get the message. Sure enough, the Troop Leader looked a bit apprehensive, but resigned as well. Maybe Fess had spoken to the fellow as he, Rowan, had asked him to. “But you don’t need to be saluting me here, and truly, I’d much prefer it if you didn’t. Oh, and please, call me Rowan. I’m not ‘Sir’ here, either.”
 
   No, here he was simply Rhys d’Rhuary’s little lad who’d gone and left the trees for some bloody daft reason until he finally saw sense and came back home, and that was just the way he liked it.
 
   “But, Sir, we… we can’t do that!” Marcus managed. He was surprised at Rowan’s perfect - if intriguingly accented - Wirran. He realised immediately that he shouldn’t be, and hoped devoutly that nobody’d noticed.
 
   “Of course you can. It’ll just take a bit of practice, that’s all. Nobody calls me ‘Sir’ around here, if they know what’s good for them. Besides, I fully intend to call you ‘Marcus’, and your men by their use names as well, so ‘tis only fair that you do the same to me,” Rowan said, “And now, come and meet the others. My cousin and his wife speak excellent Wirran, but the others don’t. Oh, and I’m sorry we didn’t stop the drill when you came, but ‘tisn’t a good idea for these young horses to think they can just stop in the middle of things.”
 
   “No, I suppose not. Sir, they were doing it really well, but why are you teaching them that?”
 
   “Because most of them are destined to join the Guard of one province or another and it doesn’t hurt for them to have a bit of learning under their belts… er, girths. We’re getting them ready to take to Frissender and ‘tisn’t all that long to go now,” Rowan said as the others came over to introduce themselves. He changed effortlessly back to Common, “And please, ‘tis ‘Rowan’. I know it’s a shock to the system, but I truly would prefer that you all call me that. Just ask young Emory, here.”
 
   The troopers looked down at the youngster sitting happily on his pony, watching them. He smiled up at them and nodded.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” they said in unison.
 
   A single muttered word in Dwar from Rowan made Emory blush, then laugh a bit guiltily.
 
   **********
 
   The young dwarf disappeared into the trees after he’d handed over the nails, then had a refreshing drink of Honi’s lemonade and a couple of Rowan’s fruit scones. They weren’t as light as those that Honi made, but all the same they were surprisingly good.
 
   “That’s not the way we came,” Alben said, puzzled.
 
   “No, but ‘tis the shortest way back to town. We’ll show you the way, don’t worry,” Griff said, “And now, what are we going to do with you lot? Do you want to stay in your tents, or do you want to stay in the foaling barn?  ‘Tisn’t being used for now, and we’ve cleaned it out for you if you want to use it.”
 
   “Well, we thought we’d just use the tents, but if you’ve gone to all the trouble of clearing out the barn…” Marcus said, surprised at such consideration.
 
   “It wasn’t a problem to clean it out, and to be truthful we do that after the foaling’s over anyway. But the nights can be surprisingly cold here, we thought you might be glad of a bit of extra shelter,” Rowan said, “All the same, ‘tis up to you what you do. We won’t be offended if you decide to stick with your tents, and the barn will still be there if it starts to rain.”
 
   “It will rain in a couple of days,” Rill said thoughtfully, “Not tomorrow, but late the next day. I think it will rain quite a bit.”
 
   “Well, there you are. Rill is a bloody good weather forecaster, Marcus. If he says it’s going to rain, then it truly is,” Rowan said.
 
   “Really? Then perhaps it had better be the barn for us, then.”
 
   **********
 
   The foaling barn was a sturdy, good-sized – and, inevitably - timber building with a dozen large, airy loose boxes. It was very clean, the packed earthen floor was well swept, and really, there were no traces that horses had ever been in it apart from a couple of old, deep hoof prints and a few wisps of hay in the mangers.
 
   “We didn’t put straw down in case it makes you sneeze like it does Rowan sometimes,” Honi said with a smile, “But we can easily do that if you want us to.”
 
   “No, no, my lady. That’s not necessary at all,” Marcus said hastily, “Besides, these useless lumps of lads I’ve brought with me can easily do that if need be.”
 
   “As you like, then. Oh, and I thank you for the courtesy, Marcus, but you’ll find that I’m not a ‘lady’ at all. Just call me Honi,” she said, “Did Rowan tell you that you’re welcome to join us for your meals? In fact, we sort of thought that you would…”
 
   “Oh. We… er… we weren’t expecting that, my lady…er, Honi. Gavin is our cook.”
 
   “Is he a good cook, or is he bloody awful like every other poor damned trooper who’s been roped into the job?” Rowan asked, trying not to laugh at the Wirrans’ stunned faces. They were so easy to shock, he thought happily. He and Griff would have to remember not to overdo it though.
 
   “He’s bloody awful, Sir,” came a low reply from the back of the ranks.
 
   “At least I’m better than you, Alben! You nearly killed us all off when you last cooked for us,” Gavin said indignantly.
 
   “Aye, I’m even worse than bloody awful, and so is Bayle,” Alben said sadly.
 
   “Well, in that case, perhaps you’d better eat with us. The only one of us who’s bloody awful at cooking is Rill. Sorry, Rill lad, that wasn’t very polite of me, and you do cook fish well, if nothing else,” Griff said, trying not to laugh at the troopers’ byplay. Perhaps there might be some hope for these straight-laced Wirrans after all. “Don’t fret yourselves, lads. You won’t be putting us out at all. We feed the clansmen when they come, so a few extra won’t matter.”
 
   “Then at least let us help you with er, preparation and such. The lads are passably good at peeling carrots and potatoes and things, and quite good at gutting fish and rabbits,” Marcus said, “They’re not even too bad at cleaning things up afterwards.”
 
   “That’s a deal!” Honi said happily, “I hate gutting fish. Griff or Rowan always do it, but I’m sure they won’t mind sharing the job around a bit.”
 
   “We most certainly won’t,” Griff said, with a quick glance at Rowan.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



23. “a private matter”
 
    
 
   Gavin’s chance to speak with Rowan alone came mid afternoon of the second day. It happened that all of the other Engineers were busy elsewhere, looking at likely sites for the new building and talking to the foresters about the best timber to use atop their preferred stone foundations. Gavin had come back to look for another measuring tape and a level.
 
   Rowan was sitting on a wooden bench outside the main barn, cleaning harness. Naturally the cats and dogs were there, helping him. Well, Ollie, Boof and Umber were assisting by simply doing nothing but sit quietly beside him –purring, in Ollie’s case - but Scrap, inevitably, was being helpful by trying to drag a bridle away. 
 
   “Don’t go and kill the bloody thing, Scrap!” Rowan said, trying not to laugh at the little cat’s antics, “Just because you and Ollie caught a couple of mice today, it doesn’t mean you can run off with anything you see!” he turned his head as he heard Gavin’s footsteps. “A good day to you, Gavin. Keeping you busy, are they?”
 
   Gavin came nearer, stopped, and barely managed to stop himself from saluting.
 
   “Hello, Sir. Aye, they surely are. One of the silly buggers wants another measure because he’s lost his own somewhere.”
 
   “I hope young Scrap hasn’t made off with it,” Rowan said with a smile, “He likes to take things and hide them. I’m sorry to have to admit it, but he’s a wonderful thief, and too damned clever for his own good.”
 
   Gavin grinned at the cheeky black cat for a moment, then realised that this was just the chance that he’d hoped to get: a few private moments with Rowan. He hastily pulled himself together.
 
   “No, Sir, I don’t think he has. I think it’ll be in Bayle’s bag, where he left it. Er, Sir… could I speak with you about a… um… a private matter, please, Sir?” he said.
 
   Rowan looked a bit surprised, as well he might, but he nodded.
 
   “Aye, of course you can, Gavin. So long as you call me ‘Rowan’,” he said, curious as to what this might be about, “Sit yourself down. Just move Ollie along a bit.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. Er, sorry, Rowan,” Gavin said, somehow avoiding the automatic salute again. He moved the huge ginger cat carefully and sat down, surprised at the invitation to do so. “I think it’ll take a while for all of us to get used to that, Sir.”
 
   Rowan suppressed a sigh. It’d taken him quite a bit of time to train the Den Siddon men to it when he’d returned there to prepare for the Trophy, and no doubt it’d take these men a while to learn it as well.
 
   “Aye, I suppose so,” he said, “But you wanted to speak to me about something, you said? Here I am, Gavin lad. Speak up, please.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I…” Gavin took a deep breath and tried to do as asked, “Sir, I promised my Ma that I’d say this to you if ever I was lucky enough to meet you, but I… I’ve wanted to do it myself, anyway…” he hurried on as he saw the baffled look on Rowan’s face, “Sir, I wanted to thank you for bringing my brother back home to us from Messton. I… we…” all of his prepared words deserted him as he saw Rowan’s sudden pallor.
 
   Rowan blinked and pulled himself together. Whatever he’d been expecting, it wasn’t this.
 
   “From Messton?” he looked at Gavin more closely, as if trying to recall him from that time. But of course Gavin hadn’t been there, had he? His brother, though… “What’s your brother’s name, Gavin?”
 
   “Bran. Bran Mierson, Sir. He was a corporal from Den…”
 
   “… Den Escher. He was from Den Escher, wasn’t he? You look like him, Gavin, but I think perhaps his hair was a bit darker,” Rowan said slowly, “He had leg injuries, I think, and a gash down the side of his face that just missed his eye. But, Gavin, how is he now? Is he all right?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Well, he has a limp and some scars, but he still has both his legs and he gets around well. He only limps when he’s tired, really.”
 
   “Please, tell me more of him.”
 
   “Well, I… I don’t know what to tell you, Sir.”
 
   “’Rowan’. But just tell me about him, ‘tisn’t so bloody hard, surely? Is he still in the Guard?”
 
   “No, Sir, he’s not. Rowan, I meant to say, Sir. Bran… well, he’s lame, as I said, and he didn’t really want to…” Gavin saw Rowan’s nod of understanding and continued, “He works on our farm at home, Sir. Pa’s getting on a bit now, and Bran’s in charge, really. We run cattle, beef cattle, down near the Cat’s Eye Lake. Bran can still ride as well as he ever did, so he can do anything that anyone else can. And he’s… he’s wed now. He was betrothed before… um, before Messton, and he wed Maya after he recovered from his wounds. They’ve got two fine little lads, too. Rowan and Fess, they called them.”
 
    “Gods! Not another poor bloody Rowan! The world’s full of little lads called that, now,” Rowan said, still surprised that folk seemed to forget that he hadn’t been the only one there at Messton, “And the other lad’s named Fess? I must tell him when I see him next. He’ll like that.”
 
   “Bran wanted to honour you both, Sir. He was one of the men that you and Captain Fess saved after they were all unhorsed and surrounded by bloody Plaitens.”
 
   Rowan remembered that particular incident all too well. It still surfaced in his nightmares at times, though it didn’t always play out as it’d actually been.
 
   “I am honoured, Gavin, truly honoured, and I know that Fess will be as well,” Rowan looked away for a moment, “Thank you for telling me about Bran, Gavin. I’m glad he’s all right.”
 
   “I’m surprised that you can even remember him, Sir. It’s been a long time,” Gavin said, though it was obvious that Rowan truly did recall Bran. He’d even remembered his garrison. 
 
   “I remember all of those men, Gavin,” Rowan said simply, and for a moment Gavin thought that he was going to say something else.
 
   There was a shout of, “Gavin! Where the hell are you? And how long does it take you to find a cursed measuring tape and a level, you fraggin idiot! Get a bloody move on before it starts raining!”
 
   Rowan glanced at the sky and sighed softly. Rill was right again, he thought, it’s going to pour down in about half an hour.
 
   “Sounds like you’re needed, lad,” he said.
 
   “Aye. I’d best be going, Sir. Thank you again. Bran always says he thought he’d be left behind at Messton when he couldn’t ride with his injured legs, but you…”
 
   “Hush, Gavin lad. You don’t need to thank me, truly. It was my job to get the men home if I could, and I could no more have left Bran and the others like him behind than… than flown in the air. Truly, I simply couldn’t live with myself if I’d left them.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



24. “they could use the barn”
 
    
 
   “Now, Sir, er, Rowan, tell me again what you had in mind, please,” Marcus said after he and his men had spent a couple of days looking at likely sites. The rain had hampered them a bit, but now it was sunny again and everything was drying out rapidly. He understood the need for an undercover training area for the horses, and perhaps a bit more stabling space too, but the idea of a sort of barracks had him confused.
 
   “Well, somewhere for the men to stay while they’re here learning how to train the horses. They’ll be here for two or three months over winter, and they’ll be coming back and forth for a few years, I’d imagine. And I think there’ll be more from other provinces once word gets out.”
 
   “Mmm… well, we’ve certainly been glad of the barn to stay in, instead of tents, with all that damned rain, and of course it’ll be worse in winter. But, with all respect, why couldn’t they use the barn as well? It’s very comfortable.’
 
    “Aye, well, I suppose they could, in some ways… but I think there’ll be too many of them for that. At least there will be once we get it up and going properly.”
 
   “How many are we talking about, Sir?” Alben piped up.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “No idea, really. But I think maybe up to half a dozen from Wirran to start with, early next winter…” Rowan saw the look that passed between the Engineers and hastily added, “Aye, I know they could use the barn, but, well… we do use it for other things than just foaling, especially at that time of year, and I truly think there’ll be a lot more men coming here after the first year or so. Possibly up to thirty or forty, and some from further afield, as I said. Besides, we do often have folk come from quite a distance to see our horses - buy our horses, I should say - and ‘tis easier to accommodate them here rather than in the town. The poor buggers always seem to get lost while they’re trekking to and fro.”
 
   He smiled as he saw the troopers’ nods. They’d near as dammit got lost themselves the first couple of times they’d headed off into the trees, determined to find their own way to the town. If Umber and Boof hadn’t found them and led them home, Rowan thought they’d still be going around in circles in the trees.
 
   “And, more importantly than all that, Cris and Rill and Brother Tadeus are feeling guilty about taking up space with Griff and Honi and me, and they’d be happier in their own little part of the barracks, they say. Daft, but there it is. We’d have built them their own cottage if the Horsemasters weren’t coming, but they’re happy to just live in with them.”
 
   The Engineers nodded wisely.
 
   “But what’s this business about it not being just a single big long room and a common room, Sir?” Jass Olverson said. 
 
   He was a very quiet young fellow among his more outspoken colleagues, and Rowan hadn’t expected him to be the one to raise this issue. No, more likely Marcus, he’d thought. Well, it looked like he’d thought wrong.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis a radical idea, I know, but… well… the men who’ll be coming will be Guard Horsemasters, a lot will be lieutenants, and none will be below sergeant’s rank. I don’t imagine they’d be too thrilled to find themselves back in a bloody dormitory, do you?”
 
   Rowan was pleased to see Marcus shudder at the thought.
 
   “And of course Brother Tadeus will need his privacy, and so will Cris and Rill,” he added.
 
   “Of course they will. Anyway, ‘tisn’t a big deal to build the thing as individual rooms, rather than one bloody great big one,” Kieran d’Kyle said softly. He was a kinsman of Griff and Rowan, a very big man of fifty-five years, his long dark braid brindled with grey. The Wirrans had been fascinated to see that he had the same mottled greenish-brown eyes as Rowan and Griff: eyes that were so rare elsewhere, but apparently not here in Sian.
 
   “No, ‘tis just like building a damned big house, is all. We could even add a little kitchen as well as a couple of common rooms. Doesn’t matter if nobody ever uses it, even, but ‘tis easier to build it at the time, rather than later. And somebody might want a cup of tea or something,” another forester, Bryn d’Merril, said cheerfully. He was of the Marblebark clan, Honi’s clan. He also had a single braid that seemed the same as everyone else’s to the Wirrans’ untutored eyes, but of course it wasn’t and any forester would know the difference at a glance.
 
   “Aye, I suppose you’re right,” Marcus said, “But…”
 
   “But you’re Engineers, not bloody house builders. Don’t fret yourself, lad, that’s what you’ve got us for, to help you out with the bits that you’re not familiar with,” Kieran said, “Same as you’ll help us out with stuff that we’re not used to, like these stone foundations.”
 
   He couldn’t really see why they were needed, but he wasn’t going to argue the point. So long as the damned building didn’t fall down around everyone’s ears, he truly didn’t care whether the foundations were of stone or timber. Besides, stone might be better for this particular size and style of building, for all he knew. They were building it bigger than was really necessary, but a bit of extra space never went astray, and it was better to build it that way first off, rather than tacking bits on later.
 
   “Aye, you’re right. Well, we’ll just have to modify the plans a bit, then, make it more like, um, Officers’ Quarters. Maybe we’ll give the men a little study with each room, and a sort of private sitting room and separate bathing facilities for Brother Tadeus and Cris and, er, Rill. Hmm… I suppose we could even give them their own little wing and their own entrance,” Marcus frowned thoughtfully, “And two-storied, I think. There’s plenty of space here, so we can spread it all out a bit and we won’t need to make it any higher than that. Is everyone happy with it being over there?” he pointed to a nice spot near a big tree. It was close to everything, but not too close to the other houses.
 
   “Yes… well, we will be when we’ve got rid of that bloody dropper,” Kieran said. He laughed at the mystified faces of the Engineers. “Sorry, lads, that lovely rose-flowered brittletree, as I should have said. The cursed things have a nasty habit of dropping branches when you least expect it. See underneath it?”
 
   Marcus and his men looked at the offending tree. It was very pretty, with its big, highly scented rose-pink blooms and blue-green leaves, but yes… below it were several branches of varying sizes, with quite a big one that hadn’t been there the last time they’d been over that way.
 
   “Aye, we’ve been meaning to chop the damned thing down, but it makes Griff and me nearly sneeze our heads off when we’re anywhere near it. We decided it’s not hurting anyone over there, so we’ve sort of ignored it,” Rowan said contritely, pleased to see that everyone seemed to be getting into the spirit of the thing.
 
   “Never mind, laddie. We’ll soon get rid of the bugger for you!” Bryn said, idly fingering the axe on his back.
 
   “And we’ll put the training area in that big paddock there, where it’s nice and flat. Well, more or less; it will be when we’re finished with it,” Marcus continued happily, “We’ll put the new stables over there somewhere too, and that way it’s nice and handy and they won’t have to be traipsing around all over the place to find their horses. We can easily fence off another paddock for you.”
 
   “We could sort of build the stables on to the end of the training thing, Sir, rather than as a separate building,” Alben said thoughtfully.
 
   “Aye, I suppose we could… well, we’ll measure it out and think on that a bit more,” Marcus said.
 
   “So, when do you think you’ll be starting? With the actual construction, I mean, not all the measuring and things you’re already doing,” Honi asked, “You’ll have to give me a bit of warning, or you’ll find yourself eating the dogs.”
 
   “Gods! We don’t want that, tasty as they’d undoubtedly be with your fine cooking, Honi,” Bryn laughed, “We’ll have to take these lads to the timber yard, make sure they’re happy with the timber they’ve put aside for us, and of course we’ve got to go down to Crahl to see the stone and organise the delivery of it as well. Hmm… A couple of weeks, say? Maybe a day or so more? Would that be too soon?”
 
   “That’d be fine, Bryn. And how many of you will there be?” Honi said.
 
   “As many as we need. What do you think, Marcus?”
 
   “I… er… I don’t know, really,” he managed. He looked a bit shocked. Certainly he hadn’t expected the foresters to be so well organised, but as they obviously were, there was no reason to delay. “How many can you provide?”
 
   Kieran and Bryn looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “Most of two clans, and likely two-thirds of the town. Oh, and at least half a dozen trolls at any one time,” Kieran said happily, “And of course the dwarves will send a couple of lads with a portable forge if we need it.”
 
   “Bloody Hells! I, um, I don’t think we’ll need quite that many. The forge could be handy, though.”
 
   “Mmm, I think so too. As for the others, no, I don’t think we’ll need them all at once. ‘Tisn’t as if everything’s got to be done in a couple of days, is it? Not like a damned barnraising. Besides, the buggers’d eat us out of house and home. Well, we’ll bring perhaps half a dozen strong lads and a couple of trolls to dig the foundations, and take it from there. Oh, and Lana and Lori said they’d help you with feeding the starving hordes, Honi,” Kieran said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Thank them for me, please, Kieran. I’m sure they’ll be needed,” she said.
 
   “Aye, especially with the trolls, with all respect to them,” Griff laughed, “They’re great workers and great diggers, but they’re bloody great eaters as well!”
 
   “Whereas we foresters only eat like birds!” Bryn said with a grin.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



25. “dealing with the military mind”
 
    
 
   A day or so later, Griff, Rowan, Cris and Tadeus were riding the young horses in a neat quadrille, while Honi and Rill had gone to prepare lunch. Well, Honi was doing the preparation with Gavin’s help and Rill was doing any necessary running about and fetching things. Cris wasn’t used to riding in a disciplined group like this and he tended to lose his way and get left behind at times, but he was learning quickly, just as the young horses were.
 
   “Visitors!” Rowan and Griff said at the same time, and laughed.
 
   “Quite a few, too,” Griff said thoughtfully as he listened carefully while still keeping his place in the drill, “Who the hell would be coming out here now? We’re not expecting anyone, are we?”
 
   “No, but we’ll soon find out who they are, lad,” Rowan said, “And whoever they are, they’ll have to wait until we finish this. Boof and Umber will look after them.”
 
   A few minutes later they stopped their horses in a neat line, smiled at each other at the success of the drill, and turned to see who it was that the dogs were looking after. A troop of Siannen Guardsmen sat quietly on their horses, having watched the quadrille with initial astonishment followed by a profound professional interest.
 
   “Ah. I wondered when they’d turn up,” Rowan said softly, “Who wants to go and talk with them?”
 
   “Nobody!” Griff laughed, “This is your baby, laddie. Besides, you’re the expert in dealing with the military mind, so…” he nodded his head in the Guardsmen’s direction, “… off you go!”
 
   “Ha! Fraggin ‘military minds’ indeed!” Rowan replied, “Er, Cris, would you mind going and finding Marcus, please? He should be here too.”
 
   Rowan trotted his bay mare over to the visitors as Cris hurried off. He could see that they were looking closely at his mount, indeed at all of the young horses, and he smiled to himself. Aye, young Teazel is better than any of your horses, he thought happily. Any horse here is.
 
   After his experiences at Den Siddon and the Trophy, he was unsurprised to find himself being saluted by all of the troopers; but he was quite surprised to see that the troop of eight was led by the Commandant of the Siannen Guard himself.
 
   The man was Siannen, but not a forester. He was probably about fifty or so, tall and broadshouldered and fit-looking; a handsome fellow with black hair streaked with grey, and bright blue eyes that were startling in his suntanned face. It was obvious that he spent as little time as possible behind his desk. Of course, his dark green uniform was immaculate and so were those of his troopers.
 
   No Guardsman – no matter where he was from - would turn up to meet the holder of the Star of Yaarl, the triple Champion, looking like a scruffbag, even if the man himself was presently a bit dusty and sweaty from working with his horses. Certainly the Siannen Guard wouldn’t, when the great man in question was as Siannen as they were.
 
   “A good day to you all, and thank you for the honour you do me,” Rowan said, “I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, as you’ve already guessed.”
 
   “Commandant Niall d’Fionn del’Siovan,” the Commandant said, “And a good day to you, Sir. Commandant Telli Carlson of the Wirran Guard has been in touch with me, and I thought I should pay you a visit,” he looked around for a moment and smiled, “In fact, I’m thinking I should have paid you a visit before this. Are all your horses as good as that mare of yours, and those other youngsters?”
 
   “Aye, most of them are. You’re welcome to have a look at them, but I’m sure you didn’t come up here to the Giants just for that?”
 
   Niall glanced up at the great trees for a long moment, then looked back at Rowan with a smile.
 
   “No, of course not. That’ll be a bonus. And I’m hoping I might somehow see your stallions in action as well, if that’s possible,” he said, “But no, I’ve come to make sure that you’ve not got five thousand bloody Wirrans lurking here somewhere, plotting to take over Sian.”
 
   Rowan heard a muffled snort of laughter from Griff but managed to keep his own face straight. He raised an eyebrow, his eyes bright with mischief.
 
   “And if I have?”
 
   “Then I’ll wish you a good day and we’ll be off now, and come back with a few more men.”
 
    Now Rowan laughed. This Commandant was certainly an improvement on his predecessor, a crusty old fellow who’d come to see Rowan after Messton. That man had been proud that a Siannen had done such deeds, but a bit put out that Rowan had joined the Wirran Guard rather than the Guard of his native province. If Rowan had been feeling better at the time, he’d have told him that the training was simply better in Wirran and the Siannen Guard could learn quite a bit from them, but… well, he’d been barely recovered from his injuries and the lung fever that’d so nearly proved fatal, and he really hadn’t been up to doing or saying much at all. Perhaps he might discreetly mention something about training to this man though, he thought. It was no more and no less than the truth.
 
   “No, Sir, not five thousand,” he said, “Only five Engineers, and I’m sure you could handle them all right. I’ve just sent someone to get their leader… ah, here he is…”
 
   Introductions were quickly made, and Cris was despatched again to warn Honi and her assistants that there’d be a few more for lunch. Quite a few more. Niall had protested that he and his men had their own rations, as of course they did, but the wonderful aroma of freshly baked bread had quickly changed his mind.
 
   **********
 
   “So, let me get this straight, please, Rowan…” Niall said a bit later, surprising himself with his own informality towards the Champion.
 
   Then again, Rowan was informality itself and besides that, it was very hard to be formal when one was sitting under a tree on a rug that’d been thoughtfully provided to protect one’s uniform, eating the very good sandwiches that Rill, Gavin and Honi had carried out from the house on big platters. The ham was tender and delicious, the cheese sharp but not too much so, and the tomatoes, onions and greens were freshly picked from the garden. And the bread… the bread was soft and grainy and crusty all at the same time, and well slathered with creamy butter. Alben and a Siannen corporal sighed happily at the same time, looked at each other in surprise, then grinned and reached for another sandwich. It’d been a long time since either had had sandwiches as good as these.
 
   Niall was thinking much the same thing, but he forced his mind back to the important topic at hand.
 
   “… you’re going to be teaching the Wirran Horsemasters how to train their horses to a more advanced level?” he said, “And Lieutenant Marcus here, and his men of course, are here to help you build the… um… infrastructure for that?”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis about the strength of it,” Rowan said between bites of his sandwich. Despite the very short notice of extra mouths to feed, Honi’d excelled herself with the lunch, he thought. Clever girl. It’d be fresh fruit for afters, but there was nothing wrong with that; they’d have been having it anyway. There was a very good crop of cherries and strawberries that the birds somehow hadn’t found yet, but too much more rain would spoil them and they really needed to be eaten. He thought there’d be no problems with that.
 
   “And how many do you think there’ll be?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Overall? I truly don’t know, but I shouldn’t think there’d be more than half a dozen to start with, most likely less. Mind you, I think there’ll be more as word gets about. Perhaps twenty-five at the most, maybe even up to thirty at a pinch, I suppose, but that wouldn’t be for a good while. And they wouldn’t all necessarily be Wirrans.”
 
   There’d be accommodation for forty in all, but of course Tadeus, Cris and Rill would be taking three of the rooms in their own little wing. And the spare rooms wouldn’t go to waste if Ross’ idea really took off.
 
   Niall nodded slowly as he thought about it.
 
   “Mmm…” he said, “I’m wondering if perhaps we should be sending some men to you too. You say your horse saved your life with the, um, advanced training?”
 
   “Aye, he did.”
 
   “Could you show us what you mean, please? After we’ve finished eating, of course,” Niall said. He turned to Honi and smiled. “And thank you again, my lady. This is wonderful. Ha! Even better when I think of our damned trail rations. Sometimes I think we’d be better off eating grass with the horses than eating the bloody stuff; it certainly wouldn’t be so fraggin dry.” His eyes widened as he realised what he’d said and he hastened to make amends. “Er, your pardon for my language, my lady.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “Thank you, but I hear that around here all the time and I even know and use several similar and very useful words myself. I’m no ‘lady’, as you can see,” she said from where she sat on the ground beside Griff, happily eating her sandwich with the men. She was clad in leather trousers and a linen shirt as the male foresters were, and her long hair was braided similarly, but nobody could possibly mistake her for a man.
 
   “Depends on your definition of a lady,” Niall said gallantly, “I wasn’t talking about those useless women who sit about all day and do nothing in case they break a fingernail or get their hands dirty.”
 
   That description certainly wouldn’t apply to most Guardsmen’s wives, and equally it didn’t apply to forester women.
 
   Honi glanced at her own hands. They were clean, because she’d washed them before and after making lunch, but she undeniably had calluses and her nails were cut sensibly short.
 
   “Then thank you,” she said, “I was thinking of that sort, truly, or the ones that Rowan used to tell me about who wore silly hats and made long boring speeches to open garden parties.”
 
   She’d never met a fully-fledged ‘lady’ in her life, and she’d certainly never been to a garden party. Neither had anyone else she knew, except Rowan. He’d attended a few – unwillingly, but politely as he’d been brought up – in his capacity as Guard Captain, and even when he’d been a lieutenant and 2 i/c at Den Siddon he’d found himself roped in to attend a couple. He’d told her, Rose and Dana a lot about the delicate ladies who attended them and the sheer tedium of the whole business. They’d nearly laughed themselves silly at Rowan’s outrageous portrayals of the ladies and some of the languid men who’d accompanied them.
 
   Niall laughed now.
 
   “I think our Wirran colleagues would know more about that than any of us Siannens,” he said, and by the resigned look on Marcus’ face he knew he was right.
 
   **********
 
   A little later, after they’d finished their lunch, Rowan whistled for Mica and Soot. The stallions trotted up to him and then danced, one after the other, for their visitors.
 
   All of the Guardsmen, both Siannen and Wirran, gaped at the performance.
 
   “Bugger me, Rowan,” Marcus said softly, “Now I truly can see why Captain Fess and Commandant Telli are so keen to train more of our horses like that.”
 
   “Yes, so can I. I’m bloody glad I’m not having to fight you and them together,” Niall said thoughtfully. Of course the thought of taking on Rowan was daunting enough in itself, and Niall certainly wasn’t planning on doing it any time soon, but he could also see the astonishing advantage that Mica or Soot would give him. “In fact, I truly believe that we should be sending some of our men and horses here to learn this too, and as soon as possible. Maybe you might be able to help us with the selection of the horses if you’ve got the time. Can’t have the Wirrans having such an advantage all to themselves, can we?”
 
   “Certainly not!” Rowan said, resolving to take Niall aside very soon and speak to him about training in general. He seemed far more approachable and, yes, more progressive than the last Siannen Commandant. If Niall told him, Rowan, to mind his own damned business, so be it, but it truly was his business as a Siannen to see that his countrymen were protected as well as possible. And he’d make time to talk to him about the most suitable type of horses for the advanced training too. “We’ll be starting in the winter. I’m sure that we can work something out between now and then.”
 
   **********
 
   Work was well advanced by the time Rowan and Griff were ready to take their horses to Frissender. The foresters and the Engineers were working well together, finding more points of similarity than difference between their techniques. Really, none of the problems that both sides had anticipated had arisen yet, and Rowan thought they were probably unlikely to now.
 
     Of course the foresters weren’t used to working with stone, but they were strong and adaptable, so that wasn’t a problem. The Engineers hadn’t been keen on using timber at first, but after seeing the fine timber buildings in the town and surrounding districts, they realised that they’d be daft not to use what was so readily available. And, as Rowan laughingly reminded them, it was a hell of a lot less expensive than stone, and Commandant Telli did have a bottom line to consider.
 
   **********
 
   Some trolls and foresters were finishing the levelling of the training ground under the supervision of Gavin, and the builders were busily erecting walls on the barracks when Rowan and Griff finally set off for Frissender early one morning, and they all waved cheerfully to them to speed them on their way.
 
   The two men would be able to manage the horses perfectly well with just themselves, and so they’d left Tadeus, Cris and Rill to help Honi with the remaining animals and everything else, with a promise that they could go to the Horse Fair next year if they were interested. Tadeus was keen on the idea, but Rowan thought it unlikely that the others would be.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



26. “The Champion’s here!”
 
    
 
   They had an uneventful trip through the Sleeping Dogs and down to Frissender. It was a good-sized town – well, a little city, really – that was fairly quiet for most of the year. Then, in late spring, it seemed to almost double its population overnight… this was the time of Frissender’s sole claim to fame: its annual Horse Fair. Not just anyone could front up with horses or ponies to sell though, oh no. Breeders from up to several hundred miles away were invited to bring their finest stock, and it was considered an honour to be so invited. Griff and Rowan had been selling the best of their horses there for a few years now, except last year, when Horsemaster Ross of Den Siddon had bought the lot while Rowan was training for the Trophy.
 
   This year they had forty-nine horses: all beautifully trained, beautifully mannered and as a bonus, beautiful to look at as well. They’d have had fifty, but Commandant Niall had bought a handsome young darkly dappled grey stallion for himself. He’d be sending his Master of Horse to inspect the upcoming youngsters with a view to next year and the more advanced training, too.
 
    Rowan and Griff didn’t believe in selling their horses too young, as many breeders did. The sight of bewildered, frightened yearlings being led around a sale ring always upset them both, and the thought of young horses being ridden before their bodies were strong enough upset them even more. They’d made their feelings known to the organisers of the Fair, and now there was a firm ruling that forbade the selling of any beast less than three years old. As Rowan said, sometimes his damned reputation could be of some use, and he wasn’t above using it to further the wellbeing of any horse if he could.
 
   Their own horses were mainly four years old, though a couple of older ones that hadn’t been quite ready before were there as well.
 
   They halted at the gates to the Horse Grounds to fill in the necessary paperwork, then headed off to find their appointed yards.
 
   **********
 
   “Gods! Look at that, Kane!” a Thallassian fellow pointed at a most astonishing sight.
 
   The man beside him turned his head to see what had his friend so excited. He nodded sagely. He’d been just as amazed as Berne when he’d first seen it too, but he wasn’t about to admit that just now.
 
   “Haven’t you ever heard of Siannen Horse Whisperers, you daft bugger? Horse Masters, as the Wirrans say. They say those two both are,” he said, “Amazing, isn’t it? Just watch them.” And it was no less amazing for having seen it before.
 
   Griff and Rowan had finished with the formalities and were bringing their horses into the Fair Grounds. 
 
   Rowan rode Soot at the head of the herd, with Mica walking unfettered beside him. The rest of the horses were following him happily, and Griff was riding Raven at the rear. The dogs Umber and Boof trotted at either side of the herd, but they weren’t really there for that: no, their job was to guard the horses in the yards while Griff and Rowan were elsewhere. None of the horses seemed worried by their unfamiliar surroundings, but naturally the youngsters were looking around a bit.
 
   Suddenly there was a shout of “The Champion! The Champion’s here! Red Rowan!” and a loud burst of cheering and applause broke out.
 
   “Bloody Hells!” Berne said worriedly, “Horse Masters or not, those horses’ll bolt with a damned racket like that. What are those bloody idiot Wirrans thinking of?”
 
   Kane looked worried too, as Rowan hastily dismounted. The young horses crowded around him, but stood quietly, their ears flickering as he spoke to them softly and patted as many as he could reach. Griff was doing the same with those at the rear, though he knew that they’d take more notice of Rowan than of him. Luckily, most of these horses were destined to be troop horses; Rowan’d made sure they were used to the noise of bugles and drums and they were well trained to a higher standard than was usual. No, the noise wouldn’t really worry them too much, but the sheer numbers of people suddenly crowding around, pushing and shoving so as to get a better glimpse of Rowan, would be of more concern to them. Griff thought privately that a good swift kick would serve some of these useless noisy buggers right and for a moment was tempted to do it himself, rather than leave it to the horses. The dogs were growling and doing their bit to keep people back a bit too.
 
   Rowan raised a hand and the cheering stopped. He looked a bit stunned at such a reception, but he quickly pulled himself together.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, “Thank you for the honour you do me. I wasn’t expecting anything like that, but thank you.” He looked around for a moment, “Now, can somebody please show us where to take our horses?”
 
   “It’s over this way,” an official-looking gentleman said as he forced his way through the crush of people. Really, did none of these silly bastards have a lick of sense? Lucky there hadn’t been any other horses around when they’d started shouting and carrying on like that. “Do you need any help with them?”
 
   “A good day to you, Grayle,” Rowan said as he recognised the man who organised this very prestigious sale of horses and ponies, “Thanks for the offer, but Griff and I’ll be fine, so long as some of these…” he said something in Trollish that made Griff laugh and everyone else look puzzled, “… er, these good folk move aside a bit.”
 
   Grayle smiled at him.
 
   “Then follow me, Rowan. Er… sorry, no disrespect intended. Umm, what should I call you now?”
 
   Rowan shook his head and pretended not to hear what Griff was muttering about daft buggers.
 
   “The same as you’ve been calling me for the last… what? Four or five years… just call me by my name,” he said, “If you dare call me ‘Sir’, I might have to deal with you severely.”
 
   “Bloody Hells! I surely don’t want that, Rowan. This way then, lad. And Griff too, of course.”
 
   **********
 
   The young horses were settling happily into their well-fenced yards as Rowan walked among them, patting them and talking to them as he went. Naturally, the dogs were quietly following him.
 
   Grayle and Griff leaned on top of the fence watching.
 
   “It never ceases to amaze me, Griff,” Grayle said, “But you can do it too, can’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but not like Rowan can. Quite a lot of our clan have a way with horses, and I suppose we’d be considered Horse Masters here in Wirran, but…” Griff shrugged, “Well, let’s just say if the horses had a choice between going to me or to Rowan, they’d always choose Rowan.”
 
   Grayle nodded wisely, though he didn’t really understand it any more than Griff or Rowan did themselves. He’d often thought it’d be a damned handy talent to have, though. He looked at the young horses more carefully, noting their excellent conformation, and their bright eyes and glossy coats.
 
   “They’re a damned good looking lot, Griff. You should do very well with them, I think. And Mica and Soot are looking as fine as ever. But why hasn’t Mica gone lighter as he’s aged?”
 
   Griff shrugged. The stallion was still as darkly dappled as it’d always been.
 
   “’Tis said to be because he’s desert-bred, Grayle. That’s as good a reason for it as any other that we might come up with, I suppose.”
 
   “Mmm… well, I’ve already had quite a few enquiries for Mica’s and Soot’s services. We missed them here last year, though I know ‘twas unavoidable with the Trophy and all. I think you’ll do well again with the stallions, as well as with these youngsters.”
 
   “Good!” Griff laughed, “I’d hate to think we’ve brought the poor beasties all this way, only to have to turn around and take them back home again, and all for nothing.”
 
   “I truly don’t think that’s going to happen, lad, certainly not with the stallions and not with these others either. There’ve already been quite a few Guardsmen fretting about when you’d be here,” Grayle smiled, “You could probably sell twice as many horses as you’ve brought with you.”
 
   “Well, these are the best of them, of course. I suppose we could have brought some of the others as well. I’ll see what Rowan thinks about that for next year. And there are still a few of the best ones at home, but they just aren’t ready yet. They can come here next year, if we’re invited, and if nobody comes to Sian in the meantime looking to buy a nice horse.”
 
   Grayle nodded again. He knew that Griff and Rowan wouldn’t sell a horse that was untrained, ‘unbroken’, as the expression was. Of course, they didn’t ‘break’ their horses at all, but they were beautifully mannered and beautifully trained before being sold. Grayle also knew that they wouldn’t simply sell their horses to anyone with the necessary money to buy them. No, they could be most particular about it. They had no control over what happened to their horses once sold, but they did do their best to ensure that they went to kind, caring owners who’d treat them properly. They’d look at the prospective buyer’s own mount and if they weren’t happy with its condition, the sale simply wouldn’t happen. Many of the horses were destined to be troop horses, but if the Guardsmen’s mounts didn’t pass muster with Rowan and Griff, then they wouldn’t be joining that particular garrison either.
 
   Some of the other breeders were starting to do the same, Grayle knew, and in his opinion it wasn’t a bad thing. Nobody wanted their animals to go to somebody who wouldn’t look after them properly. And if by some chance they simply didn’t care, they wouldn’t be selling at Frissender again, ever. The loss of prestige associated with that would be immense, and Grayle knew that most simply wouldn’t risk it.
 
   **********
 
   “Will Rowan give his demonstration with Mica and Soot again this year, do you think?”
 
   He’d ridden both stallions in a demonstration of their ‘advanced battle training’ each year they’d been at the Horse Fair and the sight of the stallions ‘dancing’, as many people put it, had been both very popular and also stunning to those who’d never realised that a horse could do such things. Of course, most didn’t realise the true implications of such training.
 
   “Of course he will, if you ask him to. He won’t just take over a space and put the horses through their paces, though,” Griff said with a smile, “But if you ask him, he’d be delighted to show them both off.”
 
   “Good. I’ve, umm, heard a rumour that some of the garrisons are, er…”
 
   “… interested in training more horses to that level? Yes, we’ve heard it going around too.” And been most surprised to hear it here at Frissender. “Not all horses can physically do it, of course, but it might be feasible. Rowan says they’ll have to come to Sian if they want to do it with him though,” Griff shrugged, not wanting to give too much away. In fact, things were fairly well advanced. The Engineers had been pleased to see that the foresters didn’t mess about, in fact got on with the job just as well as they would themselves – and there was no higher praise than that, to an Engineer. The barracks would likely be finished by the time Griff and Rowan got back to Sian, as would the indoor training facility and new stable to accommodate the troopers’ horses. “He feels guilty enough about leaving too much to Honi and me, as he puts it. ‘Tis daft, but you know how he is…”
 
   “How who is?” Rowan asked as he came up to them, as lightfooted as ever.
 
   “You, laddie! Don’t you bloody know that eavesdroppers never hear any good of themselves?” Griff frowned at him fiercely before laughing.
 
   “Wasn’t eavesdropping,” Rowan grinned at him, “Not on purpose, anyway. So…?”
 
   “We were just talking about that idea that Horsemaster Ross of Den Siddon had of training some of the Guard’s horses to a higher level,” Grayle said.
 
   Rowan nodded. There’d been a lot of discussion about it since the Trophy, and quite a few dispatches back and forth. The Engineers were happily doing their bit, working well with the foresters after a cautious start, and it was almost certain that the actual training would start next year. Fess and Telli had hopes that Rowan would take at least a few of the Guard’s Horsemasters – and their horses, of course - with him when he’d finished with the new recruits and Rowan himself had plans to do just that so long as all the necessary formalities were finished. As much as he hated red tape and paperwork, he could see its necessity for this particular undertaking.
 
   He and Commandant Niall had sent a joint dispatch about the plans to send some Siannen Guardsmen to learn the techniques too. Rowan would give a lot to have been able to see their faces when the Siannen trooper trotted into Den Siddon with the dispatch, but he was fairly sure that they’d see Niall’s reasoning. They’d have done the same themselves if the situation had been reversed. 
 
   “Oh, aye. ‘Tis a good idea, in theory. ‘Twould be a shame to see the techniques die out completely, I think. The only problem is where we’d actually do it; you know what homebodies we foresters are,” he said straightfaced, “If the Guard wants it badly enough, they’ll just have to cope with the idea of some of their Horsemasters coming to Sian for a while.”
 
   “Do you think they will?” Grayle asked curiously.
 
   Rowan glanced at Griff for a moment, then shrugged.
 
   “Aye, probably next year, but keep that under your hat, please. Depends on how much they want it to happen, really. Den Siddon didn’t fall down when Ross came to Sian for the foaling last year, and that was what? Nearly three months or so? So long as the recruits are reasonably competent at riding, he’d be happy to leave the buggers, and I’m sure most of those from the other garrisons would be too. Someone else can help out with the lads if they’re not there.”
 
   “Den Siddon’s poor bloody recruits will certainly be competent with you there to encourage them along, Rowan lad!” Griff laughed.
 
   “Don’t you fraggin start, too,” Rowan groaned, “I’ve already had Fess and Ross in my ear about it.”
 
   **********
 
   “Dammit! I bloody nearly forgot!” Grayle said.
 
   Rowan and Griff both raised an inquiring eyebrow, making them look very alike in spite of their difference in size.
 
   “What did you bloody nearly forget?” Rowan smiled at him, “Something important, or a nice juicy piece of gossip?”
 
   “And if it was a nice piece of gossip, you wouldn’t even pass it on, so there’d be no damned point, would there? No, I forgot to ask if you wanted to sell your horses through the sale ring, or…?”
 
   Grayle thought it’d be the ‘or’ option. He knew that both foresters disliked the atmosphere of the auction ring, with the sometimes-frenzied bidding and the often-frightened horses. Besides, their prices weren’t negotiable. Any buyer who objected to being unable to haggle could go elsewhere as far as Griff and Rowan were concerned. Sure enough, both men shook their heads.
 
   “No, thanks, Grayle,” Griff said, “We’ll sell them from the yards, as we usually do. Anyone who wants to find us will find us, and Rowan can show off our horses a damned sight better than any sales staff, with no offence to them.”
 
   “Aye, I thought you’d say that. ‘Tis why you’re here near that nice open space.”
 
   “Thanks. Would you mind if we put a few little hurdles over there? We’ll take them down when we go, and anyone can use them in the meantime to show that their horses aren’t afraid to jump.”
 
   “Not at all. In fact you could leave them up when you leave, I think. But will you need a hand now? There’s plenty of young loafers hanging about the place, and I’m sure they’d not mind helping you out.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “I was going to say ‘no, thanks’, but who am I to deny some poor lazy bugger the chance to get up off his backside and make himself useful? Aye, send them around,” he said cheerfully.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



27. “… a colt or a filly?”
 
    
 
   “If you can’t find a damned horse here, there’s no bloody hope for you!” a burly Wirran said in frustration as his brother turned away from yet another yard of fine-looking young horses. “We’re at the Frissender Horse Fair, for the Gods’ damned sakes, and this is our third bloody day at it! There are no swaybacked old hayburners here!”
 
   Indeed there weren’t. The standard of horses here was just as high as it always was, and always would be.
 
   “Mmm… I know that, Stannel, but…” a younger and smaller version of the first one shook his head, almost as frustrated as his brother, “I just can’t find what I’m looking for…”
 
   “And what was that again?”
 
   “A nice colt; not too big, not too small, well-behaved but with a bit of spirit, a bit of personality about him… like those stallions over there!”
 
   Stannel quickly looked to where Pell was pointing. His eyes widened.
 
   “And which one did you have in mind, lad? The grey or the black?”
 
   “Well, either, really. They’re both superb and I’d be happy with either of them, but I’d thought I’d get a younger horse than either of those two…” he looked at the horses again and found himself sighing. Oh, yes, he’d be happy with either of them, all right. They were magnificent.
 
   His brother was looking at him as if he’d just said something utterly ridiculous, as, in a way, he had.
 
   “Great bloody Hells, Pell, anyone’d be happy with either of those two, though the grey is said to be virtually unrideable. But there wouldn’t be enough gold in all of Yaarl to buy them,” he said, “You don’t know who those horses are, do you? Let alone who owns them!”
 
   Pell stared at him in amazement.
 
   “What do you mean ‘who’ those horses are, you bloody idiot?”
 
   “It’s not me who’s the bloody idiot here, lad. Do the names Mica and Soot mean anything to you?”
 
   “Mica and Soot? Mica and…” Pell said, frowning thoughtfully. He blanched suddenly. “Mica and Soot! No! They can’t be!”
 
   “No? Look at who they’re following then.”
 
   A tall silver-haired man with the unmistakeable braid of a Siannen forester was strolling along, the reins of his horses loosely over one arm and the horses themselves walking calmly at his heels like a pair of enormous dogs. The crowds parted in front of him and closed behind him, whispering and pointing and trying not to be noticed doing it.
 
   The resigned look on the man’s handsome face showed that they weren’t entirely successful. An even taller and much bigger forester beside him carried a very businesslike axe on his back. He turned to the first one and said something that made the other man laugh. Suddenly he looked much younger than his silver hair suggested.
 
   “That’s… that’s really him, isn’t it? That’s the Champion?” Pell said, stunned to think that he was so close to the great man himself.
 
   “The triple Champion, laddie. Aye, that’s him. He wasn’t here last year because he was busy training for the Trophy, but if he’s brought some young horses with him as well as the stallions… well, you might just find what you’re looking for there. Assuming the damned garrisons haven’t beaten us to it, of course.”
 
   “Gods! I wonder where they’re yarded…”
 
   “Shouldn’t be too hard to find out, you daft bugger. I can think of a couple of ways already. We could chase around and find somebody who looks official and ask them, or we could follow the Champion and hope that’s where he’s headed.”
 
   Pell stared at him in astonishment.
 
   “We couldn’t just, er, just follow him like that! Could we?”
 
   Stannel shrugged.
 
   “Why not? He’s very approachable, especially when it comes to his horses. Remember I bought Mist from them?”
 
   He had, too, and he considered the purchase of the lovely dappled grey mare to be the best he’d ever made. Mind you, he didn’t expect the foresters to remember him: it’d been three years ago, after all, and they must see a hell of a lot of folk interested in their horses.
 
   “I wonder who that great big tall bugger with him is? I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a big man.”
 
   “Well, you’ve never been to Sian, have you? A lot of the foresters are as big as that fellow. I think he’s a cousin or something, and they’re in the business together. You know, they say the Champion’s considered to be small by his kinfolk.”
 
   “Small?” Pell eyed Rowan’s muscular, broadshouldered six foot three inch frame and shook his head. Mind you, beside the other forester anyone would be considered small.
 
   “That’s what they say. Of course, folk say a lot of things about him, and it can’t all be true. The poor bugger must get bloody fed up with it. I know that I would. Anyway, shall we go after him before we lose him?”
 
   “I don’t think we’ll lose sight of them, Stannel, especially that bloody huge one. He’s got to be damned nearly seven foot tall! But, yes. Let’s go.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan and Griff had just finished giving a very well attended demonstration of Mica and Soot’s ‘advanced training’. Well, Rowan had ridden the horses one after the other and Griff had kept an eye on the one not being ridden; not that anyone would be stupid enough to try and make off with either of the stallions. If by chance somebody was silly enough to try it… well, they wouldn’t get far and Griff wouldn’t have to exert himself at all. Mica and Soot were more than capable of looking after themselves. 
 
   The two men and their stallions finally got clear of the worst of the crowds and headed for their own section of the yards. They weren’t in a hurry; a man with horses yarded nearby had promised he’d tell any potential buyers that Rowan and Griff would be back in an hour, and they knew that Umber and Boof would be doing a good job of making sure nobody made off with their horses. The dogs would allow people to look at the horses and pat them, but they wouldn’t allow anyone into the yards unless Griff or Rowan were there. 
 
   **********
 
   The two Wirrans hurried around a corner to find themselves face to face with the foresters, a stallion standing alertly at either side of them. They came to an abrupt halt, nearly falling over themselves in the process.
 
   “A good day to you, lads,” Griff said politely, “Are you truly following us, or is Rowan just imagining things?”
 
   “I… er… we, um…” Stannel managed. Griff was very large indeed, this close, and he was looking at Stannel in a puzzled sort of way.
 
   “Griff lad, you shouldn’t bloody loom over the poor buggers like that. You know that Wirrans are a bit shy,” Rowan said, trying not to laugh at the stunned expressions on the other men’s faces. He’d occasionally caught the aptly name bogglers – fish with a perpetual expression of complete astonishment on their silly faces - that looked less surprised than these two. “A good day to you. I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant clan, and this is my cousin, Griff d’Fergus. We truly don’t bite folk without a damned good reason. So, why were you following us?”
 
   “We… we wanted to see your horses…”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “So you’re not about to stick a knife into us and try to steal Mica and Soot? A wise choice, my friends. They don’t take kindly to being stolen,” he said.
 
   “And, truly, we don’t take all that kindly to having knives stuck into us either!” Griff added, “Showing off our horses, though, ‘tis another matter. They’re just along here. I’m assuming you meant the young horses that’re for sale.”
 
   “Aye, I did, but your stallions are magnificent,” Pell said as the horses fell into step either side of Rowan. He realised that they weren’t being led and remembered another story he’d heard about Rowan and his clan… but surely Horse Masters were just a story, weren’t they? He wanted to ask, but didn’t feel he should. Still, he wondered about it.
 
   “Thank you,” Rowan said, “Their progeny are damned good too, with all modesty. Trouble is, quite a lot have already been sold; virtually all of the blacks, bays and browns have been taken by the Guard of various places, and several of the greys as well. Were you thinking of a colt or a filly?”
 
   “A colt, I think.”
 
   Pell found himself looking at the first yard containing Rowan and Griff’s horses. A couple of dozen very fine fillies trotted to the fence to nuzzle at the foresters’ hands. A pair of sleek black and tan dogs hurried up to do the same. He found himself very taken by a pert dappled grey that batted her eyelashes at him and nudged him cheekily.
 
   “Oh… they’re so pretty, aren’t they?” he sighed as he stroked her glossy neck. He was surprised to see an intricate braid in her long mane, and even more surprised to see that all of the other horses had a similar braid, even the stallions. Of course he didn’t realise that it was the Forest Giant clan braid.
 
   Rowan and Griff smiled at each other.
 
   “Aye, they are,” Rowan said, “But the colts are over here…”
 
   Pell reluctantly left the fillies and stared into a yard of equally fine colts. Bugger me, he thought, I was so damned sure that I knew exactly what I wanted, but I’d be happy with any of these, colt or filly. He remembered what Rowan had said about the Guard had already bought quite a few.
 
   “Which ones are…?”
 
   “Sold? ‘Tis easier to show you those that aren’t. In fact, that’s this afternoon’s job, to separate them out. But that dark bay colt there, with the star and white near hind foot, he’s still available. So are any chestnuts, light bays, or roans that you might see and a couple of the greys.”
 
   “He’s a lovely colt,” Pell said as it lipped carefully at his hands, “Why wouldn’t the Guard want him?”
 
   “He’s a bit small for them. They like their horses to be sixteen hands or a bit more. Bark there’s only fifteen and a bit.”
 
   “They’re well grown, though,” Stannel ventured as another handsome and muscular bay colt pushed at him with its nose.
 
   “Aye, they are, but they’re also older than some of the others that you’ll see here at the Fair. We don’t sell any of our horses until they’re four, or near as dammit four. A few are rising five because we felt they weren’t quite ready last year.”
 
   “They’re four? So they’re broken in, then?” Pell said.
 
   Rowan and Griff glanced at each other and grimaced at the term.
 
   “No, they’re not ‘broken in’, lad,” Griff said softly, “They’ve been treated gently and respectfully all their lives. We don’t ‘break’ horses. We do train them though, and with all modesty you’ll not find better mannered horses anywhere. But they’re not children’s ponies. They’re bred to be troop horses, mostly, so they have a bit of spirit to them. Some can even be said to be a bit feisty. Mind you, they do make fine saddle horses too, but they’re not for inexperienced riders, with all respect to you.”
 
   “I’ve been riding for a long time. My present horse is a quiet old thing now, but he used to be fairly feisty, and I’ve ridden Stannel’s mare and not had any trouble with her. He…”
 
   Griff looked at Stannel more closely and nodded.
 
   “… he bought her from us, didn’t he? I thought he looked familiar. Oh, your pardon for interrupting, but he bought Mist from us… what? Three years ago? I hope you’ve been happy with her?” he said.
 
   “Aye. She’s a lovely mare. I could have sold her a dozen times over, but I’d never part with her,” Stannel said proudly.
 
   “Good. ‘Tis what we always hope for,” Rowan turned back to Pell, “Now, tell us about your horse, please, while you look at ours.”
 
   “Rusty? You want me to tell you about Rusty? Why?”
 
   “We’d have to see him before we’d sell a horse to you,” Griff said, “Well, not you personally, I didn’t put that well, did I? But we like to be sure that our horses will be well looked after when they leave us.”
 
   “Aye, we do the same with everyone who’s interested in them, even if they’re Guardsmen,” Rowan said, “It can really upset some of the more arrogant bastards too, especially when we tell them we won’t sell to their garrison until they raise their standards a bit.”
 
   “You… you’d say that to them?” Stannel was shocked at the thought.
 
   “Why not, if ‘tis the truth?” Rowan shrugged, “We’ve raised these horses since they were born, and they mean a lot to us. It breaks our hearts to part with them, truly, but… well, we simply can’t keep them all. We knew that when we started this. But we won’t sell them to anyone who just walks up with a bag of gold and a nice smile and asks for them. We want them to go to somebody who’ll look after them properly, respect them and treat them with honour and kindness. ‘Tisn’t a lot to ask, is it?”
 
   “No. No, it isn’t…” 
 
   Perhaps a novel idea, in some ways, but not really a big ask when one thought about it.
 
   “So, tell us about Rusty, if you would, please.”
 
   “Well… he’s, um, he’s chestnut, with a narrow blaze and four white socks. He’s about fifteen and a half hands, and he’s er, nearly nineteen. I’ve had him for a long time, but he’s getting a bit slow now and I… I thought I’d like a better horse. He’s been a good horse, but…”
 
   “He’s a gelding?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “What will you do with him when you have a new horse?”
 
   “Stannel’s daughter’s going to have him. Lyra’s only fourteen, so he’ll be a bit big for her, but he’s such a quiet old thing that she’ll be all right.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad you’re not going to sell him on.”
 
   “Gods! I couldn’t do that!” Pell said, and Rowan and Griff were heartened by the genuine shock on his face, “He’s like a part of the family!”
 
   “’Tis how it should be, laddie,” Griff said, “Shall we go and see him now?”
 
   “Now?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, why not? Is he far from here?”
 
   “No. No, he’s in the, er, visitors’ barn.”
 
   “’Tisn’t far at all. Let’s go, then.”
 
   Pell and Stannel found themselves following Rowan and Griff as they strode off. This time the stallions stayed behind in a yard with Griff’s horse, Raven, and Umber and Boof trotted at Rowan’s heels.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



28. “We call her Rain”
 
    
 
   The visitors’ barn was fairly full and some of the horses weren’t happy about being there. They were letting everyone know about it too, but there was instant calm as Rowan and Griff followed the brothers inside.
 
   “Why do they do that?” Stannel asked curiously as horse after horse came to the front of its stall to watch Rowan and Griff walk by.
 
   They shrugged.
 
   “They say that you’re both Horse Masters, don’t they? Is that why they’re all…?” Pell said, his burning curiosity suddenly getting the better of him.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis. Don’t ask us to explain it, because we simply can’t, but a lot of our clan would be considered Horse Masters here in Wirran. Horse Whisperer, we call it at home,” Rowan said as he patted a handsome chestnut stallion that’d been trying to kick its way out of its stall for the last hour or so, but was now standing quietly.
 
   “Bugger me! I always thought it was just a story,” Pell said.
 
   “No. As I say, a lot of our clan can do this. Some more than others, but there’s not many who can’t do it at all. ‘Tis handy at times.”
 
   “It would be. Um… Rusty is just along here…”
 
   An old chestnut gelding with a narrow blaze down its face was looking at them expectantly. Rowan and Griff stood back so that Pell could bring it out to them. It nuzzled his hand in a distracted sort of way, obviously much more interested in seeing Rowan and Griff.
 
   “Sorry, lad. ‘Tis just the way of it,” Griff said softly as he saw the surprised and rather hurt look on Pell’s face, “Don’t blame your horse, now.”
 
   “Right, Rusty, old lad, let’s have a bit of a look at you…” Rowan said as he stroked the old horse’s nose. It leaned happily against him and sighed.
 
   “He doesn’t like folk looking at his mouth…” Pell’s voice faded as Rowan opened the horse’s mouth with no trouble at all and peered inside.
 
   “Mmm… looks pretty good though,” Rowan said. 
 
   Griff ran his hands down the horse’s legs and body and checked its hooves as Rowan patted it and then watched carefully as it ate some oats from his hands.
 
   “Ah, this off hind shoe’s coming loose,” Griff said, “Do they have a farrier here, do you know?”
 
   “I think so,” Pell thought about it a bit more, “Yes, they do, I saw him reshoeing a horse this morning.”
 
   “Good. Can you see if you can find him, please, and borrow a hammer from him? Rusty’s just got a nail that needs a bit of a whack, and I’d better not use the head of my axe.”
 
   Shortly after, the farrier bustled up with a couple of hammers in his hands.
 
   “Is this the ‘orse that’s got a loose shoe?” he said, looking at Rowan and Griff in surprise.
 
   “Yes. Well, ‘tisn’t that loose really. The nail just needs a bit of a thump,” Griff said.
 
   “I, um, should tell you that Rusty’s a bugger to shoe. Always has been,” Pell said hesitantly.
 
   “Ha! Shouldn’t be a bother with these two around, should it? Do you want to do the deed, or shall I?” the farrier said with a grin.
 
   “I don’t mind if you don’t,” Griff grinned back at the farrier.
 
   “’Course not. Saves my back a bit, and I can watch you at the same time,” the farrier said, then added hastily, “No disrespect intended, mind. Here, you might as well replace the damned nail while you’re at it.”
 
   He handed over a new nail. It looked tiny in Griff’s huge hand, but he nodded and bent down to take the horse’s hoof in his hand again. Rowan stroked the gelding’s nose and it stood like a rock as Griff quickly replaced the offending nail.
 
    “He’s a fine horse, for all that he’s getting on a bit. I can see that you’re taking good care of him. So, shall we put him back in his box and go back to the business of looking at horses?” Griff said with a smile as he straightened to his full height.
 
   “But what about his shoe? And is his hoof all right?” Pell said worriedly, “I… I had no idea he…”
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Pell. Happens to all of us,” Rowan said as he gave Rusty a last pat and a peppermint, “Especially if he’s a bit funny about having his feet checked.”
 
   “He always has been, a bit. More so lately though.”
 
   “He’s just exercising his right to be a bit of a grumpy old bugger sometimes, that’s all. Don’t worry, he’s fine. He’s moving well and he’s eating well, too. He’s crunched up that peppermint with no trouble, and he ate up the oats I gave him too. I think he’s got quite a few more years in him yet,” Rowan said, then looked around, “Is Mist here too?”
 
   Stannel nodded.
 
   “Aye, she’s just…”
 
   “… down there. Aye, I see her. Do you mind if we have a quick visit with her too? ‘Tis always good to see our horses again.”
 
   Mist was a pretty dappled grey mare, and she was very excited to see Griff and Rowan again. She nosed Stannel aside so that they might pat her better, and she leaned happily against Rowan, just as Rusty had.  She didn’t get the full examination that the chestnut had, but Stannel had the feeling that nothing was missed as both men patted the mare and made much of her. She nuzzled at Rowan’s pocket and he laughed and gave her a peppermint too.
 
   Finally they left to go back to the horseyards.
 
   “That little grey filly that was flirting with you before is a full sister to Mist, Pell. We call her Rain,” Rowan said quietly, “Maybe you’d like to try her, as well as some of the colts. She’s not quite as feisty as them, even though she’s one of Mica’s daughters.”
 
   “Mica’s foals do tend to be a bit feistier than Soot’s,” Griff added helpfully, “But, as we said before, they’re none of them children’s ponies. They’re all fairly spirited.”
 
   “If you don’t mind waiting for a bit, we’ll separate out the ones that’ve been sold, so you can see the others properly. It won’t take us long,” Rowan said.
 
   “Can we help you with it?” Stannel asked.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, thank you. You can manage the gates for us, if you will.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



29. “what we’ve come here to do”
 
    
 
   It took no time at all for Rowan and Griff to separate the sold and unsold horses. Stannel had thought that they’d use the dogs, but Umber and Boof sat by the gate, tails wagging gently as Rowan walked out of the colts’ yard and headed to a vacant one with the horses he wanted following him, while Griff stayed behind to make sure that the rest didn’t do the same. A couple of minutes later and they’d separated the sold and unsold fillies as well.
 
   “Bloody Hells! I can see why they say it’s a handy talent to have,” Pell said softly. 
 
   Stannel nodded, not really believing what his eyes were seeing.
 
   “There we are, lads. Now you can see them better. Is there any of them in particular you’d like us to show off for you?”
 
   “Aye. That bay colt we saw before… and the grey filly too, if it’s not too much bother,” Pell said, uncertain which he’d choose if both turned out to be equally suitable.
 
   “’Tis no bother at all, Pell. ‘Tis what we’ve come here to do,” Rowan said. He glanced in at the half a dozen unsold colts, then climbed the fence and walked up to the dark bay colt, Bark. It nuzzled him happily as he stroked its nose and then quickly looked it over.
 
   “Come on, my fine lad, let’s show you off for these nice gents,” he said softly. He vaulted onto the colt’s bare back and rode it out of the yard and over to the larger grassy area nearby.
 
   Bark trotted and cantered in circles and neat figures-of-eight, and the Wirrans were surprised at the smoothness of his paces and his good manners. There was certainly no trace of undue feistiness. Then Rowan put him over a series of hurdles and the colt jumped them eagerly and looked around for more. It seemed almost disappointed as Rowan slid from its back, handed it over to Griff, then repeated the whole business with the grey filly, Rain.
 
   Rain performed just as well as Bark had. Griff smiled to himself as he saw the brothers look at each other in surprise. Rowan could make a damned cow look good, let alone any of these horses, he thought, but all the same, they ARE bloody good.
 
   “Now it’s your turn, Pell. I’ll just get a saddle and bridle for you,” Rowan said, and hurried off to a nearby shed.
 
   Pell and Stannel stared at him. They’d forgotten he was riding bareback, and hadn’t realised that he’d not had a bridle on the horses either. They should have, of course, but they’d been so mesmerised by the young horses’ display that they simply hadn’t.
 
   “Now, I don’t want to offend you, Pell,” Griff said quietly, “But… well, you’ve been used to riding a quiet old gelding, with all respect to Rusty. These two are a lot different to him, especially young Bark. They’ll respond to just a light touch, so just be, er, how can I put it? A bit careful.”
 
   “Don’t kick them in the ribs, is what he’s trying to say,” Rowan said as he came back with the saddle and bridle, “Just a gentle nudge will do the job. But you said you’ve ridden Mist, so I’m sure you’ll be fine. Now, which one first? Bark or Rain? Bark can be a bit feisty.”
 
   All the same, Pell had been wanting a fine, spirited colt, and this one was not only very attractive, but exactly what he’d had in mind.
 
   “Er, I’ll start with Bark, I think, thanks,” he said.  
 
   The colt was certainly a very different proposition from Rusty, Pell thought. About the same size, but he had a completely different air about him. A bold, lively and perhaps slightly cheeky look to him. Of course he was a young horse, and a colt, not a quiet old gelding. The bay stood well as Pell mounted. It tossed its head and sidled sideways for a bit and half reared, but then it seemed to remember its manners and it trotted and cantered beautifully, just as it’d done before. Bark’s paces were very smooth and comfortable and Pell was very impressed with him.
 
   “Is it all right if I jump him too?” he asked. 
 
   “Of course it is. He loves to jump,” Griff said. 
 
   Bark did indeed love to jump and Pell found that he was very good at it and seemed fearless into the bargain.
 
   “He’s wonderful,” he said as he slowly dismounted.
 
   “Aye, he’s a good colt, and truly, ‘tis the Guard’s loss that they didn’t take him. Do you want to try Rain now?”
 
   Pell looked uncertain for a moment, then he looked at the pretty young mare and nodded.
 
   Rain was about the same height as Bark, not quite as muscular as the strapping young colt, and not as frisky either; but she performed equally well, and Pell found himself in a quandary. Both horses were superb, and he’d be happy with either of them. He said as much.
 
   Griff and Rowan laughed.
 
   “’Tis good of you to say so, Pell. But you should try a lot of horses, not just ours, before you decide,” Griff said.
 
   “Have I said something daft?” he added as he saw Stannel roll his eyes and heard him mutter “Oh, Gods! Not more!”
 
   “No, no! I’m sorry, I meant no offence,” Stannel said hastily, mindful of the foresters’ reputation for good manners, and certainly these two had been politeness itself, if blunt. “It’s just that this is the third day we’ve come here, and I truly think we’ve seen every damned horse in the entire place, and tried a good percentage of them too.”
 
   “Ah, I see. Well, ‘tis good to look at a few, but don’t let yourselves be talked into anything either. Go away and think about it if you’re not absolutely certain that you’ve found the horse that’s right for you. You should really go away and think about it even if you’re utterly sure that you have.”
 
   “You’re not like any of the other breeders here…” Pell said, surprised.
 
   Griff and Rowan looked at each other and laughed again
 
   “Thank you. I’d bloody hope we’re not like some of them, anyway,” Rowan said, “We want you to be happy with your horse, whoever you buy it from, because then you’ll treat it as well as you’ve treated Rusty. And, well, we want our horses to be happy too. ‘Tis why we always ask to see the buyers’ own horses.”
 
   “Well, I… I’m truly not sure which one I want. No, I want them both, but I can’t have them both, unfortunately,” Pell said.
 
   “You need to go away for a day or so and think about it a bit more, truly. Don’t fret, Bark and Rain will both still be here. Just let us know if you find a horse somewhere else that suits you better, and then we’ll show them to others again. I promise you that we won’t be offended,” Griff said.
 
   “You’d do that?”
 
   “Why not? We don’t expect you to decide right this moment, lad. Oh, and I should warn you. We don’t bargain with our prices, so let me tell you what you’d be up for if you do decide on one of them…” Griff named the prices, a bit more for the colt of course; even so, while certainly not cheap, they were surprisingly reasonable for such superb animals.
 
   “You look surprised. I’m truly sorry if ‘tis too much for you, but… well, we think that’s a fair and reasonable price,” Rowan said.
 
   Pell nodded. It was obvious that the foresters knew exactly how much their horses were worth. As he thought about it, he realised that they’d be very stupid indeed if they didn’t, and that wasn’t a description that applied to either of them.
 
   “Aye, it is. I… I just truly thought you’d ask for more than that,” he said.
 
   “Well, aye, we could, I suppose, but we don’t have to cover auctioneers’ fees and things because we sell straight from the yards,” Rowan said, “Besides, if we did charge more, then you… well, not you, exactly, the, um, buyer would be shocked and try to haggle and tell us at great length that we’re greedy Siannen bastards, overcharging for a damned horse, and he’s seen better ones somewhere else anyway, and… well, the truth is, we can’t be bothered with all that,” he smiled at Pell, “Besides, we’d likely be thrown out of the Fair for punching a few noses. As I said, we think our prices are fair, and if folk don’t want to pay a fair price, then they can go and buy elsewhere. But they won’t find better horses than ours, though I know ‘tis bragging to say it.”
 
   “No, it’s not bragging. It’s the truth. We’ve seen a hell of a lot of horses the last few days, and the only ones that compare to my Mist are these ones here. They’re superb,” Stannel said simply.
 
   “Thank you. So maybe we’ll see you again in a couple of days and you’ll go off with one of our babies?” Griff said.
 
   “Aye, I’m sure that you will. I’m just not sure which one.”
 
   Rowan and Griff watched as the brothers headed off to the barn to collect their own horses, talking animatedly as they went.
 
   “Another happy customer, Rowan lad. Which one do you think he’ll take?” Griff said softly.
 
   “I don’t know, but I truly think Rain would be better for him. I think Bark might be a bit feisty.”
 
   “He managed all right today.”
 
   “Aye, he did, but you and I were both here, weren’t we? I know he says he’s ridden Mist with no trouble, and he seems to ride well, but a sprightly young colt like Bark is a very different proposition to any mare we’ve got here, and a hell of a lot different to old Rusty.”
 
   **********
 
   The very next day, Rowan and Griff were brushing the already glossy horses when Rowan glanced up. He was unsurprised to see the brothers hurrying up to the yards.
 
   “There you go, Griff lad. I said they’d be back today. Now, which one do you think he’ll choose?”
 
   “The filly.”
 
   “Aye, I think so, too. And truly, I think he’ll be happier with her in the long run.”
 
   Greetings were exchanged and then Griff said with a twinkle in his eye, “So, is it Rain that you fancy, Pell?”
 
   “I… how did you know?”
 
   “I didn’t really, but we both thought she might be better for you than Bark. He’s a fine colt, but… well, often folk do go away and think a bit more, and they realise that a feisty bold thing like Bark is fine to look at and dream about, but not necessarily what they want to be riding every day. ‘Tisn’t a fault on either side, ‘tis just the way of it.”
 
   “Would you like to ride them both again, to be certain, or would you rather just trot Rain about a bit?” Rowan said. A thought struck him. No, he didn’t think they’d mentioned it yesterday. “And Pell, if you should change your mind about Rain, please bring her back to us while we’re still here, or write to us in Sian if you’re not happy with her, or are wanting to sell her. We’ll always buy a horse back for the price that’s been paid. And we’d come to Wirran or anywhere else to collect her, too.”
 
   Pell stared at him in amazement.
 
   “Truly? You’d do that?”
 
   Both Rowan and Griff nodded.
 
   “Aye, we truly would. We’ve only had to do it once, a few years ago. A fellow bought a nice young stallion from us, ‘twas a five year old chestnut. A lovely horse. Anyway, he was delighted with it, and off he went,” Rowan said softly, “About six months later we got a letter from his wife in eastern Crell. Her husband had died suddenly of some sort of apoplexy, and she wanted to sell the horse. It was too feisty for her and, well, I think she was frightened of it. A lot of folk wanted to buy it, but they also wanted to take advantage of the poor woman and not give her a good price. Anyway, she wasn’t happy with that, and couldn’t seem to do any better, so she wrote to us,” he shrugged, “So Griff went to her and offered her the price that’d been paid, as we’d said we would, and she was happy with that. Then he had an even better idea,” Rowan smiled as he remembered it, “He let it be known that he was selling the horse on the widow’s behalf. Starting price was… well, a bit more than she’d already accepted. You can always bargain down, but you can’t bargain up, so they say, though to be truthful I sometimes do it that way just to irritate unreasonable folk who won’t take a fair offer in the first place. Anyway, you wouldn’t believe the sudden rush of genuine buyers offering good money for that horse. Poor Griff had to nearly beat them off with a bloody stick. He ended up selling it for more than twice the highest offer the widow had got on her own. ’Tis amazing how folk won’t try to take advantage of Griff.”
 
   Griff laughed.
 
   “And just as well too, else I might have to kick their backsides for them!”
 
   “And it’d serve the bastards right. But aye, Pell we truly would come and get Rain if you’re not happy with her for any reason,” Rowan said, “And we’d be happy to do it, I promise you. Maybe Griff will even offer to sell her for you. He’s much better at that sort of thing than I am. As I say, I tend to bargain up, rather than down.” In fact bargaining of any sort seriously irritated him. He simply had no patience with it and was always happy to leave it to someone who actually enjoyed it.
 
   Pell and Stannel looked at each other in surprise, but then Stannel nodded thoughtfully. He’d forgotten about that, but he remembered now that Griff had said the same thing to him when he’d bought Mist. He’d been so pleased with the mare that he simply hadn’t given it another thought.
 
   “Oh, dammit! Gods, we truly must be getting old and bloody daft! We forgot to tell you about the special gait that she has, too…” Griff said, as Rowan went to get a saddle and bridle for Rain.
 
   “Like Mist has? Really?” Pell said excitedly.
 
   “Yes, exactly the same as Mist has. A lot of Mica’s foals have it naturally, as both Mist and Rain do, but we teach it to all the youngsters. ‘Tis a very comfortable gait for travelling, and ‘tis easy on the horses as well.”
 
   “Here you are, Pell. Take her for a bit of a ride before you sign the paperwork. If you go up that way, it should be less crowded.”
 
   Pell and Rain trotted off, the dogs running happily beside them.
 
   “You’re not worried that he’s going to, er, just keep on going and not come back?” Stannel asked, surprised.
 
   “No, laddie, he won’t do that. Why do you think Umber and Boof went with him?” Griff said with a smile, “Besides, we’ve got you here in our evil clutches until he gets back, haven’t we?” He laughed at the surprise on Stannel’s face.
 
   A little while later, price paid and paperwork duly signed, the clan braid undone from Rain’s mane, the brothers headed off, with the dappled filly following them. For a moment it seemed that she didn’t want to go, but Rowan patted her and said something in her ear, and she followed Pell away.
 
   “I hate to see them go, Griff, even when I know that they’ll be well looked after,” Rowan said wistfully.
 
   Griff put an arm around him.
 
   “So do I, laddie. So do I. But ‘tis the way of it. We knew that when we went into this.”
 
   “Aye, I know. I’m just being daft.”
 
   “Then we’re both bloody daft.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



30. “a little black filly”
 
    
 
   The next couple of days passed quickly, with the remaining colts and fillies going to good new homes. Rowan and Griff were especially pleased to see that the bay colt Bark was bought by a man that they’d bought some broodmares from: he’d mentioned that he was trying to find a replacement for his old stallion, had laughingly suggested buying Soot, and found himself being introduced to one of Soot’s sons. A very handsome and very suitable one of Soot’s sons. The deal was quickly done.
 
   Rowan and Griff were celebrating their overall success at Frissender with a cup of tea, when both stood up at a sudden commotion that seemed to be headed their way. The dogs growled, then stood alertly at Rowan’s side.
 
   “Is that Grayle coming over here, Griff? He’s looking a bit upset about something; not with us, I hope. And who’s that with him? I can’t quite see for all the damned hangers-on…”
 
   Griff stretched a bit taller and said, “’Tis Toren, and he’s carrying a… a foal, I think.”
 
   Rowan had met up with his g’Hakken kinsman several times since he’d been at Frissender, had shared several meals with him, but of course they’d both been too busy to be doing much socialising.
 
   “Why the hell would he be carrying a foal to us?”
 
   “He knows what you’re like with bloody waifs and strays, laddie,” Griff said wryly.
 
   “Me! Ha! You’re no damned better!”
 
   They laughed, but quickly grew serious as they saw that Toren was indeed carrying a foal, and the tiny thing looked like it fitted the description of ‘waif and stray’ if anything did.
 
   “Thank the Gods you’re both still here,” Grayle said anxiously as he and the dwarf hurried up.
 
   The hangers-on that they’d collected hastily dispersed when they realised that they’d arrived at the Champion’s yards. It wasn’t that he wasn’t pleasant and welcoming, because he was, but he didn’t always take kindly to gawkers when he had important things to be doing… and they could see that he was going to be busy with this little foal very shortly. And his huge cousin was the same. A gentle giant, beautifully mannered, but as blunt as every forester ever born. No, best to just quietly disappear and avoid a polite, but devastatingly direct suggestion as to what they might more usefully be doing with themselves. 
 
   “Aye, still here for now. We’ve still got to collect another couple of mares, and Mica and Soot have a few mares left to serve, but we’ll be leaving in a couple of days. What’s with the foal? Whose is it?” Rowan said, dropping to one knee beside the little creature and stroking it as Toren carefully put it down.
 
   It was a dainty black filly and it stared up at Rowan with huge dark eyes as it nuzzled hungrily at his fingers.
 
   “Well, that’s just it, Rowan, we don’t bloody know who it belongs to. We think it’s got separated from its dam somehow, and she’s gone off with her new owner, and, well, here the poor little thing is,” Grayle said.
 
   “There’s been a hell of a hunt for the mare, but we’ve had no luck. I’ve got one mare in milk, but she didn’t take to the poor foal at all. I think she’d have killed it if she’d had her way. I managed to get a bit of milk into it with a bottle, but… well, it was better than nothing, I suppose, but ‘twasn’t enough,” Toren said slowly, “Anyway, I know that you’ve bought a couple of mares with foals at foot and I thought…”
 
   “… you thought they might take the poor little thing? Aye, ‘tis worth a try. Let’s see her properly…” Rowan stood the filly up carefully. It was fairly wobbly, and fairly ribby and thin too, but it was a nice looking foal even so. “Gods, the poor baby’s not very old, is she, and it looks like she’s not eaten much for a while, with no disrespect for your efforts, Toren. Which mare do you think’d be best, Griff? The bay with the mealy nose and the colt at foot?”
 
   “Mmm, I think so. I’ll go and get her…”
 
   The mare followed Griff happily, and her own little bay colt pranced beside her. Both stopped dead at the sight of the strange foal.
 
   “Don’t be like that, my lady,” Rowan said softly, “We need you to help us look after this poor little orphan. Here, come and have a better look at her. I think perhaps she’s a bit younger than that little ratbag of yours, but I’m sure you’d be able to manage them both, a fine mother like you.”
 
   The mare approached cautiously and snuffled at Rowan’s hands. Then, with a bit of encouragement, she sniffed carefully at the foal. She gave Rowan an unfathomable look, then nudged the filly gently with her nose.
 
   “Good girl. Good girl. Now, this little one’s a bit weak because she’s bloody hungry, but just stand there quietly like that, my fine lady, and Griff and I’ll help her to get to you properly,” Rowan glanced around for a moment, found Toren, and said, “Toren, can you just hold the colt back a bit, please? Thanks.”
 
   “Here you go, baby,” Griff said gently, “Just over here… Gods, she doesn’t need any encouragement, does she? Poor little thing must be nearly starving.”
 
   The filly was unsteady on her feet, but she’d found the mare’s udder and was suckling greedily. She’d struggled with Toren’s bottle, but she knew exactly what to do now.
 
   “Slow down a bit, little one. There’s plenty there for you and your new brother. Just slow down a bit or you’ll give yourself a bellyache,” Rowan said. He stroked the head of the bay colt that’d trodden on Toren’s foot, then kicked the dwarf’s shin, butted him with its hard little head and finally managed to get away from him. It was watching curiously as the filly made free with the mare’s milk. “And don’t you fret yourself, little lad. You won’t starve either. And now you’ll have someone else to play with. That other colt’s a bit rough for you yet, isn’t he?”
 
   They’d bought another mare with a foal at foot, but it was a couple of months older than the little bay, and it was a bit of a bully as well. It’d soon learn better manners, but in the meantime they’d thought it best to separate the two.
 
   “Looks like you’ve got yourself another one, lads,” Grayle said happily. He’d thought the mare would simply reject the foal outright, but Toren had thought it was worth a try. The dwarf had been right.
 
   “Well, if you find the owner in the next couple of days, you know where to bring them. But if not, I suppose she’s ours,” Griff replied, smiling as he watched the filly still feeding, though a bit more slowly now that the edge had been taken off her hunger. The colt had taken himself around to the mare’s other side and was suckling happily nose to nose with the filly. “The owner said this mare was a damned good mother, and it looks like he was right,” he added cheerfully.
 
   **********
 
   The little filly’s owner wasn’t found and so Griff and Rowan made their farewells to Toren and Grayle and set off for home a couple of days later with it trotting happily beside its new mother and brother. The foals had settled well together and seemed perfectly happy to share the mare’s time and attention. As for the mare herself, she was indeed the excellent mother her previous owner had said, and caring for two foals was well within her capabilities.
 
   Rowan would see Toren again soon, but first he had to help get the new broodmares home, collect the surprise that he had for the g’Hakken in general, and Toren in particular, and get that surprise and himself back to the dwarven village so he could collect his new axe. After all that, he’d head off for the Dwarf Moot with his dwarven kin, and after that it’d be time to go back to Den Siddon and break in the new recruits. And then he’d take some Wirran Guardsmen and their horses back to Sian for instruction in the advanced battle training techniques that’d so intrigued Horsemaster Ross. For a moment he wondered if he truly would meet himself travelling busily somewhere along the track. Just as well he’d gone to Bettra with the g’Farrien before the Horse Fair, he decided.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



31. “Cows?”
 
    
 
   Rowan rode into the g’Hakken village to cheers and shouts that faded into near-silence as the dwarves saw what was following him so quietly. They knew he was a Whisperer, knew too that he didn’t like to make a big fuss about it, but even so it could be truly startling at times.
 
   Master Smiths Finn and his son Dann hurried out of the smithy to greet him and stopped so quickly that they nearly fell over each other.
 
   “What the bloody hell are those things, Rowan?” Finn managed, “And what are they doing… er, here?”
 
   Rowan smiled at him as he dismounted.
 
   “And a good day to you both, too,” he said. He looked around at the little herd of animals that’d followed him for so far. “These things? They’re cows, Finn. Oh, and the bigger one with the… er…” he glanced at the wide-eyed children staring at the animals and hastily amended what he’d nearly said. He didn’t want any dwarven mothers chewing his ear about leading their precious offspring into bad habits. “The bigger one with the horns is a bull. I thought the clan might like them…”
 
   The g’Hakken kept goats and a few sheep, pigs, ducks and chickens and of course their very fine herd of ponies. But Rowan knew that Toren, the dwarf in charge of all the beasts, had long coveted these particular little beasties. They weren’t easy to come by, though, and Rowan had been fortunate to have been in the right place at the right time to acquire some.
 
   Finn was still looking at him as if he’d gone mad.
 
   “Cows? But… but… cows are huge bloody great things, aren’t they?” he said.
 
   Rowan nodded happily.
 
   “Mmm… well, aye, usually they are. But these ones aren’t.”
 
   They certainly weren’t. They were about the size of the g’Hakkens’ ponies, but they were undeniably cattle: perfectly proportioned miniature cattle with soft, creamy-fawn coloured hides, darker fawn legs and fly-swatter tails, and big, brown, absurdly long-lashed eyes.
 
   Toren hurried up to them, his eyes shining.
 
   “Rowan! How the hell did you get these? The g’Lerran guard them with their bloody lives. Gods, I’ve been trying for I don’t know how cursed long to… oh, and ‘tis good to see you again, laddie…” his voice trailed away as he drank in the sight of the little herd. He stepped forward and offered his hand to the nearest cow. She snuffled at it carefully, then licked it, batted her eyelashes at him flirtatiously, and moved a bit closer so that he could pat her better. Toren suddenly found himself surrounded by many inquisitive little cows.
 
   “They’re very gentle, friendly little beasties, Toren. I don’t think they’ll give you any trouble. Even the little bull is good-natured,” Rowan said.
 
   “But, Rowan, how the hell did you…?” Toren said as he busily patted the rest of the herd and inspected them at the same time.
 
   “Well, I didn’t have to sell the next seven generations into slavery or pledge my soul to some sort of horrible warty Evil Daemon, if that’s what you’re thinking!” Rowan laughed, “The g’Farrien at home were talking about the cows, about how they wanted to get some, and I knew that you’d been wanting some as well. So I went with them to Bettra to see if the g’Lerran might be induced to part with a few, and to help bring them home if they would.”
 
   Toren stared at him in amazement. The g’Lerran guarded their cattle like a snow tigress guards her kits and they sold them about every third or fourth blue moon.
 
   “And…?” he said.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Well, we must have got there on a good day, or we were all particularly charming, or something… anyway, here they are.”
 
   “… As simple as that?”
 
   “Aye,” Rowan smiled at him, “As simple as that. Oh, and I got the headman’s son down out of a bloody big pine tree too. That probably helped our cause a bit, I suppose.”
 
   Toren shook his head. It was like getting blood from a stone sometimes, but one way and another life was seldom dull when Rowan was around.
 
   “And what was the silly little bugger doing stuck in a bloody big pine tree, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   Rowan shrugged again.
 
   “He got stuck when a she-bear chased him up there.”
 
   “A… a she-bear? But…”
 
   “Aye. Poor little lad was looking for tingleberries, and so was the bear. Somehow he managed to get between her and her cubs and he ended up in this damned big pine tree. I doubt he even knew he could climb so well. The bear was having a bloody good try at it too, but luckily she was a bit big to get as high as young Therrel was,” Rowan tried not to laugh at the memory, but it did have its funny side too, “And of course the three cubs were all up another bloody tree because they were frightened too, and one of them went too high and got stuck as well.”
 
   The dwarves who’d been listening to the story tried to picture it and suddenly wished they hadn’t. Yes, they knew that Rowan was a Whisperer, but still… she-bears were not to be trifled with, especially those with bawling cubs stuck in trees.
 
   “So who did you get down first?” one of the younger dwarves wanted to know.
 
   “The cub, Albie,” Rowan replied, “Poor little beastie was making so much noise, he was only upsetting his Ma even more. So I got him down, gave him and his Ma and his sisters the bag of berries that young Therrel’d dropped, and off they went about their business. Then I climbed the other tree and got the little lad down.” Rowan shook his head slightly. “Poor little Therrel. One of the g’Farrien boxed his ears for being so damned silly as to not keep well away from any bears, let alone one with cubs, and I’m pretty sure his Pa tanned his backside for him too, after he heard the story and made sure the lad was safe.”
 
   Rowan moved an inquisitive bovine muzzle away from his braid and smiled happily.
 
   “… And then they agreed to sell us some cattle, and here they are. Well, some of them. The g’Farrien took their share too, of course. I’ll help you fence in a bit of land for them, if you like. ‘Twill give me some practice with my new axe.”
 
   Dann and Toren stared at him, barely remembering to close their mouths in time.
 
   “Aye, so it will,” the Master Smith managed to say, “’Tis almost finished for you. Just a, um, a week or ten days, I think…”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



32. “‘Tis yours now…”
 
    
 
   As Dann had said, Rowan’s new axe was almost ready for him. He’d hammered his sabre a couple of times himself as it was being forged, and hoped he might do the same with his new axe.
 
   “Just as well you’re here now, Rowan lad,” Owen said with a grin, “Another week and it’d be too late for you to be able to do that. Mind you, we always think ‘tis better if folk do give their sabre or whatever a couple of good hard whacks while it’s being forged. Makes the thing better.”
 
   Rowan didn’t understand why that would be, and the dwarves couldn’t really explain it; he wondered if it might simply be ‘Secret Smiths’ Business’. All the same, he was happy to hammer the axe a few times before the dwarves sent him off to make himself useful elsewhere. There was always plenty of work to be done and he found no difficulty in keeping himself occupied.
 
   The three smiths watched him closely for a couple of days as he went about his business around the village, fitting into the dwarven way of life as if he’d never been away… apart from hitting his head on a few doorways and low roof beams, as he usually did until he got back into the way of it again.
 
   They paid particular attention as he happily worked his way through a pile of logs, ending up with neat stacks of fireplace- and stove-sized pieces and kindling, and they made sure that the young dwarves watched him closely too.
 
   “See how he stands, lads, see how relaxed he is, not all stiff and resentful like you lot are when you’re doing this,” Dann said, knowing full well that it was the most loathed job for young dwarves everywhere. Always had been, for some unfathomable reason, and always would be. “And watch how he holds the axe, not too tightly, but not so loosely that it flies out of his hand and chops some poor bugger’s head off. And see how he doesn’t waste any energy while he’s swinging the damned thing…”
 
   The youngsters watched in amazement as the hated job that took them forever was done quickly and with obvious enjoyment, and with several verses of ‘the Bishop and the Bordello’ thrown in. The cleaner verses, of course.
 
    “We’ll get Rowan to give you a few pointers, lads. Later, though,” Finn said as he carefully watched the play of muscles in Rowan’s strong lean body, “He might even teach you a few more verses of the song, if you’re lucky.”
 
   Rowan laughed and winked at the young dwarves.
 
   “Maybe I will, at that. Do you want it in Siannen or Dwar? Perhaps Bettran?”
 
   “Oh! Bettran, please, Rowan!” came the chorus, as expected. Like the foresters, the dwarves liked to learn a new language when possible and they all spoke Siannen well. A chance to learn some Bettran wasn’t to be passed up and maybe Rowan might forget himself and teach them some of the more risqué verses of the famous - and seemingly endless - foresters’ song… there was no harm in hoping, after all.
 
   **********
 
   Ten days or so later, Rowan was sitting on the ground milking one of the little cows when he heard the familiar and expected call from Finn, “Rowan lad, ‘tis time. Can you come here, please?”
 
   “Aye, Finn,” he replied, trying not to sound too excited, although he was, “Can I, um, just finish here, though? I’ll only be a few more minutes.”
 
   Finn laughed.
 
   “Aye, lad. ‘Tisn’t done to leave a poor beastie in the middle of being milked, is it? We’ll wait for you, don’t fret.”
 
   “Thanks, Finn. I’m almost done…”
 
   A couple of minutes later he stood up, patted the little cow, then stretched a few kinks out of his muscles. The cows were really too small for him to milk comfortably, and he wondered about strengthening the goats’ milking platform so the cows could use it too. Mentally kicking himself for woolgathering when he had somewhere else to be, he picked up the bucket of milk and headed off to where Finn and all of the g’Hakken were waiting patiently for him.
 
   “Sorry to hold you up, everyone,” he said.
 
   There was a general chorus of “don’t worry, lad” and “’tis all right, Rowan” as he hurried up. Then Finn’s wife, Anna, stepped in front of him, laughing.
 
   “Rowan, you bloody ratbag! Give the milk to me, laddie!” she said.
 
   Finn managed to wipe the smile off his face as Rowan came up to him and dropped to one knee in front of him, as was proper for this usually solemn occasion.
 
   “Daft bugger!” he muttered so that only Rowan heard, and then more loudly, “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, man of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans, will you accept this axe, made by our clan in honour of your victory in the Champions’ Trophy of this decade?”
 
   Rowan looked at him, eyes bright with suppressed laughter. Even kneeling, he wasn’t all that much shorter than Finn.
 
   “Aye, Master Smith Findarel, I will. I am honoured to accept it in the names of both of the clans, and I shall try to be worthy of it always. I thank you and the clan for it.”
 
   “Here you are, then, laddie. ‘Tis yours now.”
 
   Rowan looked down in wonder as Finn placed the axe across his outstretched hands. The dwarves had obviously been busy since he’d last seen it.
 
   It was clearly a woodcutter’s axe, not a battle-axe, and it was superb: a shapely head of blue steel, with a narrow braided band of six strands of gold, silver and electrum that represented the Forest Giant clan braid, and etched on one side in silver and gold was a magnificent tree with several figures – unmistakeably foresters by their braids – standing beneath it. On the other side a forester stood among a group of dwarves. The detail was amazing… Rowan could even see the braiding of the dwarves’ beards. Deeply incised on the back of the axehead was the intricate rune of the g’Hakken, and the handle was a long shapely piece of densely grained timber bound with three bands of gold. The axe was gleaming brightly and wickedly sharp, as Rowan knew it always would be without any effort on his part, and the balance of it was perfect.
 
   “’Tis magnificent, Finn, and Dann… and Owen too, of course. Thank you all,” he said.
 
   And then, just as he had when he’d accepted his sabre twenty years ago, he took a deep breath, put both hands on the balance point of the axe’s handle and raised it in the formal salute of the swordsman that he was. Still kneeling, he lowered his head until his forehead rested against his hands and closed his eyes for a moment.
 
   “Thank you,” he said softly.
 
   There was a quiet murmur of appreciation from the clan. This man had lost none of his humility and grace over the years, no matter what he’d been through or what he’d achieved.
 
   “Up you get, Rowan lad,” Dann said, “Give it a try and see what you think. Move back a bit, please, everyone.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him, flowed to his feet and carefully tossed the magnificent axe from hand to hand as he always did with any weapon or tool. He’d used his father’s g’Hakken axe quite a few times and knew the perfection of it, but he knew that this one, crafted especially for him, would be even better. And of course it was. He laughed joyfully as he felt the flawlessness, the simple rightness of it in his hands; then, making sure the dwarves were standing well back, he moved into the intricate drill that he’d learnt as a lad and still did sometimes. 
 
   The dwarves had often seen him dancing with his sabre, but they hadn’t seen him do the same with an axe. They had seen Rhys do it when he’d received his own axe ten years ago, and that had been astonishing enough, but they soon saw that Rowan was even better.
 
   “Bugger me, Dann,” Finn said as Rowan flowed past them, lightfooted, graceful and very fast, totally focussed on the axe as it flew from hand to hand, “He’s just as good with that axe as he is with the damned sabre…”
 
   Dann gave his father an odd look.
 
   “And you’re surprised by that? He’s a forester, isn’t he?”
 
   “Aye, so he is. But no, I’m not surprised, Dann, I’m… I’m simply astounded. I thought Rhys was amazing, and he was, too, but… Beldar’s bloody breeks! Rowan just makes it look so damned easy, and I’m fraggin sure that it’s not…”
 
   “Just as well he’ll only ever be using that axe on poor innocent trees and logs and things, Pa.”
 
   “Aye, it truly is, lad.”
 
   **********
 
   At the end of the drill, Rowan turned a couple of handsprings for the sheer joy of it, then laughed at himself and strode over to the dwarves again.
 
   “’Tis perfect, truly. Thank you,” he said.
 
   “I’m glad you’re so pleased with it, laddie,” Finn said. He turned to Owen for a moment as the younger dwarf finally managed to get his attention. “Oh, dammit! We nearly forgot these… good thing young Owen remembered this first one, I’d hate to think the axe cut your braid off…”
 
   Rowan nodded as Owen handed him a finely tooled leather covering that’d shield the blade when it wasn’t being used and, more importantly, when Rowan was carrying it on his back. Of course it wouldn’t be a hindrance if Rowan needed to use the axe urgently for some reason: the blade would simply cut through it with no effort at all. But his eyes widened as Finn handed him the small hand axe that’d almost slipped the dwarves’ minds. 
 
   “What’s this, Finn?” he said doubtfully.
 
   “’Tis an axe, laddie. Well, a hand axe or belt axe, to be truthful.”
 
   “But…?” Rowan looked down at the lovely thing in his hand, a perfect replica of the full-sized one he’d just been dancing with. That one was presently leaning comfortably against his left knee. 
 
   “Well, we thought you might find it useful around the farm, with the fencing and so forth,” Dann said, delighted at the stunned expression on Rowan’s face, “Very handy things, hand axes are… er, no pun intended, mind.”
 
   “I… I don’t know what to say to you. It’s… it’s wonderful. But you’ve given me my axe, and…”
 
   Finn put a hand on his arm.
 
   “Hush. Hush now, laddie. The clan wanted us to make that one for you as well, and so we did,” he said gently, “’Tisn’t every day we find ourselves dealing with a Triple Champion, and we wanted to… to mark it with just a bit extra.”
 
   Rowan pulled himself together.
 
   “Then thank you all,” he said softly, “I’m honoured and humbled by your thoughtfulness and the gift of this little axe. You’re right, they are useful things, and… and I know that this one will see plenty of use.”
 
   “Good lad. ‘Tis what it’s for, after all,” Dann said happily. 
 
   None of the g’Hakken liked to see their fine weapons merely put up on a wall as a trophy and never used, though it was surprising how many Champions over the years had done just that, as if the superb blades would somehow break if used. Rowan’s sabre had seen far more use than most, and it still looked as if it’d just been forged, and it always would.
 
   Rowan had a sudden thought though.
 
   “But I can’t go to the Moot with two axes as well as my sabre and knives. They’ll think I’m going to murder the whole bloody lot of them.”
 
   “Ha! ‘Tis a tempting thought with some of the old buggers, Rowan lad. But don’t fret, they’ll be wanting to see the Champion’s Axes, both of them, as well as the sabre and knives,” Finn said.
 
   “And ‘tisn’t as if you’ll be the only one there with an axe or two and a couple of knives, Rowan,” Owen said with a laugh.
 
   “Er, no, I suppose not,” Rowan replied softly.
 
   **********
 
   The dwarves were ready to leave for the Moot a couple of days after Rowan received his Champion’s Axe – or Axes, really. There’d be about a hundred and fifty or so going, including Rowan, of course. Some would travel in wagons, which would be used for sleeping as well as carrying their supplies, but most would be riding their ponies.
 
   Rowan was a bit surprised to hear that Toren wouldn’t be going this time, but as he said, he’d just got back from a successful trip to Frissender and he was happy to simply stay at home and mind his animals now.
 
   “Ha! Especially those cows, eh? I’ve heard that you’ve fallen in love with them, lad,” Dann teased him as he helped to clear droppings from one of the paddocks. He was delighted to see his kinsman blush scarlet.
 
   “Shh! Not so loud, Pa,” Owen chimed in, always ready for a good joke to relieve the tedium of the job in hand, “Poor Talia will be getting worried!”
 
   “Pull your head in, young Owen! And you too, Dann, you bloody ratbag! Talia knows she’s got nothing to worry about. We’ve been wed for nigh on forty damned years, after all,” Toren protested with a laugh, “And she certainly has no reason to be jealous of the cows, pretty little flirts though they are.”
 
   Dann and Owen exchanged a knowing look.
 
   “I’d not be saying that too loudly either, Toren, forty years or no,” Dann said, then ducked hastily as Toren threw a dried cowpat at him.
 
   “You needed to aim a bit lower,” Owen said helpfully, then cursed as Toren did exactly that with a second pat that shattered against the top of his shoulder. “Bugger me! Lucky that wasn’t in my poor beard,” he added, scampering quickly out of range.
 
   “I didn’t know you grew your beard out of your ears, laddie,” Toren laughed and threw another, ducking quickly behind a handy bush as Dann and Owen returned fire. Really, these dried cowpats make wonderful missiles, he thought, just as good as pony doings and not so friable. Goat or sheep shrapnel could be effective too, but it wasn’t a long-range weapon. Of course Talia likely wouldn’t agree with his choice of ammunition and he’d best hope that no youngsters saw this little battle, or he wouldn’t hear the end of it.
 
   From the top of a hill, Finn and Rowan watched the others ducking and weaving and laughed as the improvised weapons flew. 
 
   “Bloody daft buggers,” Finn said, shaking his head at their antics.
 
   “Aye, they truly are. It does look like fun though,” Rowan replied.
 
   “Aye, it does, but I doubt the womenfolk will be pleased with them.”
 
   “No, likely not.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



33. “…‘tis certainly not a damned shortcut”
 
    
 
   The g’Hakken travelled southwards, leaving Wirran after ten days or so to cross a narrow bit of Crell, then enter the eastern end of Candellar. They’d cut across here and then into Gian, with the whole trek taking the best part of a month, as they tried to avoid the most difficult parts of the terrain, particularly the very dangerous Blackwater Swamp, and the Devil’s Teeth, a mountain range with a reputation second only to the Sleeping Dogs.
 
   They were travelling down a fairly good road through open grassland dotted with a few trees. Mainly sheoaks, sandpaper barks and peppertrees, Rowan thought absently. Good shade trees.
 
   He was surprised to see the dwarves veering off the road and heading overland. Well, he thought, I suppose they know what they’re doing, they’ve been this way before and I haven’t, but… he’d looked at a map, at least. Over this way was a river, the Roaring River or some such, and it was a good-sized one too, he thought. Nothing wrong with that, but why the hell would the dwarves be crossing a possibly dangerous river over here, when they could do it in comfort a couple of miles down the road via the bridge at, er, what was the place called, now? Tayebridge? Tavensbridge? Ravensbridge? Something like that, he thought. He considered it a bit more… Gabonsbridge. Aye, that was it. For a moment he wondered who ‘Gabon’ was. Well, it didn’t matter now: the poor fellow’d be long dead if they’d had time to build a bridge for him. He returned to his original line of thought. Whoever Gabon had been, his bridge was the most direct way to where they were going. Crossing the river over this way, even if it turned out to be a nice gentle river with a lovely shallow ford – and with a name like ‘Roaring River’, that seemed unlikely – would take them a few extra days at least before they got back on track. They weren’t in any particular hurry, but still it seemed… odd.
 
   He pondered this for a couple of miles, then realised that the usually jovial dwarves seemed to be very quiet. He looked around. The dwarves were indeed very quiet, and some were beginning to look very grim as well.
 
   “Dann, what’s wrong?” he asked quietly.
 
   The dwarf riding beside him shook his head.
 
   “Nothing, Rowan lad.”
 
   “Have another try, Dann. I’ve not seen the clan look this worried since the last time the creek flooded and your Gran’s privy and half the clan’s goats nearly got washed away.”
 
   Dann shook his head again.
 
   “And while we’re at it, lad, why the hell are we going this way? Is it a secret shortcut that’ll save us some miles?” Rowan said, puzzled by his friend’s uncharacteristic reticence, “Dann, please. Just tell me what’s going on.”
 
   Dann sighed.
 
   “You’re too bloody canny for your own good, you know? ‘Tis this bloody river ahead that’s got us all worried. And no, ‘tis certainly not a damned shortcut. It’ll cost us three or four days if we’re lucky.”
 
   “So why are we not going to Gabonsbridge, then?”
 
   Dann shook his head a third time and looked away.
 
   Rowan fought a sudden urge to shake his friend until his teeth rattled.
 
   “Dann! For the Gods’ bloody sakes! Tell me what’s fraggin going on!”
 
   Dann sighed again and looked up at Rowan. His expression was sad and resigned, but his eyes were hard and angry.
 
   “There’s not too many places to cross this bloody river, Rowan, and where we’re headed is the best one for a long way. Not counting Gabonsbridge, of course.” For a moment he looked like he wanted to hit someone or something very hard, and being a Master Smith he could hit very hard indeed. “But, having said that, ‘tis still bloody dangerous. We’ll have to leave the wagons and we’ll be damned lucky to make it across without losing anyone.”
 
   “What! Then why the hell are we not going to…?”
 
   “Bloody Gabonsbridge?” Dann interrupted him, “Because the miserable, misbegotten bastards don’t allow dwarves to use their cursed fraggin bridge, do they?”
 
   Rowan stared at him in horror.
 
   “What! Dann, did you truly just say…?”
 
   “…that we’re not permitted to use the bloody bridge at Gabonsbridge? Aye, I did, laddie,” Dann snapped, but was instantly contrite. “I’m sorry, Rowan. ‘Tisn’t your fault,” he added, “I didn’t mean to speak to you like that, but…”
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Dann, ‘tis all right. But why do they…? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Neither do I, to be truthful. All I know is that some of the g’Tyrren were passing through that way and some useless buggers attacked one of their women. She was only a young lass, but these bloody men, they… well, anyway, luckily she managed to scream and of course the clan came running. They didn’t kill the men, but they weren’t gentle with them either. But it turned out the bastards were the sons of some of the leading lights of the town…” the dwarf looked away for a moment before continuing, “There was a bloody riot, Rowan, and folk on both sides were killed by the end of it. The g’Tyrren were probably lucky to get away at all. Since then all dwarves have been banned. The good citizens of Gabonsbridge don’t allow any of us in their lovely town, and they certainly don’t allow us to contaminate their precious bloody bridge!” Dann’s voice was bitter and his eyes fiery as he finished.
 
   “And how long has this been going on for?” Rowan asked, his voice deceptively calm.
 
   “Longer than I can remember… probably seventy years or so. We rarely come here, but some of the other clans used to try and… but ‘twasn’t worth it, truly. There’d have been all-out bloody war of they’d insisted.”
 
   “Would there, indeed? And is all of Candellar like this?”
 
   “No, no. The rest of the province is all right. There’s a few clans live in the western parts; not many, but a few. They’re treated all right, but… well, I certainly wouldn’t like to live here in the east. The only reason we’re here now is to just cut across this bottom corner of the place to get to Gian and the Moot. Otherwise it’d take us bloody ages to go around.”
 
   Rowan recalled the map he’d studied and knew that it was true. There were a lot of dangerous swamps and damned nearly impassable mountains down this way. He looked thoughtful for a moment before he turned to his friend again.
 
   “What do you think would happen if I rode up to Gabonsbridge and wanted to cross the bridge, Dann?” he said.
 
   The dwarf looked at him in surprise.
 
   “You’d have no trouble, Rowan. Why would you?”
 
   “I’m g’Hakken too, Dann, or had you forgotten that?”
 
   Dann smiled up at him. He was first and foremost a Siannen forester, but he’d been adopted into the g’Hakken clan after he won his first Champion’s Trophy at eighteen. At six foot three, his clansmen always said he was the tallest dwarf ever, and they were very likely right.
 
   “Of course I’ve not forgotten it, you silly bugger! But…”
 
   “But nothing, Dann. I think I’d like to see this damned bridge that’s caused so much bloody trouble for everyone for so fraggin long. I’ll just go up and have a word with Finn, shall I? See if I can get him to alter course a bit.”
 
   “Hang on a minute, laddie! I’m coming with you!” Dann said happily as he urged his pony after Ashen.
 
   **********
 
   Finn was hesitant to risk a confrontation at first: after all, he had the safety of the womenfolk and youngsters of the clan to consider too, but the situation had seriously irked him for a long time.
 
   “But, Rowan, what if they decide to attack us? They say the g’Tyrren were damned lucky to get away as well as they did,” he said anxiously.
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “You and Dann are both Master Smiths, Finn, and young Owen’s well on his way to being one as well. You’ve got your hammers with you and you know how to use them, don’t you? Your hunters are good archers and everyone else can handle an axe or a knife or something, can’t they?” he said, “And I’m not bad with a blade or an axe.” 
 
   “Ha! Neither you are!  Nor anything else for that matter. But I don’t want to start a bloody war, Rowan.”
 
   “Bugger me, Finn, you know I’m the last one who’d want to do that.” He was, too. He still had nightmares about the battles at Messton and Trill that’d earned him the highest military honour in Yaarl, and he thought he always would. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t stand up for myself and the clan. Anyway, I truly doubt it’d come to that. Most bullies turn to quivering jellies when you confront them.”
 
   Finn looked around at the little group of dwarves that’d gathered around them. Most were nodding their heads thoughtfully and he found himself doing the same.
 
   “So what’s your plan, lad? You sound like you’ve got one…”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, well… sort of. I thought we could stop outside the town a bit, set up a guard around the camp, and then perhaps you and Dann and I could go into town and ask nicely to use the bridge.”
 
   The dwarves all stared at him as if he was stark, raving mad.
 
   “Ask nicely? That’s your bloody plan?” Finn managed.
 
   Rowan nodded cheerfully.
 
   “Aye. And if that fails… well, I suppose we could always take over the bridge for them. I’m pretty sure that’d teach them a few manners and a bit of respect for us dwarves.”
 
   Finn looked likely to choke himself, so Dann spoke up quickly, “Er, Rowan… did you really just say we’d take over the bridge?”
 
   “Mm… don’t you like the idea, Dann?”
 
   The dwarves all looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “We love the idea, laddie. We’ve been pussyfooting around these bastards for far too fraggin long. But no wars, remember?” Finn managed.
 
   “There won’t be a bloody war. I doubt the thing’s very well guarded, if they even bother to guard it at all.  Shouldn’t be a problem if we’re a bit careful.”
 
   Finn shook his head slowly as he looked at him in amazement.
 
   “You never cease to amaze me, Rowan lad,” he said.
 
   Rowan smiled at him happily.
 
   “Good. I’d hate to be too bloody predictable.”
 
   **********
 
   It was put to a quick vote.
 
   Unsurprisingly, the g’Hakken voted to at least try Rowan’s plan. If it failed… well, they weren’t too proud to run when necessary, their ponies were swift, and they’d have a head start on the townsfolk. And then they could try crossing the river downstream; perhaps with Rowan’s help it’d be a bit less dangerous. Or there was always Plan B.
 
   **********
 
   The dwarves stopped a couple of miles from the northern side of Gabonsbridge and made themselves comfortable, but not so comfortable that they couldn’t leave at very short notice. Rowan, Dann and Owen rode on towards the town, with Finn staying behind to organise the clan. Rowan made a quick detour to look at the river downstream from the town and its bridge, and he could see why the dwarves were hesitant about crossing it. It was a wild, feisty river that raged down its deepish canyon, and though it looked magnificent, it looked damned dangerous too. He thought even Rill would think twice about going too close.
 
   “It comes out of the canyon and widens out a bit about eight or so miles downstream, but ‘tis still bloody wild,” Owen said gloomily.
 
   “Don’t fret, laddie, I think we can sort this out so we won’t end up with wet feet,” Rowan smiled at him, “But I’ve had another thought… what do you think about this…?” The dwarves stared at him in astonishment as he outlined his new idea, then they looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “Gods, you’re a bloody devious bugger when you set your mind to it!” Dann chuckled happily, “But aye, that might be even better.”
 
   And so they decided to simply move on to Plan C.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



34. “the best bridge for miles around”
 
    
 
   Rowan rode alone towards the town of Gabonsbridge. A walled town, it was, but not overly large. He summed up the defences with an expert eye as he brought Ashen to a halt and dismounted.
 
   “A good day to you, Sir,” he said to the stocky little man who hurried out of a small hut just outside the town gates. 
 
   Nice strong timber gates set in a nice strong stone wall perhaps thirty feet high, Rowan thought. And this fellow’s not a Guardsman either. Good. He held out his hand politely.
 
   “And to you,” the little man responded cheerfully enough as they shook hands. He was surprised to see the scar on the back of Rowan’s hand and realise that he had a finger missing, but, well, accidents happened, he supposed.
 
   He took in Rowan’s size and his long silver braid, a little surprised to see that his short beard was neatly braided too, and then his eyes strayed to the axe strapped to Rowan’s back. Bugger me, he thought in amazement, I think this man’s a Siannen forester. He’d never seen one, much less actually met one, but they were part of the folklore of Yaarl and he knew what he was seeing. The long, intricately braided hair was simply unmistakeable, and if they wanted to braid their beards as well, who was he to naysay them? Perhaps it explained the scarred hand and missing finger too: both were probably common enough in the forests. But what in the nether hells would a forester be doing here?
 
   “We, er, don’t see many of your kind here in Gabonsbridge, or in any part of Candellar for that matter,” he added hastily, hoping he hadn’t given offence to the newcomer. It was said that Siannen foresters could be very particular about manners.
 
   Rowan smiled at him. He was likely the first forester to come to the province in a very long time. Most of his kin rarely left the great forests of Sian for long, but though he loved the trees, Rowan wasn’t ‘most foresters’.
 
   “No, I’m sure you don’t. Not many of us leave the trees, and if we do we don’t usually go very far,” he said, “But this time some of the clan’s on its way to Gian and we’re just cutting across this eastern corner of Candellar to get there.”
 
   “Gian?”
 
   “Aye. Some bloody nonsense or other that some damned fool said we’d go to,” Rowan didn’t indulge the gatekeeper’s obvious – and perfectly understandable – curiosity, “Anyway, I’m not fretting myself about all that, I’m just a sort of advance scout for the clan. The river’s too damned fierce to be crossing it safely downstream, so I’ve come up this way looking for a nice bridge.”
 
   “Well, you’ve found the best bridge for miles around right here,” the gatekeeper said proudly.
 
   “Seems like the only bloody bridge for miles around!” Rowan said with a grin, “I’ve not found any others.”
 
   “Ha! You won’t find any others either, not for a good day and a half upstream and down.”
 
   “Mmm… well, I’d best have a look at it, I suppose. There’s about, oh, a hundred and fifty or so of us, and I’d hate for the damned thing to give way when we’re halfway across.”
 
   The gatekeeper looked most surprised at the thought of a hundred and fifty foresters suddenly appearing from, well, nowhere.
 
   “A hundred and fifty of you?” he said.
 
   “We’re not all foresters,” Rowan said truthfully, he being the only one of the clan who actually was, “But aye, there’d be a hundred and fifty, a hundred and fifty-five of us all told. We’re well-behaved though, so we won’t be bothering your Watch or the Guard as we go through the town.”
 
   “Don’t have a Guard post here, and no official Watch either, just a sort of citizens’ militia. With the walls and all we’ve found that’s all we really need. We man the gates and keep an eye out for trouble, but you look harmless enough, no disrespect intended. Oh, and you’d best negotiate with the toll collector and make a cheaper rate if you can. Mind you, he’s a miserable old bastard, is Kein Bellet.”
 
   “So it’s a toll bridge?” Rowan had already guessed that there wasn’t a Bridge troll here: the situation with the dwarves would simply be abhorrent to them, and so would the idea of charging a toll to cross their precious Bridge.
 
   The other man nodded.
 
   “Ya. Quite a good little earner too, just between you, me and the gatepost,” he said.
 
   “Aye, I suppose ‘twould be. Well, I’d best be getting on or the clan will be thinking I’ve got lost. ‘Twas good to talk to you.”
 
   Rowan swung up into Ashen’s saddle and headed into the town of Gabonsbridge, happy with how things were going so far. No Guard post was a bonus, but not entirely unexpected.
 
   “And good to talk to you, too,” the gatekeeper said, still puzzled but unworried. Foresters weren’t known for making trouble in spite of their daunting physical size, and certainly this particular one had been politeness itself.
 
   Rowan attracted quite a bit of attention on his way through the town. He didn’t set out to do it, but decided he could probably use it to further his cause. He found the town square with no trouble and left Ashen contemplating a particularly uninspiring statue of a stout, bald gentleman with a supercilious sneer on his fat ugly face. Surely this wasn’t Gabon? He’d somehow imagined somebody a bit more… distinguished than this man. He headed for an inn and stayed there for a little while, buying a round of drinks for everyone there, as well as the hangers-on that he’d collected. He nursed a mug of ale and repeated the tale of his being an advance scout for his clan, just here to see the bridge, while he listened to the general chatter about a couple of merchant caravans that were expected in the town in the next day or so. He also learned that the statue in the square wasn’t Gabon, but some other worthy pillar of society, and he lost interest in it. 
 
   Then he went to a general store and bought some good strong rope, and finally he stopped at a saddler’s and bought a spare girth for Ashen.
 
   “That’s a fine horse you’ve got there,” the saddler said as he checked the length of girth required, “Good big barrel on him, plenty of heart and lung room. Not too heavy, though, and he looks like he’d be fast.”
 
   “Aye, he is, and thank you. I bred him myself,” Rowan said happily, “He’s very like his sire.”
 
   They talked horses for a while and finally Rowan bid the saddler a good day and continued on to the bridge.
 
   **********
 
   On this southern side of the town the gates were just as strong and the walls just as high as on the northern side. The guard’s little shed was outside the gates as before, on the almost six foot wide strip of land that separated the town’s walls from the chasm of the river. Inside the gates was a toll booth manned by a sour-faced man of around fifty years. Like most Candellarans he was a bit less than six feet tall and stockily built. He had thinning grey hair and was running to fat, and he didn’t look particularly pleased to see Rowan and Ashen.
 
   “It’ll cost you a silver coin to cross the bridge with your horse,” he said without preamble.
 
   “And a good day to you too, Sir,” Rowan said softly, irked by the fellow’s unexpected and unnecessary rudeness, “And how much would it be if I left Ashen here and walked across? I’ll be coming more or less straight back.”
 
   “What! You can’t leave your bloody horse here unattended!”
 
   “He won’t make a nuisance of himself, I promise you, but I’d advise you not to try and touch him. He can be feisty if he feels threatened, but if you leave him be, he’ll wait here for me perfectly happily. Now, how much?”
 
   “Ten coppers,” the toll man, Kein Bellet, said surlily.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “Sorry, ‘tis too much. Two.”  
 
   “Ten, I said!” Kein glared at him.
 
   “And I, my friend, said ‘tis bloody exorbitant. I could likely buy half the damned bridge for that. I’ll give you two, take it or leave it.” Rowan had never had any patience with bargaining; he’d pay a fair price and that was that.
 
   “Then you won’t be crossing the bridge at all,” Kein smirked.
 
   “No?” Rowan wriggled a kink out of his broad shoulders, stood to his full height again and looked down at the tollkeeper. This man was starting to seriously irritate him. For a moment he was tempted to reduce the fellow’s precious tollbooth to kindling with his lovely new axe. It’d only take a couple of well-placed blows there and… there… Don’t do it, Rowan lad, he told himself sternly, ‘tisn’t worth it. All the same, this bugger needed a short sharp lesson in manners. He decided to indulge himself just a little. “Are you the one who’s going to stop me?” he asked innocently, one hand absently stroking the hilt of a dagger.
 
   Kein stared at the polite, softly-spoken, but suddenly oddly menacing stranger and gulped.
 
   “No! Saul Goff, here, will stop you,” he said, indicating the guard standing watching them from the other side of the town gate.
 
   Saul looked at Rowan’s powerful physique and the gleam of the axe where its cover had moved a little and shook his head.
 
   “Not me, Kein, you miserable bloody skinflint. Ten coppers IS ridiculous. Take the gent’s two coppers and shut up about it!” he said firmly.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Thank you, Saul, and a good day to you. I’ll be back for Ashen shortly,” he said.
 
   He patted Ashen, put two coppers on the tollkeeper’s little table, then strolled past Kein and out the gate without another word. He crossed the few feet that separated the town’s walls from the bridge and looked down. The river raged about a hundred or so feet below him in a sheer-walled rocky chasm. Rill would love this, he thought. He himself was more interested in the bridge though. It was a fine stone bridge with three graceful arches spanning the fifty or sixty yards of the chasm’s width, and wide enough for two good-sized wagons to pass easily anywhere along its length. At the other end of it was another toll station.
 
   Rowan strolled across, looking back at the town a couple of times. Kein was sidling closer to Ashen, whether to take a closer look at the sabre in the scabbard attached to the horse’s saddle, or to have a better look at the superb dappled grey itself, Rowan wasn’t sure. Either way, Ashen wasn’t having it. Rowan laughed as the stallion put its ears back and snapped its teeth together close – but not too close, as a first warning - to the man’s ear. Kein jumped back, slipped, and landed hard on his backside on the packed earth of the street.
 
   Serves you right, you bastard, Rowan thought happily. I did bloody warn you.
 
   He stopped for a moment in the centre of the bridge and ran his fingers over a carved stone set a little below the capstones of the sides. It was weathered, but still clearly legible. He swore foully and steadily as he realised the truth about Gabon and his bridge and kept on with his fluent multilingual profanity until he got his rage under firm control again. It wouldn’t do to seriously hurt the next dozen or so townsfolk he came across, and he realised it wouldn’t do to tell his g’Hakken clansfolk about this just yet either. Finally he felt calmer and he went on his way.
 
   When he got to the other end of the bridge, he chatted to the tollkeeper there for a few minutes about the caravans that were expected in a day or so, then turned and whistled softly.
 
   Ashen pricked his ears, stepped forward and flicked his long tail at Kein’s face, startling the man so that he leapt back and ended up on his backside again. Then the grey trotted happily across the bridge and snuffled at Rowan’s hands.
 
   “Are you going to charge us ten coppers to go back?” Rowan asked the toll man pleasantly.
 
   “Nah,” the fellow replied with a grin, “You didn’t even step off the bloody bridge at this end. Besides, it was worth more than that to see that old bastard Kein end up on his backside in the dirt. Twice! That’s a fine horse you’ve got there,” he patted Ashen’s nose and the horse nudged him in its usual friendly way.
 
   Rowan laughed and tickled Ashen’s ears.
 
   “Thank you. Now, what’s the real rate for crossing this damned bridge? A copper?”
 
   “Yah. Did Kein really charge you ten?”
 
   “He tried to. I gave him two, as I’m going back again.”
 
   “Ha! Good for you!”
 
   “Now, I’m just the advance guard for my clan. They’ll be coming across tomorrow and there’s a hundred and fifty or so of us… and some wagons.”
 
   “Some wagons as well? Give the old bugger no more than two silver,” the tollkeeper said promptly.
 
   “Thanks. We’ll see you tomorrow, then. I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you,” the other man said, shaking his hand, “I’m Gavin Treyne.”
 
   Rowan slipped the man a couple of coins, remounted Ashen and trotted back across the bridge, forcing down his renewed anger as he passed the plaque in the middle of it.  He nodded to Saul, who was very amused by Ashen’s antics and a very put-out Kein, who wasn’t, and slowed the grey to a walk as they entered the town again.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



35. “a bit of a problem”
 
    
 
   Rowan was almost back to the northern gate and leading Ashen again, when an important-looking individual hurried up to him.
 
   “My name’s Lester Figgins, Mayor of Gabonsbridge,” he said, slightly out of breath from his hurry to meet the intriguing visitor that the whole town was talking about, “It’s not often we see a Siannen forester here, but you’re very welcome. Will you be staying long?”
 
   “A good day to you, Mayor Figgins,” Rowan said as he shook the other man’s outstretched hand and tried not to show his reluctance, “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant clan at your service. But no, I’m sorry to say the clan won’t be staying in your fine town. We’re on our way to Gian on business, and some of us don’t want to be away from home too long.”
 
   “The clan? How many of you are there?”
 
   “A hundred and fifty or so. We wanted to cross the bridge tomorrow and the headman sent me ahead to check it out,” Rowan managed to smile at him. After all, if he’d been able to smile at the old Commandant of the Wirran Guard who’d betrayed his own wounded troopers at Messton, he could smile at anyone. “It certainly seems a fine bridge to me. We’d be proud to cross it, if there are no objections.”
 
   The mayor looked up at him in surprise.
 
   “Objections? Why the hell would you think there’d be objections? We’d be proud to have your clan use our bridge,” he said, “Sometime tomorrow, you said?”
 
   “Aye, early morning, I think, before these damned caravans I’ve been hearing about stir themselves. When do the town gates open?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be fretting about the caravans. They’re rarely here before midday at least. And the gates open an hour after sunrise.”
 
   “Ah, good. Thank you. We’ll be here then.”
 
   Rowan and the mayor smiled at each other and walked companionably towards the town gates.
 
   Rowan could hear raised voices as they got closer, and he laughed to himself as he heard several most unflattering remarks in Dwar. Obviously the Candellaran guard hadn’t understood them, or he’d certainly be even more upset than he already was.
 
   **********
 
   “You damned dwarves can’t come into Gabonsbridge, and you sure as hell can’t cross the river here! Just bloody clear off!”
 
   “But what about our kinsman?” Dann asked, sounding like he was fast losing patience with the guard, “He came here ages ago and he’s not come back. I suppose you bastards have bloody murdered the poor bugger!”
 
   For his part, the guard had already lost any tolerance he might have had. Rowan thought this little conversation might have been going on for a while, judging by the number of townsfolk already gathered.
 
   “I keep telling you, but you’re too fraggin stupid to take any notice, that there are NO cursed dwarves in Gabonsbridge! None!” the guard shouted, “I’ve been here at this gate all bloody day, and you two are the only dwarves I’ve seen! And that’s two too many!”
 
   Dann glared at him as he held Owen back. The younger dwarf could be as feisty as Rowan himself, but with far less control of his temper.
 
   “We’re only waiting for our kinsman, you ignorant bastard.”
 
   “And he’s not bloody here! How many more times do I have to…?”
 
   “And why exactly must you blame us g’Hakken for the actions of the g’Tyrren nearly, what, seventy bloody years ago? When all’s said and done, they were only protecting one of their own little lasses from a mob of you great, raping bastards anyway!”
 
   Rowan started to make his way forward through the throng of townsfolk, the Mayor still walking at his side.
 
   “Does this happen often?” Rowan asked him quietly.
 
   Lester Figgins shook his head uneasily.
 
   “Hasn’t happened for ages. I thought they’d all got the message by now,” he replied, “Still, they’ll go in a minute, and it certainly won’t affect your clan’s coming through. I’m, er… I’m sorry you had to see that, though.”
 
   “So am I,” Rowan said, his face sad.
 
   The guard was still shouting, his face red with anger.
 
   “Look, I’m bloody warning you! Just bugger off!” he snapped, “Your cursed kinsman isn’t here! How many times must I say it?”
 
   The guard heard the slow clop of Ashen’s hooves behind him and turned to see Rowan and the mayor coming towards him.
 
   “Now, look, you damned stupid little bastards! This gentleman here, with our Mayor, is the only traveller to come into the town since noon, and I think you’ll agree that he’s no bloody dwarf! Now for the Gods’ sakes and your own, just GO AWAY!” he shouted at Dann and Owen.
 
   He took a deep breath and launched his final tirade.
 
   “Just bloody GO! We don’t want your cursed kind around here! What part of that don’t you understand, you useless bastards? Get fraggin going!”
 
   The fight seemed to go out of Dann and Owen and they turned to their ponies and started to leave. Rowan knew they’d still be able to hear him, though.
 
   The guard turned to Rowan and sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry you had to see that, Sir. The little buggers still try us out every few years,” he said, “Now, what did you think of our bridge? Good enough for your clan, is it?”
 
   “Aye, I think so. And Mayor Figgins here was kind enough to say that the clan would be welcome here, and welcome to cross the bridge as well.”
 
   “Did he?” the guard said, unsurprised that this quietly spoken, polite fellow’s clan would be welcomed to the town. “Perhaps he’ll arrange a reception for your clan, then,” he added jovially, his argument with the dwarves forgotten as he saw the two in question were slowly leaving.
 
   “Mmm… there might be a bit of a problem with that though,” Rowan said quietly.
 
   The guard looked at his unhappy face in surprise.
 
   “A problem, you say? But why? If our Mayor says your clan’s welcome here, then that’s all there is to it. We’d be proud to see them in the town,” he said.
 
    Rowan’s face cleared.
 
   “Truly? Then let me introduce you to a couple of my clansmen, who are my good friends as well… here are Dandarel, son of Findarel, both Master Smiths of the g’Hakken, and his son, Owendarel…”
 
   **********
 
   The mayor and the guard gaped at Rowan in horror.
 
   “What! How the hell can you be a damned dwarf?” Lester Figgins spluttered, outrage written all over him, “And if you think that’s funny, you’re very much mistaken!”
 
   “No, my Lord Mayor, nothing that’s happened here today is funny at all, and I’m afraid you’ll find that you’re the one who’s mistaken right now. I am in fact of the g’Hakken, and I’m honoured to be so.”
 
   Rowan slipped his arm from his shirt, moved his axe across a little and turned so the townsfolk could see the dwarven rune tattooed on his right shoulderblade. They gaped at the complicated arrangement of weapons tattooed down his arm like another sleeve, their eyes wide at sight of the awful scar at the shoulder and upper arm as he turned… and then they saw the unmistakeable dwarven clan mark. Naturally, they didn’t know which clan it actually represented, but that didn’t matter.
 
   “So, now,” he continued quietly as he looked the mayor in the eye, “It comes down to this, Sir: are you going to abuse me and chase me off for no reason too, or are you going to be a man of your word and allow my clan to cross the river here in peace, as you agreed?”
 
   “You didn’t say your clan are bloody dwarves!” the mayor said, still shocked by the revelation.
 
   “No, I didn’t. Didn’t think it was necessary,” Rowan replied, and his eyes were fiery, “And you didn’t ask. You simply made an assumption that’s turned out to be wrong.”
 
   The mayor stood undecided for a long while, as some of the Town Council joined him and the group of townsfolk behind him grew to a good-sized crowd, their mutterings becoming a deep throated grumbling. Finally he turned to Rowan.
 
   “You can come through the town and cross the bridge, but not the dwarves,” he said.
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “Not my clansmen?”
 
   “No. Only you. After the last time, we vowed we’d never let dwarves into the town or over the bridge again.”
 
   “After a young dwarf lass was attacked and raped by some of your townsfolk nearly seventy years ago, you mean?” Rowan said softly, his temper held in firm check, “Some vows are made to be broken, and ‘tis sure as hell time this one was.”
 
   The mayor looked stunned at such bluntness, but he held firm in front of the Council and the good folk of Gabonsbridge.
 
   “No.”
 
   Rowan shook his head slightly, his face bleak.
 
   “You shame yourself and all of your people,” he said, “We’ll just have to go around, then. A good day to you all.” 
 
   He started to turn away.
 
   Owen couldn’t help himself. 
 
   “Proud of yourselves, are you, you bastards?” he snarled, “You’ve just managed to offend the Champion, and I’ve always thought that was damned near impossible to do. Oh, your pardon, the triple Champion, as I meant to say.”
 
   There was sudden, complete silence as the crowd gaped at him, and then at Rowan.
 
   “Rowan, didn’t you bloody tell them that either?” Dann asked, delighted to see the horror and dismay on the faces of those standing before him.
 
   “I didn’t think ‘twas necessary,” Rowan shrugged, “It doesn’t change who I am, or what I am.”
 
   “But the Champion carries a sabre, not an axe!” somebody piped up from the safety of the middle of the very disconcerted mob.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, so he does… a bit like this one, perhaps?” he said as he drew his sabre from the scabbard at Ashen’s saddle with a ringing hiss.
 
   Dann and Owen hadn’t thought the men’s eyes could get any wider, but they were wrong. They stared at the superb, gleaming g’Hakken sabre in Rowan’s hand and stepped backwards as one.
 
   The mayor nearly fell over himself trying to apologise, but Rowan merely shook his head and said, “I’m so sorry, Mr. Figgins, but ‘tis simply too late now.”
 
   He swung up into Ashen’s saddle and trotted off without looking back, the dwarves on their ponies at his side.
 
   “Well, that went about as expected, lads. I’m truly sorry,” he said, “But on the bright side, it looks like we’re going into the bridge keeping business for a bit. ‘Tis said to be a nice little earner.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



36. “shameful and dishonourable”
 
    
 
   It was a beautiful star-filled night, and the moons Auria and Argent were waning when the g’Hakken went around Gabonsbridge. The youngest dwarves were riding with one or other of their parents for now, rather than on their own mounts or in a wagon, and the hooves of every pony were muffled. The youngsters were all subdued, having had a very stern lecture about the importance of their not speaking when told they mustn’t, and the horrible consequences of disobedience.
 
   They waited in the trees a little to the north-east of the town, with the wagons that they’d leave here for now and come back for later, if all went well with their plans. They watched while Rowan approached Gabonsbridge on foot. Even the dwarves were surprised and impressed by his silent speed as he scaled the wall and disappeared. In fact, Rowan had found it to be a bit easier than he’d expected and he hadn’t really needed the rope he’d bought earlier. Still, a bit of rope never went astray. He came back to the dwarves, laughing quietly.
 
   “They’re all snoring their heads off in there, nice and snug behind their fine stone walls. There’s not even a bloody watchman. So, shall we go?” he said to Finn.
 
   “Aye, laddie, let’s do that. Lead on,” the dwarf grinned at him and turned back to his clan, “And remember, you youngsters, anyone who so much as squeaks from now until we’re well over the bridge is going to be doing all the clan’s washing up and laundry for the next six months. The next noisy bugger after that will be digging privies for a year. So, shut up now and stay shut up!”
 
   Rowan tried not to laugh as the forty or so youngest dwarves nodded, wide-eyed and as solemn as owls. He remounted Ashen and led the way to the town walls, then followed them around to the river. It roared busily along nearly a hundred feet below them, and it’d surely cover any squeaks a young dwarf might inadvertently make.
 
   “Well, here we are, everyone. Now, do you want me to take the loose ponies first, or…?”
 
   “Whatever’s best for you, Rowan lad,” Finn said, “Would that be easier?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I truly don’t think it’ll make any difference, Finn. I just thought everyone could see it and maybe feel a bit more confident about it, that’s all,” he said.
 
   “Mmm… ‘tis probably a good idea,” Finn nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Fine. Just hold on tightly to the ponies that’re staying behind though. They might think I want them as well. Oh, and we’d better have someone to keep an eye on those on the other side too. Dann, would you mind?”
 
   “’Course not! I’ll come and be your horseboy,” Dann laughed and nudged his pony forward, “Lead on, lad!”
 
   Rowan nodded and walked over to the riderless ponies and draught ponies that were now pack ponies. He patted them all and spoke quietly to them, then mounted Ashen, whistled softly, and set off. All the other ponies pricked their ears and wanted to follow him too, but forewarned as they were, the dwarves restrained them without problems. They watched in amazement as the surefooted ponies followed Rowan perfectly happily along the narrow strip of land that separated the walls of Gabonsbridge from the river’s chasm. Of course they’d known what would happen, but knowing it and seeing it were two very different things.
 
   Rowan and Dann stopped beside the southern gate and Rowan scaled the wall again and left coins on the little table beside the tollkeeper’s post, in payment for their crossing.  The thought of the man’s face when he found the money there in the morning had them both chuckling happily as they started to cross the bridge that’d been the unwitting cause of so much trouble for so long, but Rowan was abruptly serious as he dismounted again near the centre of the bridge.
 
   Dann stared at him in astonishment.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, you daft bugger?” he whispered, “We’re not here to admire the bloody scenery!”
 
   “I know. I just want you to look at this and tell me if it says what I think it does…”
 
   “What? What ARE you fraggin doing?”
 
   “Shh… please, Dann, just do it. It’ll only take a moment,” Rowan said urgently, “Oh, and if it is what I think it is, please, please don’t say a word to the others just yet.”
 
   Dann said nothing, but his face spoke volumes as he nodded in agreement, dismounted, and stepped over to look at the stone in the centre of the bridge that’d caught Rowan’s attention earlier in the day. His night vision was excellent and he didn’t need any help from Rowan’s shuttered lantern.
 
   A sudden spate of quiet, virulent and extremely explicit blasphemy told Rowan that he’d been right.
 
   “Language, Dann lad! Language! If the clan ladies hear you, you’re on your own,” he said, hoping to calm his friend a little.
 
   “You know what this says, don’t you?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye… well, I think I do, but I wanted to be certain.”
 
   “Ha! You can read the bloody runes as well as I can!”
 
   “Maybe…” Rowan sighed unhappily, “And what do you think would’ve happened if I’d told you and young Owen about it outside that gate today?”
 
   Dann took a deep breath.
 
   “Owen would have tried to kill the whole bloody lot of the bastards, and I’d have joined him.”
 
   Rowan nodded slowly again.
 
   “Aye, that’s what I thought, and ‘tis why I didn’t mention it…” he said.
 
   Dann pulled himself together and took another deep breath. 
 
   He ran his fingers over the stone and said softly, “It says: ‘Master Mason Albanor and Master Engineer Tayven of the g’Beyan clan made this bridge in the year 495, the year of the Great Conjunction. May… may all who wish to cross it hereafter do so freely, in peace and safety’.” 
 
   He looked up at Rowan and his eyes were bright with unshed tears.
 
   “’Tis a dwarven bridge, Rowan, and it has been for over five hundred years.”
 
    Rowan put an arm around his friend’s shoulders.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis, and a bloody fine one it is, too. Now, old friend, let’s get these ponies and the rest of the clan over the damned thing, and then we’ll have to find a way to tell Finn…”
 
   **********
 
   There was no problem with getting the rest of the clan around the narrow ledge. The ponies followed Rowan without hesitation, just as the others had done. Their riders trusted Rowan implicitly too, and obeyed his instructions to leave their ponies’ heads free and to try not to fuss their mounts; though some riders might have shut their eyes tightly, and others perhaps clutched their ponies’ manes like grim death, nobody mentioned it.
 
   They were a bit surprised to see Dann sitting in the middle of the bridge waiting for them, but nothing was said about that either until everyone was safely on the other side of the bridge. 
 
   “Rowan, what’s that daft bugger Dann doing, still sitting out there in the middle of the bridge like a bump on a bloody log?” Finn demanded.
 
   “He’s…” Rowan took a deep breath that he hoped Finn didn’t notice, “He’s waiting for me to take you out there. There’s something there that you need to see…”
 
   Finn looked at Rowan very closely. His friend had had a lot of practice at keeping his thoughts to himself while he was in the Guard, and he was very good at it. Even so, he seemed… concerned, and perhaps something else.
 
   “What’s wrong, laddie?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “’Tis better if you see it for yourself, Finn,” he said slowly, “Will you come with me now?”
 
   “Of course I will, but what the hell…?”
 
   “Finn, it shames and dishonours me as a man to show you this, and it makes me very bloody angry too. Please, just come…”
 
   Dann stood up as they reached the centre of the bridge.
 
   “Well? I’m here, you silly pair of daft buggers,” Finn said, still puzzled, “Now, what’s so bloody mysterious, shameful and dishonourable that you’ve dragged me out here when we should all be helping to set up the camp? The night’s not getting any younger.”
 
   Dann and Rowan glanced at each other quickly, and Rowan nodded and said softly, “Finn… this is a dwarven bridge we’re standing on… ‘tisn’t ‘Gabonsbridge’ at all, ‘tis ‘g’Beyans’ Bridge’…”
 
   Finn’s eyes widened and he looked up at Rowan as if he’d gone completely mad.
 
   “What! What makes you think that?”
 
   “Look at this, Pa,” Dann said quietly, “Rowan saw it earlier, but he didn’t say anything about it because he thought… well, he thought it best not to.”
 
   Finn looked at the carved stone and his face paled. He swore softly and impressively for a good while without repeating himself at all. Finally his voice wound down and he looked up at Rowan’s worried face.
 
   “You were right, laddie, ‘twas best not to,” he said, “I think there’d have been things done that were best not done. At least those bastards are safe behind their damned walls until the morning, and we can spend the time cursing and swearing and ranting and raving and coming to terms with it a little.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Finn,” Rowan said.
 
   “’Tisn’t your fault, laddie. Don’t take the actions of those useless bastards in there onto yourself. ‘Twould be like blaming us g’Hakken for the actions of the g’Tyrren,” the dwarf said, “Now, we’ve crossed the damned bridge, what’s the rest of your plan?”
 
   Rowan managed a smile.
 
   “I thought we could stop the caravans going across for a couple of days or so, just to irritate the townsfolk and get our point across.”
 
   “Mmm… a good plan,” Finn nodded thoughtfully, “But I think perhaps we can improve on it a bit. What do you think, Dann?”
 
   “Well, there’s really no great rush to get to the Moot, is there? ‘Tis on for a good long while, Pa.”
 
   “Ha! Great minds truly do think alike. So… how long did you have in mind, lad?”
 
   Dann frowned in thought.
 
   “A month? Six weeks?”
 
   “Aye, that’s what I’m thinking too. We’ll have to see what the others have got to say, though,” Finn smiled at Rowan, “You look puzzled, laddie.”
 
   “Did you truly just say we’re going to stay here for… what? Up to six weeks?” Rowan raised an eyebrow at both dwarves.
 
   “Aye,” Finn replied happily, “’Tis a lovely spot just here, near the river, and it’ll give the clan and the ponies a bit of a break from travelling.”
 
   “And it’ll upset the townsfolk no end,” Dann said, straightfaced.
 
   “Aye, that too.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Well, what are we doing standing about out here, then? Let’s get on with it,” he said.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



37. “ a day full of surprises”
 
    
 
   The townsfolk of Gabonsbridge found themselves having a day full of surprises.
 
   The watchman, Saul Goff, was the first. An hour after sunrise he opened the town gates to find a neatly trimmed and surprisingly big tree blocking the end of the bridge. Eight or ten dwarves and a Siannen forester were lounging comfortably on and against it, drinking mugs of tea. Those that weren’t carrying axes on their backs had heavy hammers. A neat tent town seemed to have miraculously appeared on the other side of the chasm, and it was peopled by more dwarves. Whole families of them.
 
   “Where did all those dwarves come from?” he said in amazement.
 
   “I told you they were just behind me yesterday,” Rowan said, “And now they’re here at g’Beyans’ Bridge.”
 
   Saul heard the oddly different pronunciation of the town’s name, but put it down to a simple mispronunciation or, more likely, Rowan’s Siannen accent. He had much bigger things to be concerned with than that.
 
   “But how did they…? Gods, they’ve got ponies with them too. How the hell did they get their ponies over there?”
 
   “’Tis no great bloody mystery to it. I told the mayor we’d be going around. Didn’t he tell you?” Rowan smiled at his bewilderment, “And then we just crossed the bridge.”
 
   “Going around? But…” Saul looked at the trampled grass on the narrow strip between the town walls and the chasm and blanched. “Great bloody hells.”
 
   He pulled himself together enough to remember his main grievance.
 
   “And what the hell’s that bloody great tree doing there? And how did the damned thing get there?” he said, aghast at the whole situation.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Well, you know, trees fall down all the time. Especially these damned pine trees,” he said. Particularly if you hit them a few times with a nice sharp axe, he thought happily, and ‘tis surprising how strong the ponies are, and so is Ashen, and so are the rest of us.
 
   “Well, it can’t stay there!”
 
   “No? And why would you be thinking that?”
 
   “Well, I… What do you mean?”
 
   “We’re just taking back what’s ours,” Dann said, stepping forward a little. 
 
   “What the hell do you mean by that?” Saul snapped, less intimidated by the dwarf than he’d been by the tall, powerful-looking man he now knew to be the Champion. The triple Champion. He still shuddered when he thought about the way things had turned out there. At least he, personally, hadn’t offended the man.
 
   “This is a dwarven bridge, laddie. Or did you not know that?”
 
   By the look of stunned amazement on Saul’s face it was apparent that he’d had no idea and had probably never really given the bridge’s origins much thought. It was simply there, and always had been.
 
   “How the hell can it be a bloody dwarven bridge?” he said, a bit less aggressively than before.
 
   “Well, there’s a few ways… the plaque on the middle of it says so and, well, we g’Hakken say so too. And we’ve taken it over and we’re not in any particular hurry to give it back,” Dann said and smiled at him cheerfully as he nonchalantly balanced his hammer over one brawny shoulder.
 
   “But…”
 
   “The horseshoe’s on the other hoof now, isn’t it? Now, I know ‘tis probably a bit too early for them to be out of bed yet, but if you happen to see that useless idiot of a mayor of yours, or any of his council, we’d be happy to talk to them at any time. It won’t change anything, of course,” Rowan smiled at him too, “This tree’s not going anywhere until the clan says so, and neither’s the other one.”
 
   Saul looked at the other end of the bridge and saw that another unfortunate pine tree was blocking it just as thoroughly as the first one. Great bloody Gods, he thought desperately, now what? All I need now is… His heart sank as the tollkeepers, Kein and Gavin, arrived on the scene.
 
   “What the hell’s going on here? And what in the name of all the Gods is that bloody tree doing there?” Kein almost squeaked in horror.
 
   “How did the bloody thing get there in the first place?” Gavin wanted to know.
 
   Kein didn’t care about that for the moment.
 
   “And what about the caravans that’re due today?” his face grew red as his voice rose, “How the hell can they get across with a fraggin great tree in the way?”
 
   “Two fraggin great trees, in fact,” Rowan said happily, “And as for the caravans… well, the ones from the north can still enter the town, but they won’t be leaving this way. And the ones from the south will just have to wait until we dwarves come to our senses and let them cross the bridge, or they’ll have to go around. A bit like the dwarves have had to do for the last seventy years or so.” Rowan remembered something else. “Oh, and before I forget, Kein, we did pay for our crossing, so you don’t need to fret yourself about that. In fact we’ve likely left you too much, as we couldn’t bring our wagons after all, but you can keep the change. You’ll find the money on your little table there, inside the gate.”
 
   Kein stared at him in amazement.
 
   “What! How the hell did it get there? Did Saul let you in?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “No. I put it there when we crossed the bridge last night, of course.”
 
   “But…”
 
   Rowan forced himself not to laugh, but he could hear a few sniggers from the dwarves. They were quite enjoying this little side trip to the g’Beyans’ Bridge now, and they’d enjoy it a lot more when the mayor and the caravans made their appearances.
 
   “Walls are made to be climbed, aren’t they?” he said.
 
   Kein looked up at the thirty-foot walls and then at Rowan.
 
   “But…”
 
   “Any forester over the age of six could climb those little things,” Rowan said, as if stating the obvious. As in fact he was.
 
   Kein drew himself up for one final effort.
 
   “I never knew you damned foresters were nothing more than common bloody brigands!” he shouted.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Neither did I,” he said cheerfully, “But we’re pretty versatile and we can do most things we set our minds to.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



38. “they went around the town”
 
    
 
   The mayor wasn’t pleased to be roused from his bed at such an early hour, and his disposition didn’t improve when he heard the reason for it.
 
   “What the hell do you mean, ‘the dwarves have taken over the bloody bridge’? How could they possibly do that? And how the hell did they get anywhere near the damned thing?”
 
   “They, er… they went around the town, Lester,” Kein said hesitantly. He’d been voted the one least likely to be thrown out of the mayor’s home so early in the day. They were brothers-in-law, after all, and both were on the Town Council.
 
   “Ya, the forester said they were going to do that, but surely they couldn’t have got all the way down to the crossing, got themselves over the cursed thing and back up here already, and in the bloody dark, I might add. It’s just not possible with so many. Weren’t there a hundred and fifty-odd of them?”
 
   “Ya, something like that. But, no, it probably isn’t possible, though I wouldn’t put anything past that damned forester… Anyway, it’s not what happened,” Kein hesitated, “They… they went around the walls, Lester…”
 
   Lester Figgins stared at him in amazement as what he’d said sank in properly. No, he must be wrong.
 
   “What! Along that little narrow strip of land that the young lads try to test themselves on, you mean? Don’t be bloody daft, man! It’d only be, what, four or five feet wide?”
 
   He’d never been brave or silly enough to try it, even as a young man, and very few did after young Colin Mathery had fallen into the chasm and never been seen again. The boy had been barely sixteen.
 
   Kein nodded slowly, still shocked at what he’d seen, but the evidence of his own eyes was undeniable.
 
   “Ya, something like that, I suppose. But I’ve seen it, Lester… the grass on that little strip is all trampled by ponies…”
 
   Lester’s amazement turned to horror.
 
   “Ponies? On there? No, they couldn’t have…”
 
   “They did.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan and the dwarves were pleased to see the mayor hurrying up to them, his shirt buttoned wrongly, his hat askew and one bootlace flapping dangerously. It must have been too early for the rest of the Town Council, but they wouldn’t be missed.
 
   “Here we go, lads,” Rowan said, “Who wants to talk to the bastard?”
 
   “We all voted for you, Rowan lad. You’ve met him, after all,” one of the dwarven hunters, Crann, spoke up.
 
   Rowan looked at his friends suspiciously.
 
   “And how come I wasn’t included in this damned vote?”
 
   “’Twas a secret ballot,” Owen said innocently.
 
   Rowan laughed at the shamelessness of his clansmen. It reminded him of Griff and the ‘expertise in dealing with military minds’ business.
 
   “Aye, very bloody ‘secret’! Never mind, I’ll talk with His fraggin Lordship the Mayor. He’s about to find out just how stubborn a forester and a dwarf can be.”
 
   “That’s why we all voted for you, laddie!”
 
   **********
 
   The mayor did indeed find out that the proverbial stubbornness of Siannen foresters wasn’t exaggerated. More like understated, he later thought sourly.
 
   He spent a good hour at the bridge talking to the Siannen. The cursed fellow was politeness itself, even offering him a mug of tea and a seat on the huge log that blocked the bridge; but he was completely unmoved by any of Lester’s ranting, shouting, threatening, swearing, arguing or, in the end, pleading.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Mayor Figgins, but you see we’re simply not moving on yet. And ‘tis all there is to it,” Rowan said when the other man finally ran down, “You can speak with Findarel, our headman, if you like. But, well… he’s a stubborn old bugger at the best of times, and you’ll find he’s not as polite as I am, with all respect to him.”
 
   “He’s fishing just now, too,” Owen piped up, “I’d not interrupt him if I were you.”
 
   The mayor looked around in astonishment. Sure enough, two magnificently bearded dwarves were sitting on a ledge about halfway down the far side of the chasm, dangling lines into the raging river.
 
   “What the hell are they doing? They won’t catch any bloody fish down there…”
 
   Lester’s jaw dropped as the older dwarf hauled out a fine silver fish, dispatched it, gutted it, and put it into a basket beside him. A youngster at the top of the chasm promptly pulled it up and hurried off with it.
 
   “That’s the third one he’s caught so far today, and Dann there with him has caught four. They look like a silverjacket of some sort. We’ll find out what they taste like at lunchtime,” Rowan said quietly, trying not to laugh at the mayor’s astounded face, “Maybe someone from the caravan can tell us what they are, if they’re here by then,” he added, his face the picture of innocence.
 
   Great Bloody Hells, Lester thought in dismay, the damned caravan! How could I possibly have forgotten the cursed thing was coming today? Well, pride be damned.
 
   “Please,” he said, “You must let the caravan through or it’ll affect our trade. We’ll pay you whatever you ask, if you’ll just let it through.”
 
   Rowan’s eyes blazed for a moment and he put a restraining hand on Owen’s arm. The mayor hastily, and very wisely, stepped back a bit.
 
   “No, Lester, ‘tisn’t your money that we want. I’m sorry that your trade is involved, but the answer is still no,” Rowan said, forcing his anger down with an effort, “And I’d advise you very strongly not to mention that offer again to anyone else in the clan. They’re not all as, umm… forbearing as I am.”
 
    “What the hell DO you want?”
 
   “You know what we want, since I’ve just spent quite some time explaining it to you. But as you still seem to be a bit confused about it, I’ll tell you again,” Rowan said, “All we want is to be able to pass through your lovely town and use your fine dwarven bridge that the g’Beyan clan built - freely, in peace and safety, just as the plaque says and the builders intended. Without pointless arguments would be a nice bonus. And I truly believe you should apologise to my clan, and any other clans that happen to be passing this way in the future. ‘Tisn’t much, is it?”
 
   He saw the hostility in the other man’s face and shook his head.
 
   “But I can see that you’re a long way from agreeing to any of that. Never mind, we’ve got plenty of time, and as Findarel says, ‘tis a lovely spot just here, and it won’t hurt to stop and rest the ponies and all the clan for a bit.”
 
   “You bloody stubborn Siannen bastard!” Lester said, without thinking of the wisdom or otherwise of it.
 
   All of the dwarves bristled and fingered their axes and hammers suggestively, but Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Stubborn, you think, Mr. Figgins? But I’m not even warmed up yet,” he said softly. He didn’t bother to tell the man that he, Rowan, was considered to be very damned stubborn even by his own clan of foresters. The mayor would soon find that out for himself.
 
   **********
 
   Twenty minutes or so had passed since the Mayor had stalked off in a fierce temper. Rowan and the dwarves watched the gatekeeper, Saul, pace back and forth with a very worried look on his face. The dwarves moved quietly to the other end of the bridge, leaving Rowan alone for when the other man had gathered enough courage to speak with him.
 
   “I won’t bite you, you know,” Rowan said softly, “You seem worried, lad. Come and take a weight off your feet and tell me what’s bothering you.”
 
   Saul looked around quickly, saw Rowan sitting on the log by himself, and took a deep breath. There was only one way he was going to resolve his sudden fears over what he’d heard this morning. He walked over and perched on the log a few feet away from Rowan.
 
   “You say the plaque on the bridge says it was made by dwarves…” he said uncertainly. 
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, it does. ‘Twas built by the g’Beyan clan around five hundred or so years ago… interesting how the name’s changed over that time, isn’t it?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well, strictly speaking, ‘twould have been the ‘Clan g’Beyan Bridge’ originally, but what a mouthful – no wonder it became just the ‘g’Beyan Bridge’, or the ‘g’Beyans’ Bridge’… and that’s become ‘Gabonsbridge’”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s true, Saul. But I don’t expect you to take my word for it. Let me think, now… I don’t suppose you read Dwar, do you?” Rowan shook his head, “Ah! Stupid me! You’ve had no opportunity to learn it, have you? Never mind, lad, I’m sure some of the caravan masters will have at least a smattering of it. Shall I ask one of them to read the plaque to you, so you’ll know the truth of it?”
 
   “I… I don’t know what to say to you…”
 
   “’Tis a shock to have your foundations rocked like this, isn’t it? We were all bloody shocked too, I can tell you. ‘Tis a wonder all the clan and half the town haven’t had their hair curled by the swearing and cursing that went on last night, truly,” Rowan smiled at him, “Do you happen to know the name of the caravan master who’s coming this way today?”
 
   “Ya. Bels Charl, his name is…”
 
   “Ah, a Crellian, by the sound of it. He’ll likely speak and read a bit of Dwar. Is he a good man, Saul? Would you trust his word?”
 
   “Ya…er, yes, I meant to say,” Saul said slowly, a bit surprised that this Siannen hadn’t been offended by any suspicion that he might be untruthful. And if he was honest with himself, Saul knew in his heart that Rowan wasn’t lying; foresters were notorious for being simply hopeless at it.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



39. “a neat, good-sized tent town”
 
    
 
   The first caravan from the south arrived in the early part of the afternoon. Bels Charl, the caravan master, was indeed a Crellian, and he was most surprised to see a neat, good-sized tent town on one side of the road, with no sign of the usual tollkeeper. Oddly, the tents seemed to be populated by dwarves and there looked to be a neatly trimmed pine tree blocking the end of the bridge.
 
   A tall silver-haired man with the unmistakeable braid of a Siannen forester was busily chopping up some deadfall logs, presumably for firewood for the tent town. For a moment Charl admired the easy rhythm and the beautifully balanced style of the man, then reflected that it was his life’s work after all, and he should be damned good at it. The fellow raised his head when the wagons were still a good way off, put his shirt back on and shouldered his axe, and ambled over with all the nonchalant grace of a great hunting cat to stand quietly waiting in the middle of the road. 
 
   What the hell would a forester be doing here, of all places, and with all these dwarves, the caravan master wondered.
 
   He turned to the leader of his guards and said quietly, “We’re not looking for trouble here, Zach. Don’t let your lads do anything stupid.”
 
   The burly, dark-haired guard shook his head.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, we won’t be starting anything, and especially not with a damned great forester wielding an axe. But it’s always best to be ready, just in case,” he said, eying the axe that Rowan was casually leaning on. It seemed to be a most magnificent axe, but very workmanlike at the same time. Odd, thought Zach, I must try and have a discreet look at that.
 
   “So it is,” Charl replied, “But just let me speak with this man first. I doubt a forester’s going to bloody murder me for no reason. And if he does, well, then you can do whatever you have to do.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan, as the elected representative for the clan, waited for the little convoy to come to him. There were only six – no, seven – wagons and ten guards. The guards were fingering their weapons and looking around anxiously at the unexpected sight of the tents, the bridge-blocking pine tree, and Rowan himself, but a quick word and hand signal from, presumably, their leader, pulled them into line.
 
   The wagons stopped and an older man riding a nice chestnut mare came on alone, after another quick word with the head guard.
 
   “A good day to you, Sir,” Rowan said politely, stroking the mare’s nose as she snuffled at him.
 
   “And to you,” the caravan master replied, surprised at Rowan’s youthful-seeming face in combination with his silver hair, “What’s going on here?”
 
   Rowan was pleased to hear the man’s Crellian accent, as he might be able to read the plaque for Saul. Enough of it, anyway.  But first things first.
 
   “I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” he began, “But you can’t cross the g’Beyans’ Bridge now, Sir. ‘Tis nothing against you personally, of course, but we g’Hakken have a grievance with the town and this seems to be the best way to resolve it.”
 
   G’Beyans’ Bridge? What the hell…? Then something else Rowan had said struck him. ‘We’ g’Hakken? The caravan master looked at him in amazement. If this man was a dwarf, then he, Charl, was a damned ferret. He wasn’t big as foresters go, but even so he had to be well over six feet tall and he was broadshouldered and powerfully built without being heavy. But foresters were widely known as being hopeless liars, utterly useless at it, and he supposed this one was no different. And then suddenly he thought he knew. There WAS a Siannen forester who was said to be of the g’Hakken too, but surely it couldn’t be him, could it?
 
   He looked at the magnificent and gleaming new axe that’d taken Zach’s eye and nearly fainted. Would he be offended to be asked, Charl wondered. Surely not. And the politeness of foresters was as proverbial as their stubbornness and their liking for plain speaking. He decided to simply speak up, as the forester himself undoubtedly would if the roles were reversed.
 
   **********
 
   “Pardon me for asking, but… er… you’re the Champion, aren’t you? You beat our lad, Axel, in the Final of the Trophy,” he said, trying hard not to give offence. Though known for their beautiful manners, some foresters could be prickly buggers, and the g’Hakken were even more so… and this man was both.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, I am, and I did. Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans, at your service,” he said, holding out his hand, “Young Axel did very, very well. He’s a fine swordsman and he truly did Crell proud.”
 
   The other man shook Rowan’s callused hand, astounded that he was actually doing so. He’d never imagined he’d ever see the triple Champion, let alone meet the man himself; but here he was in the back end of Candellar, of all damned places.
 
   “Yes, he certainly did. Ha! We might actually win the damned Trophy next time, now that you’ve retired from competition,” he said, “But where are my bloody manners? I’m Bels Charl, and I have to say, I’m truly honoured to meet you. But what the hell are you doing in this Godsforsaken place? And with all these dwarves?”
 
   “Well, we’re on our way to the Dwarf Moot in Gian, but…” Rowan watched the Crellian’s face pale as he told him exactly why they were here, camped outside the town like this. “Can you by any chance read the dwarven runes? Young Saul over there needs a bit of confirmation from someone without a vested interest, as it were.”
 
   Charl looked most surprised that anyone would doubt Rowan’s – the Champion’s - word, but he nodded slowly.
 
   “Yes, I can speak a bit of Dwar and read a bit of it too, it’s useful in trade. Nothing fancy, though,” he replied.
 
   “It won’t need to be fancy.”
 
   Rowan called to Saul, who climbed over the log, then hurried to meet them near the middle of the bridge and greet the caravan master.
 
   “Charl! It’s good to see you again. Did he, er, the Champion, I mean, did he explain the situation? Can you read the plaque?” he said a little plaintively.
 
   “I’ll give it a try, lad. Now, where is the damned thing?” The Crellian looked around and saw it, just where it’d been for five hundred years. “Ah, yes, I’ve seen that over there before, but never really taken much notice. Let me see, now…” he squinted at the weathered runes thoughtfully.
 
   “Hmm… it says, umm… ‘Master Mason…um, Alban… no, no, Albanor, I think, and Master Engineer… somebody…sorry, I can’t get that bit. Anyway, whoever he was, he and Albanor of the, hmm… the g’Beyan clan… made this bridge in, er, 495, the year of the Great… the Gods only know what. And then it says something about crossing the bridge in freedom, and in peace and no danger… well, safety, I suppose… Bugger me! That’s why you called it the g’Beyans’ Bridge! It truly is a bloody dwarven bridge! Er, no disrespect intended to you or any of the clans, mind.” He looked up at Rowan anxiously, relieved when he saw him smile.
 
   “No offence taken, Charl, and thank you,” he turned to a whitefaced Saul, “Sit down before you fall down, laddie. You need a good drop of dwarven ale.”
 
   One of the dwarves bustled up with a foaming mug and pressed it into Saul’s unresisting hand. The gatekeeper coughed at the first taste, then drank it eagerly.
 
   “Careful, laddie, ‘tis stronger than you might think,” Dann said kindly, “Slower is better, at first.”
 
   “You know, I’ve just realised that I’ve never seen a dwarf in Gabonsbridge before, and it’s never really registered. I’m ashamed to say that, but it’s true,” Charl said slowly, “If I’d known the real situation here, I’d… I’d never have come, truly. I hope you and your clan can believe that.”
 
   Rowan was a good judge of character. He looked at the other man’s upset and honest-looking face and nodded.
 
   “Aye, I didn’t know about it either, until the g’Hakken told me when I asked why we weren’t going to cross the river safely here, rather than at some bloody dangerous spot downstream,” he said, “But now that I do know… well, ‘tis simply bloody wrong, and ‘tis time those ignorant buggers in the town learned better.”
 
   “Yes, I think so too. Well, we can just as easily bypass Gabonsbridge and go upstream to Caton, they’re not like that there,” Charl said thoughtfully, “But before we do, would any of the clan be needing any items? We’ve got foodstuffs, dried goods and the like mainly, and a few other bits and pieces… axes, nails and so forth.”
 
   Rowan’s eyes lit up in anticipation.
 
   “Do you by any chance have any iron or steel splitters? You know, to split the logs with? You might know them as, um, wedges,” he asked, adding, “Steel’s better, if you’ve got it.”
 
   Charl looked embarrassed, to Rowan’s surprise.
 
   “Er… well, um, yes, I think there might be a few there with the axes and things. But, well… I’d, um…” his voice trailed off uncertainly.
 
   “Is there a problem?” Rowan asked, taken aback by the merchant’s sudden reluctance, “We only need them so we can chop up these big logs a bit more easily when we finally leave here. We thought the townsfolk could use them for firewood when they’re dried out… and truly, it’ll save us having to move the damned things again.”
 
   “No, not a problem, exactly, but… truly, I’d be embarrassed to even show them to you or the g’Hakken,” Charl said slowly, “I’m sure they’re not the quality you’re used to…” his eyes strayed to Rowan’s axe again. It was simply superb, and the Crellian found himself amazed that Rowan had actually been using it as if it were, well, just any old axe.
 
   Rowan realised what the trouble was, now. He’d seen the same look on other peoples’ faces when they saw him using his g’Hakken sabre or knives, as if doing so would somehow damage them.
 
   “Charl, the dwarves would be offended if I didn’t use my axe as it’s intended to be used. They hate it when one of their fine weapons or tools is hung up on a wall somewhere to gather dust. But not all the tools I use are like this, and neither are the clan’s. The Master Smiths’ hammers are like my axe, because they make them as a test of their Mastery, but… while everyone else’s things are very good axes or hammers or whatever, they’re certainly not like this.” He smiled at Charl. “And as for the splitters, I truly don’t give a damn what they look like, so long as they do the job and don’t bend or shatter when I hit them.” 
 
   “Oh, no, I don’t think they’ll do that!”
 
   “Then show me one, please. If ‘tis all right with you, I’ll stick it in a nice handy log – but not this one on the bridge just yet – and I’ll belt it a couple of times, and we’ll see what happens. We’ll be needing plenty of firewood if we’re going to be here for a while, and there’s no point in not making the job a bit easier if we can.” 
 
   To Charl’s relief, the log splitter performed well, with the practice log separating neatly along its grain after a couple of blows to the wedge with the head of Rowan’s axe, and Rowan bought several. While he was at it, he bought some nails as well. Like rope, a few nails never went astray, and one of the clan had suggested a plan that’d call for them. He bought a few other odds and ends that might come in handy for the scheme too.
 
   He turned around to see that Saul had returned, shaken, to his post, and several of the g’Hakken women were talking with some of the traders and examining the goods for sale.
 
   “I thought they’d be interested,” he said with a smile, “And thank you for trading with us, Charl. I think the town will have learned its lesson by the time you come this way again, and… well, I truly hope that you’ll trade with them again, if so,” he shook his head slowly, “We never intended to ruin their livelihoods, just kick their backsides a bit.”
 
   “Well, they certainly deserve to have their bloody backsides kicked, and damned hard, too,” Charl said, surprised as he thought about what Rowan had said. Truly, he thought, these foresters are honourable men, just as everyone says. “I think we will likely trade with them again, but not this season.”
 
   “Fair enough. ‘Tisn’t as if they’re completely isolated. The caravans from the north can get into the town, they just can’t get out this way.”
 
   “Ha! Caton might find itself doing a bit more business than usual, then. It’s the nearest bridge to here,” Charl laughed.
 
   “And good luck to them.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



40. “It doesn’t worry them or the stallion”
 
    
 
   The next visitor to the bridge came a couple of hours after the first. He came through the town, and Rowan and all of the dwarves heard him coming from quite a distance away.
 
   Rowan glanced at Owen and said, “Don’t tell me, this one’s mine.”
 
   “Well, you did such a good job with the last one…”
 
   “Somehow I don’t think this one’s going to be so amenable to reason, laddie. And he’s come from the north and through the town, so the townsfolk have got at him first,” Rowan said, listening carefully, “Hmm… he sounds like a bloody Candellaran, doesn’t he?”
 
   The fellow looked like a Candellaran too, as he finally came through the town gate. He was about thirty, not overly tall, but stocky, with dark hair and angry brown eyes. He was still cursing at great length and a reasonable volume as he stopped by the log barrier and looked around.
 
   “Hmm… he’s a bit repetitive, Rowan,” Owen said as one expert to another, “But does he remind you of anyone?”
 
   “Aye, he does a bit,” Rowan replied thoughtfully, “But maybe the buggers all look alike.”
 
   “Ha! Don’t let him hear you say that, lad. He might be a bit put out.”
 
   “Oh dear. Well, we can’t have that. But truly, I doubt he’ll hear me over all the damned noise he’s making,” Rowan laughed.
 
   “Who’s in charge here?” the fellow demanded haughtily.
 
   Rowan stepped forward.
 
   “Master Smith Findarel, son of Geldarel, is our headman, but he’s busy elsewhere at the moment. You can speak with any or all of us who’re here, Sir, but I’m the, er, elected spokesman for the clan,” Rowan said, “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans at your service.”
 
   He held out a hand, only to find it ignored. His eyes flashed dangerously for a moment and he became very still, but he said nothing. He felt Owen’s hand on his arm and nodded as he reined in his still-fiery temper.
 
   “So you’re the one who claims to be the Champion?” the Candellaran sneered.
 
   Now it was Rowan’s turn to restrain Owen, but he couldn’t stop the dwarf from saying his piece.
 
   “No, he’s the one who IS the triple Champion, you bloody great ignorant bastard,” he said, following it up with several foul insults in Dwar that the man didn’t understand, and just as well too.
 
   “Language, Owen, language,” Rowan said, trying not to laugh at the blank expression of the other man. “And as for you, Sir, you have the advantage of me. I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name…?”
 
   And that’s because you didn’t give it, he thought. You truly are a bloody ignorant bastard, just as Owen said.
 
   “I’m Lionel Figgins, caravan master, and I want to know what the hell you think you’re doing here, blocking the cursed bridge like this. How bloody dare you?”
 
   I’d dare a hell of a lot more than blocking your precious damned bridge, Rowan thought, and a hell of a lot more than facing a bloody blowhard like you, too. You’d be surprised.
 
   What he said was, “Ah, another Mr. Figgins come to see us. Father and son, are you?”
 
   The man looked a bit taken aback.
 
   “Not that it’s any damned business of yours, but yes, Mayor Figgins is my father,” he managed, “Now, about this bloody bridge…”
 
   “This bloody bridge is a g’Hakken bridge for now, though as we explained to your father, it’s always been a dwarven bridge. The g’Beyans’ Bridge, in fact. Surely he told you that, and why we’re here? And, as I expect he also told you, nobody will be crossing the bridge for… oh, the next few weeks or so. Except us, of course, and anyone else we might decide to allow. But certainly no caravans, I’m sorry to say, and no damned townsfolk either until they learn some respect for others,” Rowan said quietly as he looked Lionel in the eye, “’Tis a lesson you could do well to learn, too. And you’ve come to just the right folk to help you to do it.”
 
   There were sniggers and smothered laughter from the dwarves as Lionel gaped at Rowan’s stunning combination of beautiful manners and devastating bluntness.
 
   “Now, unless you have something else you wish to say to me and the clan… something worthwhile, I mean, Mr. Figgins, I’d hate to be wasting your valuable time. No? Then I’ll wish you a good day,” Rowan said, turning away before he laughed in the man’s astounded face. That would never do.
 
   “You… you Siannen bastard! We’ll see who controls this cursed bridge!” Lionel turned and shouted to somebody who seemed to be lurking in the shadows of the town gate, “Fallon! Get over here!”
 
   **********
 
   A huge man sauntered forward. He was probably five or six inches taller than Rowan, and heavily muscled. He bore a very large curved scimitar on his back. His skin was black, gleaming as if oiled and his head was shaved and tattooed with an odd, intriguing pattern of curving lines. His dark, dark eyes widened as he saw Rowan and what he recognised as the lower part of the tattoo of the Weapons Master on his forearm, just below his rolled-up sleeve. They widened further when Rowan greeted him in his own tongue.
 
   “My greetings to you, and welcome to this bridge of the g’Beyan and for now, of the g’Hakken. You are a long way from your home.”
 
   “You speak Ti’Ahrani? But how is this?”
 
   “I regret to say that I speak only a little of it, not a great deal more than this, to be truthful. I can swear in it better than I can speak politely,” Rowan said, and changed to Common. “One of your countrymen spent some time working in the trees at home in Sian. Sorret, son of Bale, his name was, of the Red Eagle clan. And I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans.”
 
   “I am Fallon, son of Gede, of the Windflow clan,” the man said as they shook hands, his Common oddly formal, “The Red Eagles are a… a sort of offshoot of our clan. Time has widened the gap between us a little, but it has also erased the problems that caused the split. We hope we may be united again some day.” He looked at Rowan more closely. “This is a dwarven bridge, you say? And yet the townsfolk don’t let them use it? Don’t even allow them to pass through the town? Or have I heard things incorrectly as I walked here?”
 
   “No, you heard things aright. ‘Tis why we’ve, um, taken the bridge over for a while… so the locals might learn an important lesson about sharing and showing tolerance for others.”
 
   Fallon thought about it, ignoring Lionel’s growing agitation. Finally he looked at Rowan again.
 
   “You truly are the Champion, are you not?” he said quietly.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, I am.”
 
   “Please, will you show me your Champion’s Sabre?”
 
   “Certainly you may see it, but ‘tis over in the camp right now. Perhaps I could show you my new axe instead? I’ve not had much chance to show it off yet,” Rowan smiled at him, “You’ll be the first.”
 
   The black man’s eyes widened again as Rowan slipped the protective leather sheath off the g’Hakken axe and handed the weapon over with no argument at all, merely a warning not to cut himself on it as it was very sharp. He gasped as he examined it closely.
 
   It was unmistakably a woodcutter’s axe, not a battle-axe, and it was magnificent. The legendary workmanship of the g’Hakken was evident in every beautiful part of it and it was as wickedly sharp as Rowan had warned. Fallon hefted it in his hands experimentally and the balance of it was perfect. He sighed softly and bowed his head as he handed it back to Rowan.
 
   “It breaks my heart to have to return this to you, my friend,” he said, “But I could no more keep it than stop the day from following the night.”
 
   He turned to Lionel.
 
   “I will not fight this man for you… and you should not fight him either.”
 
   “You’re afraid of him!” Lionel blustered, “You bloody coward! I thought you damned Ti’Ahrani were scared of nothing, but you’re afraid of him!”
 
   Fallon drew himself up to his full impressive height, looked down at Lionel and shook his head.
 
   “No. I respect him. It is not the same thing.”
 
   “It might as well be, you bastard. Fight him now, or you have no place with my caravan!”
 
   Fallon shrugged.
 
   “Then I have no place with your caravan. It matters not.”
 
   **********
 
   “You’re welcome to join us if you want to, Fallon,” Rowan said, after a quick glance at his clansmen.
 
   “Thank you. Perhaps I will, for a while,” Fallon replied.
 
   “Well, isn’t that just fraggin lovely!” Lionel snarled as the two men turned away. He drew a long knife and hurled it at Rowan’s back.
 
   Rowan’s sharp ears heard the hiss of the knife leaving its scabbard, and he turned very quickly just as one of the dwarves said urgently, “Look out, Rowan!” He brought his axe up as a shield, and the long knife clanged against it and fell harmlessly to the ground.
 
   Rowan said something truly reprehensible in Siannen and something else in Dwar that made the dwarves mutter and resheath their own knives, and then he looked Lionel in the eye.
 
   “I’d advise you very strongly not to try that again. I might not be able to stop my friends next time,” he said softly, “I truly don’t care if you think I’m the Champion, or the Troll King, or the Chief Eunuch to the Great Whore of Astenar… but I can tell you with all modesty that you will not best me in any sort of combat, whether it’s fair combat or not.” 
 
   The calm certainty in his voice was chilling, but Fallon knew that it wasn’t misplaced: the Weapons Master tattoo proved it beyond doubt. Rowan’s youthful face and the way he’d moved, the sheer unbelievable speed of him, showed that he wasn’t nearly as old as his silver hair might suggest. He could kill Lionel with or without a weapon, as easily as breathing, and the job would be done before anyone could try to stop him. 
 
   “And now, a good day to you, Mr. Figgins,” he said, “Oh, and here’s your knife back.”
 
   Rowan threw the knife as hard as he could at the pine log. It buried itself in the wood to almost two thirds of its length, a bare inch from Lionel’s hand.
 
   The dwarves and the two men turned and started to walk away, laughing happily at Lionel’s futile efforts to retrieve his knife, once he’d finally stopped shaking.
 
   “He’s damned lucky that blade’s not stuck in his heart,” Owen said, knowing full well that it had gone just where Rowan had intended it to go.
 
   “Or his throat, or his eye!” another dwarf added cheerfully.
 
   “Bloody lucky he didn’t get the hand axe in his face as well,” a third dwarf observed with a wicked chuckle.
 
   “Don’t think I wasn’t tempted, lads, but ‘tis simply not worth the damned trouble it’d have caused. Besides, I don’t want to dirty my little axe like that. Now, anyone for a fresh cup of tea?” Rowan said.
 
   Several dwarves groaned, but a couple nodded eagerly, and so did Fallon.
 
   **********
 
   “May I truly join your group?” Fallon asked as he sipped his tea and watched Lionel finally stalk off, leaving his knife still embedded in the pine tree.
 
    “Aye, of course. Why not?” Rowan replied, puzzled at Fallon’s sudden hesitation, “I must tell you that you can’t come with us to the Dwarf Moot itself, because only dwarves are allowed and they’re very damned strict about it, apparently. But you’re certainly welcome to stay with us until then, and I can show you my sabre, if you’d like to see it.”
 
   “I would like to see the sabre, I truly would, but I… I’m not always… um… made welcome. Lionel only took me on as a guard because of my size, I think…”
 
   “You’re no bigger than most of Rowan’s forester kin,” Owen said, “’Tis only the northern ones – his Ma’s folk - who aren’t great big tall buggers like you. No offence intended to you and your clan, mind.”
 
   Fallon shook his head.
 
   “None taken. But, well… my skin is black…”
 
   Fallon saw the mystified looks on the faces of Rowan and the dwarves and felt a weight suddenly lift from him.
 
   “Aye, so it is,” Rowan said slowly, “And mine is pale, and my hair’s silver, mostly, except for the red patch on the side…” it was long enough now to weave into the braid and it didn’t bother him as it had, “Mikken, here, has odd-coloured eyes. Odder than mine, I mean. One’s blue and the other’s green… One of the clan’s lasses lisps a bit and another is tone-deaf, but she still sings all the time.”
 
   “And old Alben limps,” Owen added, still puzzled, “Aunt Jessie is as deaf as a post, and Rowan’s got scars, and a crooked nose and a finger missing. The only problem for you will be that you’ll hit your head on tent poles and things, and knock our tents down until you get used to it,” he turned to Rowan for a moment, “Ha! Remember when your Pa stayed with us at home while we made his axe, Rowan? He had to sleep in the barn and eat outdoors in the end, the poor old bugger.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “So he did, but it didn’t hurt him. Probably even did him some good,” he said, “But I truly don’t see your problem, Fallon. Still, if you’d rather not…”
 
   “No. If you truly can see no problem, then I do want to join you. Thank you,” Fallon said, swallowing a sudden lump in his throat.
 
   **********
 
   Finn shook the newcomer’s hand as he was introduced.
 
   “You truly are welcome here, Fallon,” he said, “You know, our ponies here and at home are black, grey, white, several shades of bay, brown, roan, dun, chestnut and pied. Rowan’s stallion is a lot bigger than any of them. It doesn’t worry them or the stallion, and it doesn’t worry us, so please don’t fret yourself about things that aren’t important, are certainly nobody’s fault, and can’t be changed in any case. I promise you that you’re more worried about this than anyone here is, or will be.” He smiled up at the huge man, “Just mind your head on beams and tent poles and things, and your feet around any guy ropes, and you’ll be fine. Oh, and be careful of the dwarven ale too. ‘Tis a lot stronger than you think.”
 
   “’Twould melt an iron pot at ten paces,” Rowan said.
 
   “Twenty, on a good day!” somebody piped up happily.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



41. “take it, and go home to her”
 
    
 
   Fallon stayed with the dwarves for ten days, helping out with whatever he could. He knocked down a few tents, too, but found the dwarves were philosophical about it. They’d mutter about ‘great big bloody tall clumsy buggers’, laugh, and enlist his help to re-erect the tent.
 
   One day Finn hurried up to Rowan and drew him away from everyone else.
 
   “What’s wrong, Finn? You look worried,” Rowan said, puzzled by his friend’s very concerned face.
 
   “Aye, Rowan lad, I am. ‘Tis that new lad, Fallon…”
 
   “Fallon? Why? What’s happened to him?”
 
   Finn shook his head.
 
   “I don’t know, Rowan, but he’s certainly upset about something. I think you need to talk with him.”
 
   “Me? All right, but…”
 
   “Just go, laddie. He’s over there, under the trees.” 
 
   Rowan hurried to the edge of the camp without seeming to be in a rush, then slowed as he crossed the road and headed over to the trees that bounded the big flattish area where the dwarven children played. He avoided a couple of little lads who weren’t looking where they were going; he kicked a ball back to some others, and navigated the carefully drawn hopscotch game by walking on his hands, to the joyous laughter of the youngsters there. Then he admired a couple of dolls that two little girls were playing with, plaited the dolls’ woollen hair for them, and finally he wandered over to where Fallon was sitting.
 
   The big man sat slumped with his head in his hands, the very picture of dejection.
 
   “May I join you, Fallon? I don’t want to intrude,” Rowan said softly.
 
   Fallon jumped a little, then raised his head. Rowan was shocked to see that he was weeping.
 
   “Fallon! What’s wrong?” Rowan said as he knelt beside the other man and put an arm around his shoulders without thinking.
 
   Fallon brushed at the tears running down his cheeks and shook his head.
 
   “Nothing is wrong, my friend,” he said sadly.
 
   “I’m truly sorry to say this to you, Fallon, but you’re as woeful a liar as I am,” Rowan said gently, “Please, tell me what’s wrong. Have we… have we upset you in some way? I’m sure nobody would do it on purpose, but…”
 
   “No, the clan has been kindness itself. I’ve never been made to feel so welcome anywhere…”
 
   “Then what is it? Please, Fallon, just tell me. I hate to see you upset like this…”
 
   Fallon said nothing for a while and Rowan was starting to think perhaps Anna or one of the other women might do better when the other man sighed, took Rowan’s proffered handkerchief and scrubbed at his face with it.
 
   “I’ve been watching the children playing…” he said slowly, his voice very sad.
 
   “They’ve not upset you, surely? Their mothers will tan their backsides for them if they have. Gods, I’ll tan some myself if they’ve…”
 
   “No, no! It isn’t that. Not exactly… I was watching them, and I… I thought of my own children… and…”
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise. He hadn’t realised that Fallon had children of his own. They’d talked about their respective homelands quite a bit, and Rowan had learnt some handy new Ti’Ahrani words, but there’d been no mention of children.
 
   “Tell me about them, Fallon. You’ve never mentioned them, and I just thought you… you didn’t have a family,” he said.
 
   “No, I don’t talk about them, because I miss them too much if I do… but I have two fine sons, Sascha and Mikkel, they’re… um, they’d be twelve and ten now. My little girl, my little Dara, would be nearly six…”
 
   Rowan wondered if he should ask about Fallon’s wife, but before he could make up his mind, the other man continued softly, “And my wife, my beautiful Xoanna, dear Gods, I miss her so much! And as I was sitting here, watching these little ones running about, I… I…”
 
   “You wanted to be with your own children, with your own family,” Rowan said gently.
 
   Fallon nodded and wiped his eyes again.
 
   “Can you not go back to them?”
 
   Fallon shrugged hopelessly.
 
   “Fallon, look at me, please,” Rowan was relieved when Fallon did so, “Have you truly done something so terrible that you can’t go back home to them? No, I don’t believe it. I know ‘tis none of my business, but…”
 
   “… But why did I leave them? I wanted to give them a better life, Rowan. We are very poor, and I… I wanted something better for them than a neverending struggle just to exist… we black people were once… we were once slaves in Ti’Ahranu… generations ago, now,” he added hastily as he saw the shock and horror in Rowan’s face, “It is many generations ago, and… we are free now, but still we are not always treated well. The only jobs I could get paid barely enough to live on, and…”
 
   “Fallon, I… I had no idea. Slavery is… is inconceivable to me…” Rowan felt ill at the mere thought of it.
 
   “It was a long time ago, but it is a shameful secret that the Ti’Ahrani still keep,” Fallon looked down at his own hands unconsciously twisting together, “It is a deep shame that we will always carry.”
 
   “It is not your shame, Fallon,” Rowan said softly. He said nothing more for a moment as he tried to comprehend it, and failed. He shook his head and continued, “And so you took a job as a caravan guard so that you could make more money for them…”
 
   “Yes. I send money back to them, and sometimes I get a letter from Xoanna, or my younger brother Tibor. The letters are always months old by the time they catch up with me, but they say she does get the money, and it makes it easier for her and the children… and she wants me to come home. The children miss me, and they are growing up so fast…”
 
   “How long is it since you’ve seen them, Fallon?”
 
   “Dara was just walking. She’d just had her first birthday…”
 
   Rowan looked away for a moment and swallowed hard. His own little lad, Liam, would be ten now if he’d not been born too early to survive. And if Zara hadn’t died too, perhaps they’d have had two or three more children. It still broke his heart to think of it.
 
   “You need to go home, Fallon. Your children are growing up not knowing you. Go now, today,” he said.
 
   “But…”
 
   “If you’re fretted about money, you can have whatever I have with me. ‘Tisn’t a huge amount, but ‘tisn’t a little either,” he’d brought extra with him for the Dwarf Moot, quite a bit more than he’d normally carry. It wouldn’t matter if he didn’t spend it there; besides, Finn assured him that the clans wouldn’t let their Champion be paying for anything. He’d not been happy about that prospect, and it would change. Meanwhile, the dwarves found the whole situation highly amusing.
 
   “Rowan, I can’t just take your money!” Fallon said, his shocked tone bringing Rowan back to the business in hand.
 
   “Why not? ‘Tisn’t as if I’ve just stolen it or made it myself. Please, Fallon, take it; give it to Xoanna with my best wishes for the future. But take it, and go home to her and the youngsters.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Just leave me enough to buy something nice for Gran, Rose and Honi at the Moot. If I need more and I can’t earn it somehow, I could always sell my sabre. ‘Tisn’t as if I need the damned thing now, anyway. I’m not planning on killing anyone else, and ‘tis all it’s good for.” 
 
   Fallon’s eyes widened. He’d seen that sabre, even sparred with it while Rowan had used the scimitar. He’d never forget the sheer perfection of it.
 
   “No! You couldn’t sell it! You… you just couldn’t!” he said, aghast at the thought of it.
 
   Rowan shrugged. He’d thought that way too, before Messton, but since then, no.
 
   “Aye, I suppose you’re right. The clan would be mortally offended, and I’d hate to do that. But truly, Fallon, I don’t need all the money. If I find that I’m a bit short, I’m sure I can find a couple of knife throwing or archery competitions to win. Gods, that sounded bloody arrogant, didn’t it? My apologies,” he smiled at Fallon, “But please, please don’t let pride stand in the way of accepting something you truly need when it’s freely offered.”
 
   Many emotions chased each other across Fallon’s dark face as he sat there, thinking about what Rowan had said. Finally he turned to him and threw his arms around him in the sort of gigantic bear hug that Griff was so fond of giving.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. Thank you for your wise words and your kindness. I accept your offer, but I can’t take it all… maybe, er, half? Will that leave you with enough? And I shall pay it back to you when I can,” he said.
 
   “Half? Are you sure that’ll be enough for you? And you don’t need to pay it back, Fallon,” Rowan said, “But if you truly feel that you must, I have an idea to put to you.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “First, let me ask you this: would you ever leave Ti’Ahranu, with your family of course? Is there anything there that’d keep you from leaving? Parents, friends?”
 
   “I have already left there, Rowan. I’m only returning now because of my family. It is a very harsh place for those who aren’t well off, and… well, truly, it seems not to reward honest workers, and particularly if they are black, as I said. Both my parents are dead, and so is Xoanna’s father, but her mother, Gramena, is still alive. She lives with us… with Xoanna, and helps with the children; they call her Grammy. Tibor and his wife, Fael, live with them too. They have no children yet, as far as I know. And as for friends… I’ve been away too long, I think.”
 
   “Then I’d like you to think about this… my cousin Griff and I breed horses, as I’ve told you… but I’m away a lot more now, one way and another, and involved with other things that’ll take more time than I’ve really got, and ‘tisn’t fair to leave poor Griff and his wife to do everything. Some friends are helping us out now, but, well, situations change… they might want to move on, and it’s getting too big for us, to be truthful. I’ve seen you with your horse, and Ashen, and the ponies, and you’re good with them. Would you consider bringing your family to Sian to work with us? And Tibor and Fael, if they’d come? ‘Tis a bloody long way to travel, I know, but…”
 
   Fallon stared at him in a sort of disbelieving wonder.
 
   “Did you just offer me a job? Did you truly just…?”
 
   “Well, aye. You and your brother both. Xoanna and Fael might find themselves roped in to help out sometimes too. And if you’re worried about the colour of your skin, don’t be. We Siannens care as little about that as the dwarves and their ponies. Possibly even less. And most of my kin are at least your size – except for my Ma’s side. They’re all considered a bit, um, ‘little’, like me,” Rowan smiled at Fallon, “Of course we’d have to build another cottage for everyone to live in, but that wouldn’t be a problem. There’s plenty of space and plenty of trees to build it from, and the clan’ll help…” Rowan’s voice trailed away as he saw the tears well up in Fallon’s eyes again, “Fallon…? What’s wrong? What have I said?”
 
   “You have offered me and my family a chance at a good life, Rowan. A life we have never even dared to dream of… there is nothing wrong at all. Thank you.”
 
   “Then I can expect you, Xoanna, Tibor and Fael, Grammy, and your children in Sian sometime? Good, I’ll look forward to it, and we’ll start building a nice new home for you all when I get back after the Moot,” he frowned suddenly, “Dammit! I nearly forgot I’ve got to go to Den Siddon for a couple of months to deal with the new recruits. Well, no matter. I’ll write to Griff and Honi and tell them to expect you sometime. They can organise a house for you, or we could wait until you get there and you can decide for yourselves where you’d like it and if it’s to be single or double storied… we should really build a separate one for Tibor and Fael, don’t you think? I’m sure Xoanna and Fael would prefer that. You could stay in the barracks for a while, it’s finished except for a bit of paint here and there, and that’ll certainly be done by then.” It’d be done by now, he thought, and the Engineers were probably on their way back to Wirran, proud of a job well done, and rightfully so. “Cris, Tadeus and Rill moved in just before I left to join the dwarves and they’re very happy in there. There’s plenty of room…” Rowan smiled happily at the look of utter shock and wonder on Fallon’s face. He remembered something else. “Oh, and if I’m not actually there, because I’m fairly sure there’ll be some sort of bloody hold-up with the Horsemasters, just ask anyone in the town to take you to my father, Rhys d’Rhuary, or my cousin, Griff d’Fergus, and they’ll look after you. I’ll write it all down for you, I know the names can be bloody confusing. I’ll even draw you a nice map.” 
 
   Griff would nag him endlessly about more waifs and strays, Rowan thought cheerfully, completely unworried by the prospect. He knew full well that Griff would have done exactly the same as he just had.
 
   **********
 
   The dwarves were sorry to see Fallon go, but they understood his overwhelming need to be with his family again. As they all said their goodbyes to him, each of them pressed something into his hand. When he finally realised that they were little purses and pouches of coins, he turned to Rowan with a questioning look.
 
   “Just accept them, Fallon. They’d be offended if you didn’t,” Rowan said softly in Ti’Ahrani, “They want to help you and Xoanna, all of your family, and this is the only way they have of doing it right now.”
 
   “Thank you all,” Fallon said when he finally reached his horse, “You’ve done so much for me… taking me into the camp, treating me as… as if I’m no different from you… and… and now this…” 
 
   “You are no bloody different, except for being such a big tall clumsy bugger!” somebody piped up.
 
   “So I am. But… thank you. I don’t know what else to say to you…”
 
   “’Tis all you need to say to us, Fallon. Fare thee well, now. May you have a safe journey home, and we hope you’ll bring your family to meet us when you’re settled with Rowan and Griff and Honi in Sian. I think you’ll like it there among the trees,” Finn said.
 
   “So do I, Finn. So do I.”
 
   Fallon nudged his chestnut gelding into action and set off on the long journey home. He couldn’t wait to get there and tell Xoanna, Tibor, Fael, Grammy and the children about his travels, and about the wonderful opportunity they’d been offered in Sian. Yes, it was a hell of a long way from Ti’Ahranu to Sian, but that wouldn’t matter. The dwarves had quietly assured him that all foresters thought like Rowan and he knew that Sian would very quickly become home.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



42. “… just the same as anyone else”
 
    
 
   The revelation of the plaque had shocked him to his core, but Saul had seen a lot of interesting things as he stood faithfully at his post every day. It wasn’t really necessary anymore and the tollkeepers didn’t bother to show up now, not even Gavin, but something about the little encampment over the river had Saul fascinated.
 
   He’d never left Gabonsbridge, and so had never actually had any contact with dwarves before. He quickly realised that they weren’t the monsters he’d always been told they were. They laughed and bickered and went about the business of living their lives just the same as anyone else.
 
   Their womenfolk cooked wonderfully savoury-smelling meals that made Saul wish he could join them – of course he couldn’t, if he wanted to keep his job – and most meals seemed to be shared on a communal basis, as indeed most of the work of the camp was. Their children ran about and played games and tricks on each other, and got underfoot just like children everywhere. Their ponies were sleek and well cared for, and their little tent town was neat and clean and tidy. 
 
   They’d taken that huge black man into their camp too, accepting him as if… well, as if he wasn’t a huge black man, to put it bluntly. They’d laughed when his sheer size inevitably caused chaos among their tents, and they’d been genuinely sorry when he’d decided to move on.
 
   And of course Saul had never seen a Siannen forester either, and that in itself had been another real eye-opener. Rowan seemed to fit into the clan’s ways as if he was just a very tall dwarf - he certainly didn’t knock any tents or anything else over as the other fellow had - and he did his share, and more, of any work that needed to be done. He was as stubborn as a rock, of course, and he’d proved that over and over with the caravan masters and Mayor Figgins, who still came down here every so often to chew his ear. It was like water off a duck’s back, though. He’d listen politely to the Mayor’s tirade, and to any of the Council members who’d put in an appearance, then quietly ask if the dwarves would be allowed to cross the bridge freely and in peace now. When he got the inevitable negative answer, he’d shake his head a bit sadly, wish the Mayor and any hangers-on a good day, and turn and walk away.
 
   The dwarves with him were inclined to mutter incomprehensible things in Dwar, undoubtedly the foulest of curses, but not Rowan. At least not here. His manners were simply impeccable. His private thoughts and words with his friends were very likely another matter, Saul thought. Rightly, as it happened. He’d seen an oddly dangerous light in Rowan’s eyes at times when dealing with Lester Figgins, and for one wonderful moment a few days ago, Saul had thought that Rowan was going to pick the man up bodily and shake him until his teeth rattled. Or possibly even toss him over the side of the bridge. Luckily the dwarves had managed to put themselves between Rowan and temptation and the moment had passed. By the stunned look on the mayor’s face, he’d suddenly realised how very close he’d come to taking an unplanned and very dangerous swim. Realised too that the Champion wasn’t a man to be trifled with, in spite of his remarkable patience and lack of aggression. Saul thought that Lester had been a lot more circumspect in coming down here since then, and certainly more respectful of Rowan and the dwarves who’d undoubtedly saved him that day.
 
   And there was something else about Rowan, too. Well, a couple of things, really.
 
   Saul had seen him training with both axe and sabre. That wasn’t odd… it was astonishing. He’d moved like the athlete he was, and his speed, grace, and sheer ability had been simply astounding. And terrifying in its casual expertise. Yes, Saul knew he was the Champion, but even so… and another thing, he used either hand with equal ease. Saul had never even heard of anyone doing that.
 
   And even though Rowan truly was the triple Champion, he seemed not too worried about it, and certainly didn’t expect anyone to be bowing and scraping when he was around. He’d actually told Saul to call him by his name, rather than ‘Sir’ or anything else.
 
   The town guard had also watched as Rowan rode his superb young stallion most days in an oddly beautiful series of exercises. Bloody Hells, he’d thought, that damned horse can dance better than I can. He was always disappointed when Rowan finally halted the horse, slid down from its back, rubbed it down and made much of it, then walked over to a group of dwarves ostensibly tending their ponies, but in reality watching him ride. The horse quietly followed him like a dog at heel, and in fact all of the ponies did the same at times. Now that was definitely odd.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



43. “nowhere to kick a ball properly”
 
    
 
   Finn’s wife, Anna, had become like a sort of cross between a mother and a grandmother to Rowan and so he listened to what she had to say, while the rest of the dwarves scoffed. And in the end, as most Mas and Grans inevitably seem to be, she was proven to be right.
 
   “The breakthrough will come with the youngsters, and then with the women,” she’d said.
 
   It was a couple of days after Fallon had left them. The dwarves had been camped by the bridge for just over two weeks now and everyone was happily settled into the new routine, quite pleased to have a bit of a break from travelling. Game was plentiful a few miles from the town and the silverjackets from the river were tasty and relatively easy to catch.
 
   They’d turned away a couple more caravans, with varying degrees of irritation on the part of the merchants, though most calmed down when they heard the reason for the inconvenience. Those that didn’t were still politely turned away. One day Rowan had just finished training with his sabre; he knew that the dwarves expected him to demonstrate both his sabre and his new axe at the Moot, and he wasn’t about to disappoint them. Besides, he’d been doing it for so long now that he felt strange if he didn’t start his day with some sort of physical training, and working with the axe or sabre was as good as anything else he might do.
 
   He’d put his shirt back on and was resheathing the blade on his back when he heard a yell. He swore and ran to the end of the bridge to find three caravan guards drawing swords and threatening the four dwarves who were there. They for their part were ready to defend themselves with hammers and axes. It would have been a short and very bloody encounter. 
 
   “NO!” Rowan shouted as he ran up.
 
   “Ha! Are you the Champion? Good. We’ll have you instead!” the head guard sneered when Rowan told them to put their swords away.
 
   “I won’t fight you. There’s no need for violence here. Please just go,” Rowan said.
 
   “Surely the Champion’s not afraid, is he?”
 
   “No. Not of you lot, anyway. I’ve simply got more sense than to wave a blade around when ‘tisn’t necessary. And I’ve certainly got more sense than to challenge four well-armed dwarves with a grievance,” he said.
 
   “You’d still do better to face us, lads,” a young dwarf, Morel, piped up, “Just trying to be helpful, but you’ll find Rowan doesn’t bloody mess about. I’d think again about challenging him if I were you…”
 
   The guards looked at Rowan’s silver hair and then at each other. They grinned and spread themselves in an obviously well rehearsed pattern.
 
   “Really?” the lead guard lunged at Rowan, sword aimed for his heart as the other two attacked from the side.
 
   The guards and Saul were treated to an unexpected demonstration of Rowan’s legendary speed, agility and expertise. They quickly found that, firstly, his reputation wasn’t exaggerated and, secondly, he truly didn’t mess about, just as Morel had said.
 
   Rowan sidestepped the initial lunge, neatly tripping the first guard and drawing a dagger in each hand as he did. The right hand guard’s sword clanged against the crossed daggers and fell to the ground as Rowan twisted his wrists… thus. The man fell too, as Rowan kicked him hard – but not too hard, he hoped - in the ribs. He spun to the left hand guard, disarming him in the same way and breaking his nose with an elbow as he went past. 
 
   The first guard stared in amazement and horror at his two men on the ground as he quickly got to his own feet. The one with the broken nose tried gamely to reach his fallen sword but stopped abruptly as a g’Hakken dagger thudded into the ground between his outstretched fingers.
 
   The leader, seeing that Rowan had only one dagger left and seemed occupied, ran at him again. Rowan dived to the side, somersaulting easily to his feet as the other man’s sword passed through empty space where he’d just been. There was a sudden inexplicable pain in the leader’s hand and he dropped his sword. He glanced down to see the second dagger transfixing the middle of his hand. As he gaped at it he heard a soft, oddly silken hiss and looking up he found himself facing the Champion along the length of the beautiful g’Hakken sabre that rested lightly against his chest. For a dreadful moment as he stared up into Rowan’s eyes the man truly thought he’d be killed, but the moment passed. 
 
   “I’m sorry about your hand and your man’s nose, but please, go now. Just as soon as we’ve looked you over,” Rowan said, stony-faced. He resheathed his sabre, plucked the dagger from the other man’s hand and checked the movement of the fingers. He nodded to himself, then bound the wound with a strip torn from his shirt, and turned and walked away without saying anything else. 
 
   “We don’t hand out swords like that one just for turning up on the right day, or for having a pretty face,” Owen said to the shaking guards as he gave a clean handkerchief to the one with the bleeding nose. He looked on as Morel helped the last guard up and checked his ribs. They were bruised, but not broken, and the fellow more or less had his breath back. Finally he bent down, picked up Rowan’s other dagger and wiped the dirt off it, adding, “They don’t give you a Weapons Master tattoo just for showing up either. You should’ve listened to young Morel, here.”
 
   “And something else for you to think about, man,” a third dwarf said quietly to the leader, “Rowan’s just as good with a knife as he is with a bloody sabre, or anything else, and only daft buggers take him on like that. That dagger went exactly where he meant it to go, and it could’ve just as easily ended up in your damned eye or your heart as your hand. Or he could have thrown his little hand axe at you and taken your hand off, or half of your head. You should remember that.”
 
   “Aye, your friends could be weeping and wailing and gnashing their teeth right now, looking for a nice place to dig a hole to put you in,” Morel added, with a good attempt at keeping a straight face.
 
   All the dwarves knew that Rowan would no more have deliberately killed the man than flown in the air, but it didn’t hurt to spread a few… embellishments like that sometimes.
 
   Saul stared at them in shocked astonishment. How the hell Rowan had disarmed all those men so quickly and with no apparent effort at all, Saul didn’t know, even though he’d seen it himself. It’d simply been too fast to follow. If this was what it meant to face the Champion, Saul was very, very grateful that the Gods had given him enough brains to never, ever consider taking him on. And what the hell had the dwarf meant by ‘Weapons Master’?
 
   The caravan and its guards left with undignified haste. Three guards in particular had learnt a very valuable lesson about not judging people by their silver hair and quiet manner, and their leader was very, very quiet whenever the subject of the Champion came up afterwards.
 
   **********
 
   But on this particular day there were no caravans expected. The g’Hakken scouts had reported one about three days travel away, but nothing else. It seemed that Gabonsbridge simply didn’t have many visitors from the south, or perhaps they’d heard the story from those that’d been turned away and decided not to come.
 
   The dwarven children had finished their chores and were playing on the nice flattish grassy area on the other side of the road from the tents. Rowan and the dwarves had made a couple of timber seesaws and swings to keep them occupied. They’d even made a rustic little log cabin that did duty as either house, or hunters’ lodge, or fortress, depending on who was using it at the time.
 
   Rowan and the dwarves were tending to Ashen and the ponies when the hunter Crann came over the bridge to them.
 
   “Look at that, lads,” he said, discreetly indicating the town gate, “Poor Saul’s going to get harassed again.”
 
   Several children from the town were standing by Kein’s old toll booth. It’d happened a couple of times lately, and nothing had come of it, but the youngsters looked a bit more determined today. The keen ears of the dwarves and Rowan could hear them clearly.
 
   “But… but we’ve got nowhere to kick a ball properly in here, Saul. You know how the old grannies get upset if we kick it too close to their doors or windows,” one boy of about eight said.
 
   “And the shopkeepers are no better. They complain if we even look at their stuff. And Ma keeps telling me to go and play. But there’s nowhere to bloody play!” a slightly older lad whinged, with some justification.
 
   “So they’ve sent you here to pester me, have they?” Saul said crossly. He was still coming to grips with the truth of the dwarven bridge and he really wasn’t in the mood for this. Surely these boys had better things to be doing, didn’t they? “Anyway, I can’t let you bloody go out there, can I? Your Ma would skin me alive, young Dennel, and you know it. Just go away and find somebody else to annoy. If you’ve done your chores and everything, then why don’t you go and play outside the north gate?”
 
   “It’s all muddy and horrible from the caravans on that side of town, Saul. Ma says we’re not to play there because we’ll come home all dirty and smelly,” somebody piped up.
 
   Dennel, the second lad to speak, knew what’d happen if they did. His mother had belted him hard when he’d come home with his clothes caked in mud and worse, and every other mother in the town would do the same.
 
   “Well, I don’t know what you’re going to do, lads, but I can’t let you out this side of town and that’s the bloody end of it! Now CLEAR OFF!” he cuffed the nearest pair of ears and the boys scattered.
 
   Rowan and the dwarves spoke together for a few minutes as Saul calmed down. Finally the elected representative crossed the bridge, vaulted the pine log, and walked up to the watchman. They’d passed the time of day a few times since Charl’s caravan had left, cautiously on Saul’s part, and the dwarves had given him mugs of tea to warm him up when the wind blew cold and strong along the chasm. They’d even offered him a hot midday meal, rather than the bread and cheese he’d brought from home, but he’d reluctantly refused and they hadn’t persisted.
 
   “Saul, lad, I can see those little buggers aren’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer forever, and they’ll drive you bloody daft. Let me put a suggestion to you,” Rowan said quietly, “Our youngsters are playing just over there, you can see them clearly from here. Next time you’re being harassed like that, why don’t you let your lads and lasses play over there too. ‘Tisn’t muddy or mucky. We keep the ponies and Ashen well away from there, and we’ll keep ourselves well away while your youngsters are there, too. You have my word they’ll come to no harm. My True Word, in fact.”
 
   Saul watched in amazement as Rowan pricked the end of a finger with a dagger and wrote the Siannen runes for truth and his own name in blood on his right palm. There was no more serious or binding an oath, particularly to a forester.
 
   “I… I don’t know what to say to you…” Saul managed.
 
   “Your youngsters can play with ours if they want to, but if they’d rather not, nobody’ll be offended. Of course, they’ve all got to have permission from their Ma,” Rowan smiled at him, “And if you like, you can cross the bridge and keep an eye on them from over there. We’ll keep the townsfolk safely in their precious bloody town and the youngsters can run around and kick a ball without worrying about being pests.”
 
   Saul thought about it. It seemed like a good solution to the problem, but he knew how bloody-minded some of the townsfolk could be. Every time he’d tried to speak of the plaque on the bridge to anyone but his wife he’d been shouted down and generally told to shut up about things he knew nothing about. Even his friends at the inn had got tired of him and thrown him out. All the same…
 
   “My two lads have been driving my wife, Becca, mad too. ‘Tisn’t so bad when they’ve got school to go to, but the teacher’s ill and there’s nobody willing to take her place. Can’t say I blame them, mind,” he thought a bit more and came to a decision. He hoped nobody’d lynch him for it. “I’ll speak to Becca about it tonight. And if all goes well, I think quite a few of the little buggers will be crossing the bridge to play – not straight away, mind, but in a couple of days. Thank you for the offer.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Saul. The others said to mention there might be a cup of tea or mug of ale in it for you.”
 
   Saul’s eyes widened.
 
   “Ale? Proper dwarven ale, do you mean?”
 
   “Aye. ‘Tis strong enough to grow hair on your teeth,” Rowan laughed.
 
   “Gods, it was wonderful…” he’d never tasted anything like it before or since the day Dann had given him some as a quick restorative. It’d certainly done the job and it’d tasted like… like molten gold.
 
   “Well, it keeps the cold out, at least. ‘Tis said to be quite good for stripping paint as well.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



44. “… this is my wife, Becca”
 
    
 
   The next morning, Saul was late to his post. In fact, everyone was starting to think that he’d finally got fed up with the cold wind and the sneers of the few townsfolk who came to the southern gate now, but no.
 
   A couple of hours after his usual time, Saul came up to the gate accompanied by a sturdy little fair-haired woman, with a couple of youngsters in tow. The boys both looked to be about the same size, perhaps seven or eight or so, and they were clean and neatly dressed, though their clothes were well patched. One carried a fairly battered leather ball.
 
   It happened that Rowan was at the Town End log that day, rather than the Camp End one. Saul came over a bit hesitantly and made the introductions.
 
   “Rowan, this is my wife, Becca, and these two little horrors are my sons. The bit bigger one’s Benji, and the other one’s Josey. They’re twins, and they’re seven.”
 
   Twins. Rowan was instantly interested, being a twin himself, but he turned his attention to Saul’s wife as was proper.
 
   “A good day to you, my lady Becca. I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans. I’m very pleased to meet you, and I’m sure the clan ladies will be too,” Rowan smiled at her as he carefully shook her hand, “I hope you’ll let the lads play with our youngsters, but if not… well, they can still run about over there and kick their ball around. There’s a couple of swings and things they can use, too, if they want to. Maybe they’ll wear themselves out enough to give you a bit of peace.”
 
   Becca looked up at him. Saul had told her quite a bit about him, but he’d left out bits too. She’d expected his beautiful manners, and an accent of some sort, but she was surprised by how soft and beguiling that accent was; surprised too by how young he looked in spite of his thick silver braid. And his hair was longer and neater than her own locks. Glossier too, if truth be told. And his eyes were… an odd colour, but beautiful. She’d seldom seen such a striking looking man. She hastily pulled herself together.
 
   “You’ve… you’ve made swings?” she said.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye. It gives the children something to do, rather than get underfoot and be pests after they’ve done their day’s chores.”
 
   “Do you have children of your own?” she asked and immediately wished she hadn’t, as a deep sadness crossed his handsome face.
 
   “No, my lady, I’m sorry to say that I don’t. My little lad was born too soon, and he lived for only a few minutes, and my… my wife died very soon after…” he looked away for a moment, unconsciously twisting the gold and silver ring on his little finger as he got himself under control again, “I’ve had a bit of practice with youngsters, though. My best friends have five children at last count, and my sister – my twin sister, as I should say - has twin girls of her own. Most of my friends have children, and of course my kinfolk are always having them too.”
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said softly, “I shouldn’t have asked…”
 
   “You weren’t to know, my lady.”
 
   Becca smiled at him.
 
   “I’m not a lady, Rowan. Just call me ‘Becca’, as everyone else does.”
 
   “Thank you, Becca,” Rowan said, relieved that she seemed interested in the dwarves’ idea. He wondered how much Saul had told her about the plaque on the bridge… perhaps quite a bit. She wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t, would she? He looked down at the two little boys. They weren’t identical, but still fairly similar in appearance: tow-headed, blue-eyed, and all knees and elbows. He knelt to their level.
 
   “Hello, lads,” he said, “My name’s Rowan, and I promise you I don’t bite. Except maybe at Mayor Figgins and his Council when they’re being daft.”
 
   The boys giggled together for a moment. 
 
   The slightly bigger one – Benji – spoke up, “Are you really a twin too?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, I truly am. I have a twin sister, Rose is her name. She’s wed now, and she’s got twin girls, as like as peas in a pod. They’ve just turned three,” he smiled at the boys cheerfully, “Now, you’re very welcome to come and play with our youngsters if your Ma’s happy about it, but if you’d rather just play together, that’s all right too. And if you decide that you don’t want to stay, nobody will be upset with you. You can use anything you want to, but you must tidy up when you’re finished,” Rowan remembered something else, “Oh, and this is very important, lads. We haven’t quite finished fencing off the edge, so we’ve put a rope on the ground about ten yards or so back from it. You must promise not to go over that until the fence is done. The only exception is if your ball is just on the other side of the rope and it’s safe to get it, but under no circumstances are you to go anywhere near the edge. Come and find me if you need any help, or anything at all. Does that seem fair to you?”
 
   “Ya,” the other lad, Josey, said, “We’ll be careful, I promise. Have you really made a swing over there?” He craned his neck to see. He and Benji had been pestering Saul to make them one for quite a while, without success.
 
   “Aye, we have. There’s a low one for the babies and a couple of bigger ones. I think you’d fit on them all right. There’s a couple of seesaws and climbing ropes and a little sort of cabin there too. You might have to be a bit careful of splinters, but we’ve smoothed everything as best we can,” he smiled again as he saw the boys’ eyes widen. “…But your Ma has the final say.”
 
   He turned to her, flowing easily to his feet.
 
   “You’re very welcome to come and watch our children playing, see that it’s safe, and I know the clan ladies will want to meet you. I hope you’ll let your lads run around over there, but if you decide not, then we won’t be offended. A bit disappointed, I’d think, but not offended. What do you think?”
 
   Becca looked around, undecided. She could see the dwarven children running about on the other side of the river, and hear their joyful noise. Several dwarves were putting up a post and rail fence along the cliff’s edge and for a moment she wondered why the townsfolk had never done that. Odd, now that she thought about it. She could see a long bit of rope on the ground, just as Rowan had said, and she saw the dwarven children were keeping well away from it. She doubted any child would ignore Rowan’s very clear instructions. He hadn’t been overbearing at all, but there was certainly something about him that inspired respect and obedience. And now she could see several women, presumably the children’s mothers, sitting around talking and laughing as they busily knitted and sewed while keeping an eye on their offspring. One even looked to be cutting up a big pile of wild carrots and mushrooms and some sort of greens, probably for lunch or supper. She glanced up at Saul quickly.
 
   “One of us can keep the townsfolk safely inside the gate and Saul can go with you, if you like,” Rowan offered, guessing at the reason for her hesitation.
 
   She smiled at him gratefully.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, “Now, let’s go and see what’s going on over there before these two lads explode.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



45. “over the edge of the chasm”
 
    
 
    “Oh, bugger!” Dennel said helplessly as the wind picked up his ball and blew it over the edge of the chasm. This was the first day he’d been allowed to come and play with his friends Benji and Josey, and before this disaster he’d been having a good time. He looked around for the twins, but they were busy climbing a tree and not really in a position to do much anyway.
 
   “Did it go right into the water?” an oddly accented voice asked.
 
   Dennel turned and saw a young dwarf lad hurrying up to him.
 
   “What? In the… oh! I dunno. I… I just thought it would’ve…”
 
   “No, not always. Sometimes they land on Finn and Dann’s fishing ledge. Let’s go and have a look and see. We probably won’t see much from the rope, though.”
 
   Dennel found himself following the other boy towards the edge of the chasm. The dwarves were in the process of fencing it off, but with only a few feet left to go they’d run out of timber and now they were busily splitting logs into rough planks to finish the job.
 
   The boys stopped at the rope that marked the edge of the forbidden area and looked around a bit guiltily. It was obvious that they’d see nothing from where they were now.
 
   “Even if it’s on the ledge, it might as well have gone into the bloody water. I’ll never get it back from down there,” Dennel said sadly.
 
   “’Course you will. We’ll help you… well, not us youngsters or our Mas will tan our backsides for us for going over the rope, and then again for going down there, but anyone else will,” the boy smiled at him, “Rowan’s the quickest, and he’s just over there, helping to split the logs. What do you think? Seems a shame to lose a nice new ball like that.” He thought quickly and added, “Oh, and my name’s Sam. What’s yours?” He held out his hand politely, as he’d been taught.
 
   Dennel stared at him in amazement, before offering his own hand.
 
   “I’m Dennel,” he said as they gravely shook hands, “But… but… isn’t Rowan the Champion? Surely he won’t want to be bothered with a ball?” Even if it was the new one he’d got for his birthday last week.
 
   “Of course he will. Why not?”
 
   “Um… well, he’s the Champion…”
 
   Sam nodded.
 
   “Aye, he is, but he’s no different to anyone else. Ha! Maybe a bit bloody taller! But he told us to come and get him if anyone gets stuck in a tree, or anything goes over the edge. Didn’t he say the same to you? He wouldn’t have said it if he didn’t mean it, would he?” he said, “Besides, he’s a forester and he can climb anything.”
 
   “Even that cliff?” Dennel asked dubiously.
 
   “Aye, even that cliff. Come on, we’ll go and ask him.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “He doesn’t bite, I promise.”
 
   **********
 
   Dennel found himself looking up… and up… at the tall silver-haired man who’d let them come over here in the first place. Gods, he was tall, damned strong looking too, and his tattoos and scars were simply fascinating. 
 
   Rowan smiled at the little contingent of youngsters from the camp and the town as they came up to him. Benji and Josey had joined the original two and a couple of young dwarves were hurrying up as well, their curiosity outweighing any uneasiness around the townsfolk.
 
   “Hello, lads,” he said, “What are you all up to?”
 
   He heard the sad little story in silence, ignoring the fascinated stares that the lads from the town couldn’t hide – they certainly wouldn’t have seen anything like his scars and tattoos before - and then he said, “Well, you’re good lads to come and get me rather than trying to get the ball yourselves. ‘Tis a bloody long way down over there. Would you like me to try and get the thing back for you?”
 
   “Yes, please, Sir,” Dennel said shyly, nearly overcome at actually speaking to the Champion, “It was my birthday present.”
 
   “Was it? Ah, well, you certainly don’t want to lose it now, do you?” he turned to Sam, “Sam, laddie, can you run and get me a nice long piece of rope, please? And can you ask somebody to come and give us an extra hand? The men here are busy trying to finish the fence before anyone falls over the edge, but I think Lenni or Crann aren’t doing much.” 
 
   He sheathed his axe, then put his shirt back on so he wouldn’t have to try and carry the ball in his hands, assuming he could rescue it for the boys.
 
   “Aye, Rowan. I’ll be right back,” Sam said and hurried off on his important task.
 
   “Good lad. Now, Dennel, can you show me where your ball is, please, while we wait for the rope?”
 
   Rowan and all of the lads lay on their stomachs and craned their necks to peer over the edge, while keeping their bodies as far back as possible. Yes, the ball was there, wedged into some rocks at the edge of the little ledge the dwarves used to fish from.
 
    Rowan could easily have climbed down to it without a rope, but it wasn’t a good idea to put into the youngsters’ heads and so he waited patiently while Crann tied one end of the rope to a handy tree and the other around his waist, and then stood ready to help with the descent.
 
   The boys stood behind the fence and gasped as Rowan climbed easily down the almost sheer side of the gorge. A couple of times he jumped off the rock and rappelled over some slippery-looking bits, much to their delight and horror and he reached the little ledge much sooner than they’d expected. He tucked the ball inside his shirt and climbed back up again, surprised to see that there was now quite a good-sized audience.
 
   “There you go, Dennel,” he said, “’Tisn’t damaged at all.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. Thank you so much,” Dennel said, “I’d hate to have lost it.”
 
   “You’re welcome, laddie. Just ask me if it goes over there again, or it gets stuck up in a tree. So long as it’s not in the water, I’ll try to get it back for you.”
 
   A tallish woman bustled up to him.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, “I’m Dennel’s mother, Trudy. I think you might have met my husband, Gavin Treyne on your, er, first day here. He’s one of the tollkeepers. I’m sorry Dennel bothered you with something silly like that. And it was so dangerous…”
 
   He smiled at her worried face.
 
   ‘Tis no trouble, and truly, I like to keep my hand in with climbing things,” he said, “And ‘tis better for me to do it than nearly anyone else here, with all respect to them. Besides, I’d hate to think the poor lad lost his birthday present just because I was too lazy to go and get it for him.”
 
   “Then all I can say is thank you,” Trudy said. Her opinion of these strange folk encamped outside the walls of the town had risen a lot as she’d seen the obvious concern of Rowan and the dwarves for her son’s lost ball, and the effort they’d gone to just to get it back. For the first time in her life she found herself thinking what good people these dwarves truly were.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



46. “too bloody proud”
 
    
 
   “They’re bloody slow buggers at making up their minds, aren’t they? I thought they’d have given up by now,” Finn said one morning, “Just as well we’ve still got a bit of time before the important business of the Moot starts.”
 
   Almost another week had gone by peacefully enough. Most of the town’s children came and played near the dwarves’ tent town now – not all at once, of course – and their mothers seemed to be getting along well with the g’Hakken women. Several times Rowan had heard mutters about ‘those bloody stupid, stubborn menfolk. It’s just sheer bloody pride with them now’ as he went about his business around the camp and rescued balls, kites and the occasional child from the clutches of the trees. 
 
   The protective fence was finished now, but the rope remained on the ground as a warning that the youngsters were getting too close to the edge. As Finn said, they didn’t want some silly lad running along, not looking where he was going, and running into the fence at full speed, perhaps going head over heels over it into the river. Much better for him to trip over the rope and land flat on his face in the dirt, or at least slow his speed so he ended up with a few bruises and splinters from the rough planks rather than drowning or breaking his neck, Finn reasoned.
 
    “Mmm…” Rowan said absently, “Perhaps we should have blocked off the north gate as well. Starved the buggers out…”
 
   Finn stared at him in astonishment. 
 
   “You never cease to amaze me, laddie,” he said.
 
   “Good,” Rowan replied, as he usually did to this comment, no matter who made it. “…Of course it would’ve only got them all riled up, and they’d probably have done something truly damned stupid. Are you getting bored here already?”
 
   “No, not really. ‘Tisn’t that, exactly… I just thought they’d have backed down by now, that’s all.”
 
   “They’re too bloody proud to do that, Finn. Same as we’re too bloody proud to just simply pack up and go on our way. After all, we’re already over the fraggin bridge. We could go on to the Moot now and sort this out on the way home.”
 
   “Oh, Gods, no! All of the dwarves at the Moot would come back with us. It’d be fraggin mayhem.”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Aye, you’re right. Not such a good idea, then…”
 
   For a moment Finn seemed to consider the idea further, but then he sighed.
 
   “No, maybe not. But you’re right about the pride thing, I suppose, even if those bastards are the ones in the wrong here.”
 
   “Aye, they are. We could, um, give them a bit of encouragement to get on with it, I suppose…”
 
   “What do you mean ‘encouragement’? If you’re thinking of tossing that cursed mayor into the river, there’ll be lots of us lined up to help you.”
 
   “Don’t think the idea hasn’t crossed my mind, Finn!” Rowan laughed, “But if I did that, we’d only have to try and fish him out again and that current’s very damned strong. We’d likely end up drowning the bugger.”
 
   “Well, that’d be no great loss, would it?”
 
   “No, it truly wouldn’t. But it might not help our cause much either. And we might drown ourselves as well.”
 
   Finn sighed again and shook his head.
 
   “So what sort of encouragement did you have in mind, then?”
 
   “Well, I’ve had a few ideas, Finn. We could go through the town and block up the other gate and give anyone who objects a bit of roughing up to make them mind their damned manners more,” he smiled at the sudden interest in the dwarf’s face, “Or we could go and kidnap that old bastard - Lester, I mean - one night and we could keep him somewhere nice and uncomfortable until he sees sense. I’m not sure where that’d be, offhand, unless of course you happen to know of a lovely dank dungeon somewhere handy. Still, I’m sure we could find somewhere good and nasty for him if we really tried. Maybe down on that little sort of outcrop near your fishing ledge,” he smiled at his old friend, “Or we could blow up the bridge.”
 
   “Great Beldar’s bloody breeks!” Finn said reverently. Obviously Rowan’s time in the Wirran Guard hadn’t been wasted, had in fact only improved his already-fertile imagination.
 
    “Or perhaps I might just go and have a little chat with His Fraggin Worship, man to man.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “He did say that I could go through the town, remember. Of course he might have changed his mind about that, I suppose. Anyway, Finn, seriously, who do you think will be stopping me? Not Saul, with all respect to him, and I think my bloody reputation will put the rest of the townsfolk off too,” Rowan grinned at his old friend, “At last it’s of some damned use.”
 
   “And when were you planning on going for this, um, ‘little chat’, laddie?”
 
   “Well, I was thinking of going now, but no… I think I’ll wait until dark, when no damned town heroes will be about.”
 
   “Good idea,” Finn said, thinking of the sheer mayhem Rowan could cause if he felt like it, or more likely, if he was provoked enough. He was a very calm man usually, but the dwarf knew he was very angry about this situation and even the calmest of men has his breaking point… and if Rowan did lose his temper it could be quietly spectacular.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan had an interesting discussion with the women after this exchange.
 
   “Those bloody men need a bomb under them,” Trudy said after she’d thanked him for getting Dennel’s ball out of a big pine tree for the third time, “If they’d just come over here and meet everyone like we have, there’d be no damned problem. Look how well the children get on, and us women too.”
 
   The children had arranged an impromptu game of scrambleball to celebrate the finishing of the fence. Some of the town children might have been a bit taller than the dwarves, but they were quickly finding out that their opponents were surprisingly speedy and damned good tacklers into the bargain. It’d be a close game.
 
   “Well, I suppose we could do that easily enough,” Rowan said with a smile. It sort of tied in with the earlier conversation he’d had with Finn.
 
   “I don’t think so, Rowan,” Becca said. She was learning a new and fascinating embroidery stitch from the g’Hakken women. “Saul’s been trying to get them over here, but they threw him out of the inn just for suggesting it. Just as well he’s got some of the dwarven ale at home now. He says it makes the town stuff taste like cat’s piss… er…” she glanced down at a little toddler playing near her feet, “… um, cat’s, er, paws.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “A bit better than that, I hope!” he said, “But I was thinking more along the lines of a bomb under them…”
 
   All of the women gaped at him in amazement and horror.
 
   “Gods! Don’t look at me like that! I didn’t mean ‘under THEM’, exactly. What do you think I am?” he said, trying not to laugh at their appalled faces as the germ of an idea began to grow in his mind. “Tell me, who’s that particularly ugly statue of? The one in the town square, I mean. Fellow with a bald head and a paunch, looks like there’s something disgusting right under his nose.”
 
   “Him? He’s that fellow Claude Emder, who was Mayor here for ages. What would it be, now? Fifty or so years ago? A right dirty old man he was, too, so my Grandmam always said,” a young woman named Klara said dismissively.
 
   “Ya, my Ma always said that, too,” an older woman said, “Disgusting old bugger, she always said, and she and Papa always kept me well away from him. I was only a little girl then, but I can just remember it, and him. He always gave me the… the shivers, somehow. They used to say he did bad things to little girls and I mustn’t ever go near him…” she put a hand to her mouth in horror, “Oh, dear Gods! Oh, no!” 
 
   Finn’s wife, Anna looked at her and put a kindly arm around her shoulders.
 
   “’Tis all right, Tess. You can tell us. You think he might have been one of the ones who raped the g’Tyrren lass, don’t you?” she asked gently.
 
   Tess looked down at Anna and blinked back tears.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I do think he was… I’ve never really realised it before, never really thought about it, even, but I… I truly think he was…”
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, lassie. ‘Twasn’t your fault. You wouldn’t even have been born, then, when it actually happened,” Anna said. She saw that all of the other women from the town were looking equally upset. “Do you think anyone’d miss the old bastard if he were to meet with a… um… an accident?”
 
   There were immediate and vehement shakes of the head from all of the townsfolk there.
 
   “There you are, Rowan lad. Someone for you to put a bomb under. Go and do your worst,” Anna said grimly.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



47. “that’s bloody blackmail!”
 
    
 
   Lester Figgins and his two guests – his brother-in-law, Kein Bellet, and another man named Ranulf Gelt, both Council members - finished their supper and all sighed happily. Lester was widowed, but he had a housekeeper who was a very good cook, and she’d excelled herself with a very fine chicken and mushroom pie followed by roasted apples and custard and some nice cheese and port that the men had enjoyed by the fire. They’d probably have enjoyed it even more if the conversation hadn’t turned to the situation with the dwarves.
 
   “It’s been more than three weeks now, Lester! How much bloody longer will they be there?” Kein demanded rather querulously.
 
   “I don’t fraggin know! That cursed Siannen must be the most stubborn bloody man in the whole of creation. He listens so damned politely, and then he asks the same old thing about the dwarves crossing the bloody bridge in… what is it now? Peace and safety?” Lester replied grumpily. “They’re over the damned bridge now, why don’t they just go away?”
 
   “They’ve been very patient, really, you know,” Ranulf said unexpectedly.
 
   “What the hell do you mean by that?” Kein wanted to know.
 
   “Well… young Saul Goff says one of the caravan masters read the plaque on the bridge for him and the story’s true, the bridge really is a dwarven bridge. If that’s so, well… maybe we should…”
 
   “Maybe we should bloody nothing, Ranulf! Have you forgotten what happened the last time we let dwarves come into the town? There was a bloody riot and a lot of folk were killed! One of them was my uncle… my poor mother’s only brother!” Lester said loudly, thumping a fist on the arm of his chair for emphasis.
 
   “A lot of those that died were dwarves too, don’t forget. They were only trying to defend one of their young lasses. Wouldn’t we have done the same? And it was seventy bloody years ago.”
 
   Kein and Lester stared at him as if he’d suddenly gone completely mad.
 
   “What the hell’s got into you, Ranulf? You agreed the dwarves couldn’t come through the town and over the bridge after that damned Siannen tried to trick us!”
 
   Ranulf frowned into his glass of port.
 
   “Ya, I know I did, but… I’ve had more time to think about it now. Maybe he wasn’t trying to trick us, exactly, maybe he was trying to… to make us think about what we’ve been doing…” he said slowly.
 
   “What!”
 
   “Maybe… look, I don’t fraggin know. But I do know that my daughter’s been taking her two little lasses over there to play for the last few days…” Ranulf saw the horrified looks on his friends’ faces and hurried on, “She says they’re just the same as us, but truly they’re not. The dwarf women make her feel welcome, the men are polite and respectful, and their children include the girls in all their games. They… they all played tea parties with their dolls in a little cabin the men have built for them. We wouldn’t have done the same if the roles were reversed, would we? We wouldn’t even let them come through our precious damned town and cross the bloody bridge… we sent them down to that cursed crossing downstream. How the hell were they supposed to get their women and children and ponies over that?”
 
   “Nobody forced them to come to Candellar. They could have got to their damned Moot some other way,” Lester said, amazed at Ranulf’s outburst.
 
   “Ya. Through the Blackwater Swamp, I suppose. It’s either that, or over the Devil’s Teeth when you come from Wirran like they did,” Ranulf said. He frowned again and added softly, “And in the end their Moot was so important to them that they went around the town on that bloody ledge at night, and with their ponies as well.”
 
   “How the hell could they possibly have done that, do you think?” Kein said slowly.
 
   “No bloody idea. It’s simply impossible, but they did it, didn’t they?” Ranulf sighed and looked away for a moment, before turning back to the others with an unexpected determination in his face. “The forester was right. Some vows are made to be broken, he said, and it’s time this one was. Seventy bloody years is too long to be nursing a grudge like this. Besides, if anyone’s entitled to bear a damned grudge, it’s the dwarves. It was one of their girls who was raped by some of our men, remember?” he took a deep breath, “We need to stop this bloody madness. We need to agree to give the dwarves free access to the bridge, and we need to apologise to them for what we’ve done.” He rose to his feet as Lester opened his mouth to shout at him. “I resign from the Council, effective immediately. Thank you for a very good meal, Lester. A good night to you, and to you too, Kein.”
 
   He turned and walked out the door without a backward glance.
 
   **********
 
   “This is all that bloody forester’s fault!” Lester said viciously, “If only he and his damned dwarf friends would just go away, everything’d be all right.”
 
   “No, it wouldn’t,” a soft lilting voice said unexpectedly.
 
   Lester was appalled to see the forester in question suddenly appear from the shadows beside a big bookcase.
 
   “A good evening to you, Lester, Kein. I’m sorry that Ranulf’s gone; he’s the only one of you with any damned sense at all. Still, I hope you enjoyed your supper,” Rowan said pleasantly, “Just as well we didn’t block the northern gate as well, wasn’t it?”
 
   “YOU! What the hell are you doing here? And how the hell did you even bloody get here?” the mayor shouted. Another thought struck him. “And how long have you damned well been standing over there?” An even worse thought came to him and he quickly stopped shouting. “What are you going to do…?” he almost quavered, seeing that Rowan bore his gleaming g’Hakken daggers at his hips, as he always did. A beautiful hand axe nestled by the one on the left hip. At least he wasn’t carrying his sabre or his full-sized axe as well, Lester thought, but that was small comfort.
 
   Rowan smiled at him and Kein, who seemed to have been struck dumb. That was a blessing at least, he thought, and hoped that it’d last.
 
   “So many ‘whats’ and ‘hows’, Lester. Which would you like answered first?”
 
   Lester Figgins spluttered incoherently.
 
   “I see. Well, in any old order, then. I came through the window as your housekeeper was bringing in that very tasty-smelling pie. Just as well I’d already had a bit to eat or I’d have been tempted to join you all then,” Rowan said, delighted to see the horror on the other men’s faces. He continued quietly, “But I had to move from behind the curtains as I was about to start sneezing. I’m sorry to say it, but your lady cooks well and dusts badly. Never mind that, though. Now, what else did you ask me?”
 
   “How in the names of all the Gods did you get here? Saul always locks that gate, and we have a night watchman now.”
 
   “Aye, Saul does lock the gate, and very damned particular about it he is, too. He’s a good man and the town’s lucky to have him. But as I think I’ve already told you both, walls are made to be climbed, just as trees are.  And if I couldn’t get past your watchman, with all respect to him, I’d bloody give up. ‘Tis a nice dog he’s got though,” he added mischievously. 
 
   It was some sort of mastiff-cross, a huge ill-tempered brute of a thing, much feared by the townsfolk of Gabonsbridge, and a large part of the reason there were very, very few people on the streets after Claude Gevan began his rounds. Rowan was a Whisperer, though. The dog, Fang, had trotted up to him, snuffled and slobbered happily at him as he patted it, and finally returned reluctantly to its mystified owner. Claude had looked around, baffled, and finally supposed it’d simply left his side to chase a rat or perhaps an unwary cat. Or maybe it’d simply been investigating an enticing scent… and of course he was right in thinking this, but not quite in the way that he believed.
 
   “And now we get to the most important questions of all… what the hell am I doing here when I should be sitting around a nice campfire, telling daft stories and scaring the youngsters half-silly? And what am I planning on doing? Why, I’ve just come to visit you, Lester, and purely in a spirit of neighbourliness. I didn’t realise you’d be entertaining guests, and I do apologise for eavesdropping. ‘Twasn’t intentional, but the conversation was so, um, interesting at times that I didn’t like to interrupt.”
 
   “What!”
 
   Rowan sat down in the armchair that Ranulf had just vacated, reached over and sliced a few pieces of cheese with one of his g’Hakken daggers. The knife that Lester had used looked very blunt to him, and by his standards, it was. Certainly it didn’t slice the hard, sharp-flavoured and somewhat crumbly cheese very well at all, whereas Rowan’s dagger produced thin, perfect slices. He cleaned the dagger carefully on a napkin, making sure not to slice the fabric, then resheathed it so as not to worry the other men any more than he already had.
 
   “Some more for you, Lester? Kein?” he asked politely, “Please forgive me for helping myself, but if I was to wait for you, I suspect I’d starve. Anyway… the reason I’m here is to tell you, purely in the interests of neighbourliness, as I say, is to tell you that my kinsfolk are getting a bit, um… fed up. Fed up with you in particular, Lester, I mean. I’m sorry to have to say it like that, but ‘tis as it is.”
 
   “They can go to hell!” Lester said loudly.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, they certainly could, and indeed some of them just might, but that’s not the issue here. You see, when a dwarf gets fed up, he generally likes to, er… how can I put this? Smash things.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘smash things’?” Kein asked, more quietly than Rowan had expected now that the man’s voice had returned.
 
   Rowan smiled at the toll keeper’s wide-eyed and worried face. This IS going well, he thought. He’s going to be a damned sight more worried in a minute though. They both are.
 
   “Well, it varies a bit with the particular clan you’re talking about. The g’Farrien at home, now, they don’t smash things exactly, they like to throw things. ‘Tis usually knives, and ‘tis usually into poor innocent trees. Harmless enough, I suppose, if you’re not a tree and they don’t decide to use little axes like this one,” he said cheerfully, giving the axe at his hip a fond pat. It’d been very handy indeed when he’d been shaping planks for the fence, and it’d undoubtedly see a lot of use when he got back home again too. “But some of the other clans enjoy a good brawl, and we g’Hakken… well, we like to hit things too. Not people, generally, though. All the same, when a g’Hakken Master Smith hits something, it stays hit, believe me. And we’ve got two of them with us. Mind you, the clan’s adaptable. Since they made me a clansman, they’ve developed a fondness for chopping things down and, er, blowing things up.”
 
   “Blowing things up? What the hell would a forester know about blowing things up?”
 
   Rowan was pleased to see that Lester could still manage a bit of a bluster. It wouldn’t last though.
 
   “’Tis like this: we cut down a nice unsuspecting tree for our own despicable reasons, and we find ourselves left with a bloody great stump. Now, sometimes we just leave them where they are, if they’re not in the way or not going to be a damned nuisance and sprout again if we don’t want them to… and sometimes we blow them out with blasting powder. ‘Tis handy stuff, blasting powder,” he said.
 
   “You… you use blasting powder…?” Lester knew that the dwarven miners used it, of course, but he hadn’t realised anyone else did. The mining clans guarded the secrets of it like dragons guarded their gold.
 
   And there went the bluster, Rowan thought. Also most of the colour in the mayor’s usually florid face.
 
    “How the hell do you think we’d do it? Chew the things out with our fraggin teeth?” he asked, his face the picture of innocent mystification. He smiled again. “No, no, Lester, a bit of blasting powder and a nice long fuse can work wonders. But the problem is, some of the lads are starting to think they might work wonders in getting you to see some bloody sense in all this… I believe somebody was talking about the bridge at the time…”
 
   Rowan hadn’t thought Lester’s eyes could get any wider, but he found that he was wrong. And a bit of fighting spirit seemed to have surfaced again too.
 
   “The… the bridge…? You’re saying they’d blow up the damned bridge? But… but that’s bloody blackmail!” the mayor spluttered.
 
   “‘Blackmail’, you think? Sorry, Lester, ’tisn’t a word I’m really familiar with. ‘Coercion’ is what I’d call it,” Rowan considered it a bit more, “Possibly even ‘extortion’… but whatever you like to call it, if the lads do decide to do the deed, I truly won’t be able to stop them. ‘Twould be a shame to blow up such a fine, useful bridge, but after all, dwarves built the bloody thing. I suppose they have the right to demolish it too.”
 
   “You bloody devious Siannen bastard. And as stubborn as a damned team of mules, just as they say.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him happily.
 
   “Mr. Figgins, I was in the Wirran Guard for a good long time, and truly, I had years of folk trying to abuse, insult and offend me – and some of them were fraggin experts. Believe me, you’ve got a hell of a long way to go before you’re anywhere near upsetting me in that way. Besides, stubbornness is a good thing in its place. And right now that place is here at g’Beyans’ Bridge. How long do you truly think you and your council can hold out before the townsfolk get fed up enough to come and kick your backsides all the way to the south gate and force you to sign an agreement? Particularly if they happen to hear the lads discussing the best way to blow up the bridge?”
 
   The mayor and the toll collector were suddenly very quiet.
 
   “I see I’ve given you both some food for thought, and I hope that Ranulf has too. Well, I’ll leave you to chew it over, Mr. Mayor, Kein. Oh, and thank you for the cheese. You might try it with a nice crisp apple or pear sometime, ‘tis an interesting contrast in tastes and textures. A good evening to you both,” Rowan said softly. He stood up and strolled around the other men’s chairs, making no sound at all as he walked. Suddenly he was gone.
 
   The mayor looked around wildly but there was no sound except the wind blowing the curtains. He hurried to the window and looked out, but saw nothing. He shivered, closed and locked the window, and hurried back to the fire. Kein hadn’t moved at all. He was sitting staring at the neatly sliced cheese, his hands shaking.
 
   **********
 
   There was an interesting conversation around the campfire when Rowan returned from visiting the mayor, and after the youngsters were in bed. Nobody really wanted to blow up the dwarven bridge, but that wouldn’t matter, so long as the townsfolk didn’t realise it.
 
   “And there’s another slight problem, Rowan lad,” Finn said thoughtfully, “Where the hell are we going to get some blasting powder? I can’t see any merchants selling us any. Besides, the caravans have more or less stopped coming here now.”
 
   “Aye, they have, too. Word travels fast, doesn’t it? As for the blasting powder… er…” Rowan shrugged.
 
   “The g’Ballen would give us some,” Dann said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world – which in some ways, it was. The miners certainly wouldn’t hand it out to just anyone, but fellow dwarves in need weren’t ‘just anyone’.
 
   Finn slapped himself on the forehead with his hand.
 
   “Aye, of course they would. Forgot all about them. But they’re a decent ride from here…”
 
   “How far, Finn?” Rowan asked quietly.
 
   “It’d take at least a week and a half to get there and back. Probably longer if you don’t want a foundered pony.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “We’ve got plenty of time, so there’s no need to overtax the ponies, Finn. Besides, Ashen’s a bit speedier than the ponies, with all respect to the little beasties, and he can run all day with a bit of care and good management.”
 
   “So he is, and so he can. I’ll draw you a map.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



48. “we were wrong, very wrong”
 
    
 
   Rowan and Ashen trotted back into the camp nearly five days later. Neither man nor horse looked anywhere near foundering.
 
   “Did you have a good trip, laddie?” Finn asked, knowing it’d be a waste of time demanding details until Rowan had taken care of his horse. And really, that was as it should be, the dwarf thought, unless it was a matter of life and death. Even then, Rowan would probably see that someone looked after his horse first.
 
   Rowan smiled at him as he dismounted, unsaddled Ashen and began to rub the stallion down.
 
   “Aye, it all went well. The g’Ballen were pleased to help, Finn. In fact, they offered to send us some reinforcements if we need them, but I managed to talk them out of that idea. With so many away at the Dwarf Moot they wouldn’t have enough men left to work the mine properly, and… well, to be truthful, they struck me as being a bit, um, eager. Flighty, even. I thought they might blow up a bit more than we truly want to.”
 
   “Ha! They are a bit like that, too. Good-hearted, but a bit liable to get overexcited over not much at times. Especially if most of the elders are away at the Moot. But you’ve got the blasting powder and fuses and such?”
 
   “Aye. So, now ‘tis time to give our friends in g’Beyans’ Bridge a little demonstration. Claude Whatsit, do you think?”
 
   “Aye. I can’t think of anyone or anything I’d rather blow up right now. I’ll make sure Anna warns the ladies to close their shutters to protect their windows from the blast. No reason they should suffer any more because of that old bastard,” Finn said.
 
   And so it was that the good citizens of Gabonsbridge found themselves woken in the early, early hours of the next morning by a most horrendous explosion and the sound of falling masonry. On investigation they found that a certain ugly statue in the town square had been reduced to rubble.
 
   **********
 
   A very chastened Lester Figgins and several townsfolk arrived at the bridge surprisingly soon after Saul had gleefully opened the gates. To their horror, they saw that the bridge was now festooned with fuses and wires and odd little packages in strategic places.
 
   “You… you’ve really wired the bridge?” Kein, the old tollkeeper, said in shock. He’d honestly believed the dwarves and the forester were bluffing, but after last night’s awful crashing boom, and now this, he’d changed his mind.
 
   “Of course we have, laddie,” Finn replied, grateful that his magnificent braided beard would camouflage any merriment, because the sight of so many appalled faces was undoubtedly comical. He didn’t dare to look at Rowan, because he knew they’d both start laughing if he did, and that’d be disastrous. “We g’Hakken don’t bloody mess about, and I’ve found that foresters are even less inclined to do it. We just thought this’d help you to make up your minds a bit damned faster. You’ve had plenty of time to do the right fraggin thing here. The bloody Dwarf Moot’ll be over if you don’t get on with it!” 
 
   “Don’t be too hard on them, Finn,” Rowan said, keeping his face serious with an effort, though his eyes sparkled with mischief, “I do believe they’ve come to their senses. And more importantly, come to make peace with us dwarves and possibly even eat some humble pie.” He raised a questioning eyebrow at the mayor. “Lester? Do you have something you want to say to us today?”
 
   Lester Figgins nodded. His belligerence seemed to have finally deserted him as many more townsfolk came hurrying up to bear witness to what was about to happen.
 
   “Yes, I have. I… I want to apologise to you and to your clan, on the town’s behalf and… and for myself too. I never thought it’d come to this, but… I can see now how much you’ve been offended by… by not being allowed to cross the bridge… we were wrong, very wrong. I was wrong. I’m truly sorry.” 
 
   The demolition of the statue had really shaken him. Like everyone else, he’d thought the dwarves’ threats were merely hot air and posturing, and it was simply a matter of waiting them out. After all, they hadn’t blocked supplies from the north, had they? He knew better now. If they’d felt like it, the g’Hakken could probably have starved them out and then levelled the entire town and nobody’d have been able to stop them.
 
   Finn and Rowan exchanged glances at last. The dwarf nodded slightly, the signal that Rowan was to continue negotiations.
 
   “Thank you, Lester. That means a lot to us,” he said, “And we’d like to apologise to you and the town, too, for inconveniencing you and for waking you up last night. It needn’t have come to this, truly. All you had to do in the first place was speak to the clan politely and respectfully, just as you would to anyone else and as you initially did to me, and not blame us for something that wasn’t our fault. Whoever was at fault seventy years ago, they’re long gone now and we all need to move on. So, will you now let any dwarf… all dwarves, as I meant to say, cross this bridge freely and in peace in the future, as the builders intended? And let them pass through the town too?”
 
   “Yes, we will. We’ve drawn up a charter, so that nothing like this ever happens again.”
 
   Finn and Rowan exchanged another quick glance. A charter? They hadn’t dared hope for that. An agreement of some sort had seemed achievable, but a proper and binding charter? No. Diplomacy was all very well, but a good threat did bring quicker results and this was the proof of it.
 
   “Thank you. Just give us a few minutes to read it and discuss it with the clan, and we’ll be happy to sign it if ‘tis what you say. Would you like some tea or ale while you wait?”
 
   The men stared at him as if he’d suggested they all eat poison, but when Saul and some of the womenfolk came forward and accepted happily, they changed their minds. They quickly found that dwarven hospitality was as good as the old, forbidden stories said, and even Lester Figgins found himself sitting on the log, drinking the best ale he’d ever tasted and eating a very tasty sort of savoury biscuit that tasted of cheese, onions and, oddly but deliciously, apples. He watched in astonishment as his own grandchildren played happily nearby with a group of young dwarves.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



49. “… our gift to you.”
 
    
 
   With the charter signed, and all of the necessary hands duly shaken, there was nothing to keep the g’Hakken in their temporary camp. Rowan applied himself and his new axe to cutting up the logs that’d defended the bridge so faithfully. It was partly a kindness and partly that nobody wanted to be moving the damned things again. He left Lionel Figgins’ knife still stuck in a good-sized piece of timber by the toll collector’s little table; but he stacked the rest of the stove-sized and smaller bits and pieces of wood from the Town End log neatly just inside the walls and those from the Camp End one to one side of the other end of the bridge, so that they’d dry properly to be useful as fuel for the townsfolk. 
 
   While he’d been busy with this, some of the dwarves had trotted their ponies happily – and without incident - through the town and gone back to rescue the wagons they’d left among the trees on the northern side. Tents were all very well for a while, the dwarves felt, but wagons were definitely more comfortable to sleep in… unless you were a long-limbed six foot three like Rowan, of course. Luckily he preferred to sleep under the stars anyway; besides, his sleep was still as restless and disturbed as it’d been since Messton, and he didn’t want to be waking the whole camp if he could help it. The remainder of the clan had the camp and all their belongings neatly packed up when they returned. All that remained was a final round of handshaking and they’d be off. 
 
   Lester Figgins and most of the town came back to the southern gate to find Finn, Dann and Rowan waiting for them with two ponies and Ashen. After the necessary – or, to Rowan’s practical mind, repetitive and unnecessary – formalities, the three clansmen mounted up and turned to leave.
 
   Lester’s eyes widened in horror. The wires and things on the bridge were still there. He began to curse about the treachery of dwarves in general and foresters in particular.
 
   “Hush, Lester, hush. Some of us are very sensitive about things like that,” Rowan said cheerfully, “You don’t want to start another damned seventy years’ feud, do you?”
 
   “But… but… you’re still going to blow up the bloody bridge! Why? Why the hell would you do that? We gave you everything you wanted!” Lester spluttered.
 
   “Aye, you did, and we’re grateful for it.” Rowan smiled at him, “No, Lester, this is our thanks to you for the charter…”
 
   “You’re going to thank us by demolishing our bridge?”
 
   Rowan looked down at him, puzzled.
 
   “Who said anything about blowing up the bridge now? We’ll need the damned thing to get back over the river on our way home, and so will everyone else who comes this way,” he said, “No, this is our gift to you, and to prove it, Ashen and I’ll stay in the centre of the bridge while Finn lights the fuse.”
 
   “’Tis better at night, mind you,” Finn said, “But ‘tis a bit gloomy and overcast today, so it should be all right.” He and Dann trotted their ponies to the far end of the bridge, dismounted, and waited while one of the youngsters led their mounts away. The ponies were all well back, but the dwarves themselves were waiting expectantly much closer than Lester had anticipated. What the hell was going on here?
 
   Rowan halted Ashen beside the plaque in the middle of the bridge and smiled as he dismounted. This’d be something this cursed town would never forget. He waved to Finn to light the fuse.
 
   With a strange whistling scream something tore into the sky and exploded a couple of hundred feet above Rowan’s head. The dappled stallion stood firm with Rowan’s soft reassuring words in its ears and his gentle touch on its face and neck and shoulder, as a myriad of multicoloured stars lit up the gloomy clouds above them and drifted down to fall, hissing, into the river. There were more explosions, and more stars; there were assorted bangs and pops that produced noise and coloured smoke, but little else; there were things that burned like fizzing candles before taking to the sky trailing smoke and sparks, and there were whirling things that crackled and sparked like demented firewyrms. The horse’s ears flickered a bit under Rowan’s protective and comforting hand, and it leaned its head against his chest fairly heavily, but it stood staunchly through the lot. Rowan was very proud of Ashen and told him so. The ponies’ ears were stuffed with scraps of fabric and wool, and so were Ashen’s, but it was still very loud in the centre of the bridge. Rowan cursed himself for not stuffing his own ears with something as the display ended with a final cascade of stars that looked like a beautiful glowing waterfall. It was simply breathtaking. Rowan heard the ‘ooh’s and ‘aah’s from the enthralled townsfolk – once they’d got over their initial shock, of course – and he smiled happily.
 
   “’Tis a little sideline of the g’Ballen clan. They’re miners, but they make these as well… they call them…” he said some incomprehensible words of Dwar and smiled, “Sorry. Umm… it doesn’t translate well, but ‘tis something like, er, ‘small explosions that light up the sky’… it sounds much better in Dwar. As for the different sorts, ’tis much simpler. Some are ‘stars’, some are ‘candles’, some are, um, ‘whizzers’, and some are simply ‘bangers’ and ‘smokers’. Impressive, aren’t they? Of course you’ve got to be careful not to set them off near anything that’s going to burn, or too near any beasties, and as Finn said, they’re better at night, but still…” he said, trying not to laugh at Lester’s expression. It was a wonderful mixture of awe and amazement at what he’d just seen, incredulity that Ashen hadn’t bolted, and anger at the realisation that he’d been had.
 
   “You never were going to blow up the bloody bridge, were you?” the mayor managed.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “We hoped we wouldn’t have to, Lester. ‘Tis a beautiful and useful thing, but… well, truly, if you’d not agreed in the end, then, aye, we’d have blown it up all right, just as I said we would. I assure you we’ve got enough powder left from blowing up that damned statue to make a good job of doing the same to the bridge. I’m glad we didn’t have to, though. And now, a good day and good fortune to you and your people. Perhaps we’ll see you again when we come back after the Moot.”
 
   He remounted Ashen and trotted away towards his dwarven kin before he laughed at the sudden horror-struck expression on Lester’s face as the man remembered the effortless demolition of the statue in the main square.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



50. “… so folk can see you”
 
    
 
   Finn rode at the head of the g’Hakken clan, as was only right for a Master Smith and headman of the clan, and Rowan and Dann often rode beside him as they travelled on. Sometimes, as inevitably happened, Rowan found that he’d drifted back through the travellers to somewhere just behind the centre of the group.
 
   A fortnight or so after leaving g’Beyans’ Bridge, Rowan found himself riding with Owen and his wife, Maya, laughing at their tales of previous Dwarf Moots and wondering just what he might expect from it. He was surprised to see Dann riding back towards them.
 
   “What’s wrong, Dann? Got a beastie somewhere ahead that needs moving on? Or are you just making sure your son here’s behaving himself?” he asked with a grin.
 
   “Ha! No, young Owen’s a lost cause, I think, Rowan lad. The old man said to come and get you, bring you up the front so folk can see you when we get there. ‘Tisn’t far now, just over that next hill,” Dann said.
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise.
 
   “So they can what? Bloody ‘see me’? Dann, old friend, I truly think they’ll see me all right, no matter where I fraggin am. No offence or disrespect intended, of course,” he said.
 
   Ashen wasn’t an overly big horse, but he certainly wasn’t small either, and of course Rowan himself stood at six foot three. No matter where they were in the group of dwarves they were conspicuous.
 
   “Ha! None taken, Rowan. Still, it’d be better if you were up the front, Pa thinks, so folk can have a good gawk at you with nobody in their way.”
 
   Rowan muttered something that made all of the dwarves around him laugh.
 
   “Gods, ‘tis as bad as the cursed Guard! I thought I’d got away from all that damned nonsense,” he added, frowning, “And I suppose I’ll just have to bloody shut up and accept it all graciously here too?”
 
   Dann nodded, trying hard not to laugh again.
 
   “Aye, laddie, I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   “And remember, be careful of…”
 
   Rowan suppressed a sigh.
 
   “… of idiots who feel like challenging me. Thanks for the warning, Dann, but I’ve been fending off the silly buggers for years. Don’t fret yourself.”
 
   “Ah, but were any of those silly buggers dwarves?” Owen asked innocently.
 
   “No, they were mainly Guardsmen and general idiots, like those caravan guards at the bridge.” Rowan shook his head, then looked at Dann and Owen more closely. “Gods! I’d forgotten what stubborn, prickly bastards you damned dwarves are, with no offence intended to anyone. I’ll be extra careful, I promise.”
 
   “Us, stubborn! There’s nobody in the world as stubborn as you bloody foresters, with all respect to you and your clan,” Dann laughed, “And you’re both a forester and a dwarf, so there’s absolutely no hope for you, you poor bugger!” He sobered suddenly, “But truly, lad, some clans are bloody quick to take offence over nothing. They’re damned nearly as pigheaded as you too, and not too bright with it. Just be careful, that’s all.”
 
   “Aye, I will be. ‘Tis just as well to remind me, Dann. Thanks,” Rowan said as he urged Ashen to follow his friend to the front of the clan.
 
   “Will there be any of the g’Beyan here, Finn?” Rowan asked curiously as he joined him, “We should tell them about the bridge first.”
 
   “Aye, we should, but… well, I doubt there’ll be any of them here, lad. They’ve mostly died out now, I’m sad to say,” Finn replied.
 
   “That’s terrible. What happened to them?”
 
   Finn shrugged.
 
   “Most of their menfolk died for some reason… I don’t really know all the whys and wherefores, but they say ‘twas the will of the Gods … ‘twas about the time you left to go north, so it likely was. Anyway, those that were left moved up to Bettra, and the womenfolk married into other clans. There’s very few left now. ‘Tis a pity, but that’s the way of it,” he said, “We’ll tell the clan leaders before we tell everyone else though, I think.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan wasn’t really sure what he’d expected of the Dwarf Moot. Yes, the dwarves had told him a lot about it, and naturally he’d asked plenty of questions too… he knew it was a sort of cross between a town fair or carnival, an animal show, and a sporting competition with a bit of politics and legal to-and-froing thrown in. Even so he couldn’t really picture it in his mind. As they came over the last hill he stared in amazement.
 
   As far as he could see across the nice sheltered bowl of a valley that lay before him, were tents… small tents, family-sized tents, even a couple of huge tents that’d accommodate a good-sized circus, and everything in between. There were also quite a few wagons such as the g’Hakken had, and a few solid little timber buildings as well – stores, perhaps. It was all arranged with the usual dwarven precision and passion for neatness and it looked more like a good-sized town than anything else. There was even what seemed to be a market just to the left of the centre. Naturally, there were dwarves everywhere and there was a gentle hum of conversation that sounded vaguely like the hum of a gigantic hive of bees from where the g’Hakken were.
 
   “Ready, laddie?” Finn said.
 
   “Aye, I think so. They won’t bite, will they?”
 
   Finn shook his head.
 
   “No, most won’t, but some can be a bit, umm, feisty…”
 
   Rowan raised a questioning eyebrow.
 
   “Anyone in particular I should be looking out for, then?”
 
   “The g’Delsren can be a bit lively at times…” Dann spoke up from his other side.
 
   “And what’s their pattern?”
 
   Dann began to explain the braiding of the g’Delsren clansmen’s beards, but he broke off with a curse.
 
   “Bugger me! There’s their headman standing right in our way, the miserable old bastard! He won’t bloody move, either.”
 
   “Then he’ll find himself getting run over, won’t he?” Rowan said with a smile.
 
   Dann laughed happily.
 
   “I wish you’d been able to come to other Moots, laddie. We’ve needed your sort of diplomacy at times.”
 
   “Nobody is more diplomatic than I am, ‘tis true,” Rowan said modestly.
 
   He looked carefully at the belligerent looking dwarf planted in the middle of the road a little way ahead. Relatively tall and built like the proverbial brick privy, the fellow was almost certainly a smith of some sort, Rowan thought. Yes, he had a heavy hammer in one hand and his brawny arms bore the myriad little scars of old burns that all smiths had, just as his own hands and arms bore the similar scars that marked him as a swordsman.
 
   **********
 
   “Move your backside, you damned old fool!” somebody from the middle ranks of the g’Hakken spoke up, “Can’t you see we’ve got the Champion with us? Show some bloody respect!”
 
   The dwarf drew himself up to his full height of just over five foot, huffed into his magnificent braided beard, and stood his ground.
 
   “Ha! We g’Delsren don’t bow and scrape to anyone!” he pronounced fiercely.
 
   Rowan glanced at Finn, saw the tiniest of nods, and suppressed a sigh. He was quite prepared to stand up for himself, but he’d thought he’d at least have got into the great camp before he’d have to do it. He dismounted from Ashen and faced the aggressive fellow before him.
 
   “A good day to you, Sir,” he said in his fluent Dwar, “We g’Hakken and Forest Giants don’t bow and scrape either, except when good manners demand it of course. And then, as a good friend of mine once said about something else, we do what we have to do, when we have to do it. Doesn’t make us any less, and it keeps other folk happy,” Rowan smiled mischievously, “’Tis a bit like having a bath every… oh, six months or so, whether you need it or not.”
 
   The surrounding dwarves gaped at him in horror and hastily moved back several paces. The g’Delsren chieftain was relatively young despite what some had said, and he was notoriously short-tempered and very, very quick to take offence over nothing. He’d be sure to explode over this subtle slur on his hygiene. His face got very red behind his splendid beard and he began to shake with anger. He stepped forward and raised his hammer as Rowan stood his ground beside Ashen. Everyone else quickly moved back a bit more.
 
   The g’Delsren headman had both hands on his hammer and the weapon raised, ready, as fast as a thought, but Rowan had a dagger in one hand and his sabre in the other even more quickly. The dwarf looked at the superb weapons in disbelief and his eyes widened. That sabre had been in its scabbard beside the horse’s saddle the last time he’d seen it. How the hell…? And the horse had a wicked look in its eyes too, he thought. No, he must be imagining that. Suddenly he shook his head, and lowered the hammer. Laughing, he held out a big, callused hand.
 
   “They all said you were bloody fast, laddie, and bugger me, they were right!” he said, “And maybe what you were saying might be right in some circumstances, too. But ‘a bath every six bloody months’? You damned cheeky young bugger! Typical fraggin g’Hakken! Finn, you old bastard, have you been teaching this young laddie bad habits?”
 
   “Not me, Dass,” Finn laughed, “I think ‘twas probably Dann’s lad, Owen.”
 
   Rowan smiled at Dass as they introduced themselves properly and shook hands. The sabre and dagger had disappeared as quickly as they’d come and Ashen had relaxed too. Rowan hoped the dwarves hadn’t noticed that the stallion had been ready to attack and trample the g’Delsren headman if needed.
 
   “To be truthful, Dass, I didn’t really need any teaching at all. Don’t blame Owen for my bad manners,” he said.
 
   “Ha! The day a forester has bad manners is the day I’ll be shaving my beard, lad. Welcome to the Dwarf Moot!”
 
   “Thank you. ‘Tis an honour to be here.”
 
   Dass smiled up at him, his belligerence gone.
 
   “The honour is all ours, laddie, and I’m sure I speak for all of us here, saying that. Who’d ever have thought the triple Champion would be a dwarf, and a damned g’Hakken at that!”
 
   “Who’d ever have thought there’d even BE a triple Champion, and such a bloody tall big bugger too? I know the g’Hakken are a tall lot, but this one must be the tallest one ever!” came a voice from the crowd as they surrounded Rowan to congratulate him and welcome him to the Moot.
 
   “Well done, Rowan lad,” Finn said softly.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



51. “… better than any razor”
 
    
 
   Rowan looked around curiously as they were shown to the place that’d been set aside for them. Yes, what’d looked from a distance as if it might be a market proved to be just that, and Rowan resolved to visit it at his earliest opportunity. He knew he’d be tied up for a few days as the dwarves inspected his Champion’s weapons, but after that, his time would be his own. And he’d promised to go and watch the g’Hakken youngsters when they competed in their running races and the like.
 
   He looked around a bit more and saw a big, flourishing garden. Apparently, when the Moot site had been chosen, some enterprising dwarves had planted a good sized plot, tended it, and now they supplied fresh fruit and vegetables to all the dwarves in attendance. And good luck to them, Rowan thought. Such forethought and hard work deserved a reward.
 
   The g’Hakken were shown to a nice site near some big, sturdy oaks, and several dwarves who were standing about waiting to greet them commented that they’d thought the clan would’ve been there before this, as they usually were.
 
   “Aye, well, we… er… we were held up a bit on the way, but we’ll tell you about it later,” Finn said, “When we’re at the business end of things. ‘Tisn’t long now.”
 
   “And then we’ll try to calm the buggers down before they all head off and tear g’Beyans’ Bridge down stone by bloody stone,” he muttered as the others nodded and went off about their own business.
 
   “Do you truly think they’ll be so worked up about it now we’ve got the Charter to wave under their noses, Finn?” Rowan said, a bit surprised.
 
   “Gods! I bloody hope not. At least the Charter will help to calm them down a bit, and I’m hoping you might be able to talk some sense into their damned thick heads, laddie.”
 
   Rowan stared at him in astonishment.
 
   “Me? Why the hell would you think they’d listen to me?”
 
   “Because you’re the Champion, Rowan. And… and because you can… I’m so sorry to say this to you lad, but you can tell them what it’s truly like to be in a bloody battle, trying your damnedest to kill folk before they kill you…”
 
   Finn hated himself as he saw the familiar bleakness in Rowan’s eyes and his sudden pallor as he looked away. He was about to apologise and change the subject when Rowan shook his head as if to clear it, then pulled himself together.
 
   “Aye, Finn,” he said slowly, “I can tell them that all right, if you truly think it’ll stop them doing something bloody stupid. But whether they listen to me or not might be another matter.”
 
   “I think they will, Rowan lad. I hope they bloody will.”
 
   Rowan did his best to put that prospect out of his mind over the next few days.
 
   **********
 
   The dwarves were very keen to see Rowan’s sabre, axes and knives, just as Finn had said, and they had themselves well organised to do it. They’d set aside a good-sized tent with open sides and several tables to display the weapons, and they lined up and filed through in an orderly fashion, carefully examining the weapons one by one. Naturally, Finn, Dann and Owen were there with Rowan to discuss the finer points of the items and their forging. There was no fuss and no rush and it would take several days for everyone to have their fill of it.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t mind us handling them like this, laddie?” Dass of the g’Delsren asked as he hefted the axe on the first day of the exercise, smiling happily as he felt the perfection of it.
 
   Rowan smiled and shook his head.
 
   “Of course not. Just be careful not to cut yourselves on anything, though.”
 
   “Ha! We’ll all be very fraggin careful, Rowan. You could likely shave with anything here,” Dass said, eying the wickedly sharp edge of the gleaming axe.
 
   “Aye, you can. The sabre is a bit big and unwieldy to shave with, really, but I’ve done it… a few years ago now, mind, when I was young and silly. And the knives are better than any razor I’ve ever used,” Rowan said, “To be truthful, I’ve not tried the axe or the hand axe, but I’m sure they’d do the job just as well.”
 
   “And they’re so beautiful. Just look at that engraving,” a flaxen-haired woman said, looking at the axe in Dass’ hands very closely indeed, “I couldn’t do better myself.”
 
   Finn smiled at Rowan’s puzzled face.
 
   “Sharra is of the g’Lyggen clan, Rowan. Most of that clan are jewellers of one sort or another, and Sharra is a gold and silver smith. She makes the loveliest things you’ll ever see.”
 
   “Finn! You old flatterer!” Sharra laughed, “But come by the clan stall in the market place, Rowan, and judge for yourself.”
 
   “Aye, I will, when we finally finish here. I’d like to buy something nice for Gran and Rose and Honi.”
 
   “If you don’t see just what you want, I can make something up for you if you tell me what you’ve got in mind.”
 
   “Thank you, Sharra. I’ll be sure to visit the stall when I can.”
 
   She smiled at him, then looked more closely at his left hand, puzzled.
 
   “Rowan, would you… would you be offended if I asked to see your ring? It’s very beautiful,” she said.
 
   He glanced down at the silver and gold ring that he’d worn for so long: Zara’s ring. He slipped it off and handed it to her.
 
   “Oh… it’s g’Hakken work, isn’t it? But who…? It’s lovely, Rowan, truly lovely. I’ve not seen anything quite like it,” she said as she inspected the ring very closely indeed. The g’Hakken made little jewellery, and it wasn’t usually a delicate-seeming interweaving of twigs and leaves as this was.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis lovely. ‘Twas a wedding gift from the clan, one of a pair…” he paused for a moment and continued softly, “But my wife died. It was a long time ago, now, but it still seems like yesterday sometimes. She wears my ring now, and I wear hers. ‘Tis the forester custom.”
 
   “Rowan, I’m so sorry… I, I shouldn’t have spoken of it…”
 
   He managed a smile.
 
   “No, Sharra, don’t apologise. We loved our rings and I know Zara would be pleased that you like this one of hers,” he said.
 
   **********
 
   Finally the line seemed to be coming to an end. Rowan knew that there’d be other lines on other days, and it seemed to him to be a good way for as many dwarves as possible to see the famous g’Hakken weapons. They were widely acknowledged to be simply the best available anywhere.
 
   Therellen, the headman of the g’Hyr clan, was the last. He examined the weapons carefully, almost reverently, and he took his time about it. Finally he smiled at Finn, Dann and Owen and said softly, “Bugger me, lads, you’ve excelled yourselves with these. I’ve never seen weapons so fine.”
 
   This was high praise indeed, as Therellen was a Master Smith and weapons maker himself and he truly knew what he was talking about; knew too that his own excellent efforts couldn’t compare to the g’Hakken weapons he’d seen today. 
 
   Finn bowed his head and replied, “Thank you, Therellen. We think they’re probably the best we’ve ever made too.”
 
   They discussed technicalities for a while, and finally Therellen turned back to Rowan.
 
   “Now, Rowan, Finn says that you dance with the sabre and the axe. Not together, of course,” the dwarf beamed at him, “Do you… er… do you think you’d be able to show some of us what the hell he means by that?”
 
   Rowan had been forewarned of this and so he wasn’t as surprised as he’d otherwise have been. It never ceased to amaze him the attraction that watching a simple sword or axe drill had for others, but he’d kept up the practice since the Trophy so as not to disgrace the clan.
 
   “Aye, I can show you now, if you like. I’ll just have to warm up a bit after standing about in here, so I’ll be a few minutes and then I’ll be ready. Where do you want me to do it?”
 
   “How about we lay out a nice big circle over there with a bit of rope?”
 
   “Aye, that’ll do. Perhaps you could put a double line of rope a few feet apart, so folk stay well back.”
 
   Therellen nodded.
 
   “Aye, a good idea. You warm yourself up, lad, and it’ll be ready when you are.”
 
   **********
 
   The word that Rowan would demonstrate his sabre and axe now had already spread as he took off his shirt and began his very unorthodox warmup. A surprising number of dwarves had appeared from nowhere and more were hurrying up. He ignored the appalled gasps at his scars as he well-used to that, and he smiled as he heard some of the younger dwarves laughing and wondering if he might teach them how to turn the handsprings and somersaults that he did so easily.
 
   And then he began his sword drill. The watching dwarves quickly realised that any drill performed by a Weapons Master was no ‘simple drill’ at all, and they stared in silent amazement as Rowan flowed effortlessly around the improvised circle, totally focussed on what he was doing as the g’Hakken sabre flashed from hand to hand.
 
   “Great bloody Beldar! I’d never have believed a big tall lad like Rowan could move like that,” Therellen said softly as he watched intently.
 
   Finn, standing beside him, laughed.
 
   “He’s certainly not a damned great bumblefooted lumberer, is he? Mind you, most of his kin seem to move well, and most of them are even bigger than him. His Pa’s folk reckon he’s small.”
 
   “Small? Bugger me,” Therellen said, staring at Finn in amazement for a moment before hastily turning back to the circle in case he missed something, “He’s so damned fast! And how is it he can use both hands like that? Either hand, I mean.”
 
   “No idea. It seems that all foresters can do it without thinking about it. It’d be bloody handy, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Aye, especially if you hurt your hand or broke your arm or something,” Therellen frowned though, “Gods, the poor lad’s got some fraggin nasty scars, Finn. Messton?”
 
   “Aye. He doesn’t like to talk about it much.”
 
   “Mmm… I’m not surprised. I can’t imagine a fight that leaves you with scars like that…”
 
   And they’re not the worst ones he bears, Finn thought sadly. Yes, Rowan’s time back at Den Siddon had helped him, but his old memories still haunted him at times and likely always would. It didn’t seem right, Finn thought, as others had before him.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan finished his routine with the sabre and came back to Owen as the spectators cheered enthusiastically. He bowed to them, swallowed a single sip of water, swapped the sabre for the axe, and repeated the dance. Of course the sabre and axe drills were fundamentally different, and the dwarves were silent as they realised Rowan’s sheer expertise with the heavier weapon. They’d expected it with the sabre, but not the axe… not like this.
 
   Rowan finished the second routine, surprised at the rapt silence, then surprised again as the loud cheers and applause broke out.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, “But surely you all know how to use an axe as well as I do?”
 
   Dass stepped forward, laughing.
 
   “Well, we may all KNOW it as well as you do, and aye, we can all use an axe too, but we surely can’t use one like you do, laddie,” he became serious suddenly. “Mind you, I wouldn’t mind a bit of a try…”
 
   Rowan smiled at his rather wistful expression.
 
   “You’d like to spar with me, Dass? Anytime. But I… with all respect to you, I don’t want anyone to get hurt. We’d have to start off slowly…”
 
   Dass grinned at him.
 
   “Rowan lad, I couldn’t move as fast as you if my damned life depended on it. Going slowly won’t be a problem.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



52. “I can throw them all right”
 
    
 
   There were quite a lot of competitions at the Moot: pony races, running races for youngsters and adults and of course there were other things that were dear to any dwarf’s heart, like knife throwing and axe throwing. Rowan liked to watch as many as possible, and he was perfectly happy to simply be a spectator, but inevitably some of the dwarves wanted him to join the knife throwing. He smiled, but shook his head.
 
   “But why not? Surely you can throw those beautiful knives of yours, can’t you?”
 
   “Aye, I can throw them all right, but…”
 
   “Ha! I’m thinking you can’t throw the damned things at all!” a young fellow of the g’Tayven clan piped up, “Perhaps you’re truly bloody hopeless and you’re afraid that we’ll show you up!”
 
   Rowan was pleased to see that the dwarves were treating him as one of themselves, and he reacted in kind.
 
   He arched an eyebrow at the young fellow, shrugged and stood up, and suddenly he had a g’Hakken dagger in each hand. A moment later, the left-hand one thudded into the centre of the target; another heartbeat and the second one quivered beside it, so close that it was almost touching. Rowan walked down to retrieve them without a word, but he could clearly hear the hushed words behind him. Obviously these dwarves were unaware that a forester’s hearing was just as acute as their own.
 
   “Bugger me!” 
 
   “How the hell did he…? I can’t believe anyone’s so damned fast…”
 
   “Ha! That’ll teach you to open that damned big mouth of yours, Damen lad!”
 
   “Anyone could throw well with bloody knives like that in their hands,” Damen said, but he seemed uncertain about it. The realisation that Rowan had used both hands simply hadn’t sunk in yet. It would, though.
 
   “Aye, they could, but Rowan could do that with your Granny’s old paring knife and a butter knife,” a voice that Rowan recognised as Owen’s said softly, “You wouldn’t put one of the blades you make yourself beside one of my Pa’s or Grandpa’s and say they were the same, would you?”
 
   Damen shook his head, shocked at the thought. He was quite a good smith, but he certainly wasn’t a Master Smith, and he most definitely wasn’t a g’Hakken Master Smith. Owen’s suggestion was almost blasphemous.
 
   “Well, lad, do you see that tattoo on Rowan’s arm? The right one, you fraggin idiot! Now, you won’t see one of those every day, but ‘tis the Weapons Master tattoo. Does that perhaps tell you anything?”
 
   “Bloody Hells… a Weapons Master? Truly?”
 
   “Aye, truly. Now, Rowan doesn’t like to make a big thing of it, but ‘tis the reason he won’t compete against us. He might join in for his own amusement if we’re lucky, but not as a competitor.”
 
   “I’ll… I’ll ask him, if you think he won’t be offended,” Damen said.
 
   “He’s damned nearly impossible to offend, lad. He’ll be pleased to be asked,” Owen replied.
 
   When Rowan came back, carefully keeping a straight face, Damen spoke up.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rowan. I… I didn’t realise, but would you join us anyway? Just for… er… practice?” he blushed as several of his friends poked at him and laughed at his clumsiness.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, thanks laddie, I will join you. A bit of extra practice never goes astray, does it?” he said, “But I’ll use my Forest Giant clan knife, if that’s all right with you. ‘Twas made by Master Smith Jeldaron of the g’Farrien in Sian.”
 
   The dwarves looked at the bone handled hunting knife with interest. Rowan had had it since his twelfth birthday, the day he’d become a man in the eyes of his forester clan. It’d clearly been well used, but it was still bright and gleaming and very, very sharp.
 
   “All the best knives are made by us dwarves,” somebody remarked proudly.
 
   “Aye, they are,” Rowan agreed, and put this one into the centre of another target with no apparent trouble at all.
 
   He did the same with his new g’Hakken hand axe, though he hadn’t actually tried throwing it before. Still, it was simply a matter of balancing it… thus… and throwing it, as far as he was concerned.
 
   The competition quickly became an impromptu teaching session as the dwarves – even the judges - asked Rowan for pointers, and to show them how they might improve their own techniques. They all tried the g’Hakken daggers, to their amazement and joy. Some found that their throwing was indeed improved, but a couple found themselves so overawed by actually being allowed to use the famous knives that they could scarcely throw at all.
 
   “’Tis a piece of steel, laddie, that’s all. Just like your own knife is,” Rowan said quietly to one dwarf whose hands were shaking as he held the dagger. He knew that Owen wouldn’t be offended by his remark, but he hoped that Finn and Dann weren’t anywhere nearby to overhear him. Mind you, they’d know that he meant no disrespect. “Just hold it like this and balance it properly, … now take a deep breath… exhale slowly… and throw it. Good lad. See? ‘Tisn’t so damned hard, is it? Here, now try the other one…”
 
   **********
 
   There was no official winner of that particular competition, but the judges decided the dwarves should share the prize money, and they all headed off to the nearest ale tent. Rowan went with them, of course, and quietly nursed the same mug of ale for over an hour. The other clans were generally comfortable with Rowan now, and simply treated him just as the g’Hakken did: that’s to say, as one of themselves.
 
   An older dwarf came over to him, obviously curious.
 
   “You don’t drink much, do you?” he said.
 
   Rowan smiled and shook his head.
 
   “Not ale, no. A good cup of tea, now, is a different matter.”
 
   “Tea? Bloody tea?” the dwarf looked personally affronted for a moment, “But what sort of a damned dwarf are you if you don’t drink good dwarven ale?”
 
   “I’m the sort of dwarf who doesn’t drink himself so daft that his poor friends have to carry him home when he gets thrown out of the tavern,” Rowan paused thoughtfully, “In fact, I’m the sort of dwarf that ends up doing the bloody carrying, more often than not.”
 
   “Ah… well, ‘tis an important job too, I suppose,” the dwarf said seriously, “I’ve certainly been damned grateful to that sort of dwarf a few times.”
 
   “Ha! More than a bloody few, Nallet!” somebody piped up.
 
   And the talk moved to other things.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



53. “just a very tall dwarf at heart”
 
    
 
   Rowan liked to watch the athletic contests, and he liked to support the youngsters of the clans in their endeavours. A couple of days after the knife throwing he was sitting comfortably under a nice shady paperbark, watching them run around. He cheered a young g’Hakken girl as she won her race easily and he cheered another who came a brave third after missing the start slightly. He and everyone else then cheered on two little lads of the g’Tull. One had taken a heavy fall, and his friend had stopped, helped him up, and stayed with him as he limped doggedly to the finish line. Of course they were last by a long way, but that wasn’t important. The big smiles on their little faces as the crowd applauded and cheered them home had warmed everyone’s hearts. 
 
   A familiar face hove into view among the good-sized crowd of spectators: Owen, and he seemed to be in a bit of a hurry. He was carrying a few pieces of rope and looking around anxiously.
 
   “Where the bloody hells is he? He said he’d be over here,” Owen muttered as he looked around, “How the hell can I not see the bugger?” He turned to another dwarf. “Harri, have you seen the Champion anywhere?”
 
   Harri stared at him in surprise. Yes, there were quite a lot of folk milling about and watching the races, but still…
 
   “Open your eyes, you daft bugger! You’ll bloody fall over him if you’re not careful,” he said with a grin, and pointed to the paperbark.
 
   Sure enough, Rowan was still sitting there, trying hard not to laugh at Owen’s plight. It wasn’t as if he was trying to hide from him, after all. If he had been, the dwarf certainly wouldn’t have found him so easily, with all these lovely leafy trees to climb into.
 
   Owen stalked up to him, his quick temper aroused.
 
   “How the hell do you bloody do that, Rowan?” he said grumpily.
 
   “Do what, lad?”
 
   “Just… just fraggin appear like that. I’m damned if I could see you there.”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I didn’t just appear, Owen. I was sitting here quietly all the time. Well, except when I was cheering on the youngsters, of course. But with everyone else milling about, you simply didn’t see me, I suppose,” he said, “’Tis how the hunters at home taught me to be still and quiet in the trees. They’d box my ears if I crashed about, and I suppose it’s just become a habit.”
 
   Owen looked at him in amazement. Yes, his forester’s leathers blended in fairly well with the bark of the tree, and even his silver hair seemed inconspicuous, dappled with sunlight and shade as it was; sitting down his height wasn’t a factor as it usually was, but it was his stillness that’d hidden him in plain sight, just as he’d said.
 
   Rowan smiled at his friend’s confusion.
 
   “Were you looking for me for something, Owen lad? Or were you planning on tying me up with those bits of rope? Surely I’ve not been that naughty, have I?” he said.
 
   “Ha! No, not yet. Well, not that I’ve heard about, anyway,” Owen said, as his usual good nature reasserted itself, “No, I was looking for you to go in the three-legged race with me…”
 
   Now it was Rowan’s turn to look surprised.
 
   “The what? The three-legged race? But surely that’s only for the youngsters, isn’t it?”
 
   “No, no. They run a few races like that for us old buggers, to give everyone a bit of a laugh. Even Pa and Grandpa were talking about going in some. The three-legged race starts in… Gods! Less than ten minutes!”
 
   “Well, I expect it’s the same as the Siannen version… we tie your left leg and my right leg together and then run like hell and try not to break our silly necks?” Rowan smiled at Owen’s cheerful nod. “But, Owen lad, I… er… well, I’m a bit taller than you and my legs are longer than yours, with no offence intended. Do you truly think it’d work?”
 
   Owen laughed happily. Rowan was almost a foot and a half taller than he was, and long-legged with it.
 
   “Dunno, laddie,” he said, “But I thought it’d be fun to give it a try! What do you think?”
 
   Rowan shrugged, but his eyes sparkled with mischief.
 
   “I’m game if you are. Glyn and I used to do this when we were lads and we were champions at it even though he was a lot taller than me. Will we have time to practice a bit, though?”
 
   “Aye, we will if we get on with it!”
 
   “So, what are we waiting for?”
 
   **********
 
   They tied their legs together in the time-honoured way, but found they needed another piece of rope above Rowan’s knee and around Owen’s thigh. Well, that wasn’t a problem. Owen had brought a good supply with him.
 
   They fell over a few times as they tried to co-ordinate their strides, to the merriment of some onlookers, but finally they worked it out and off they went to the Games Marshall, Barnet of the g’Reyn clan. The rather portly dwarf stared at the very odd combination that was presenting itself for the race, and tried not to laugh. He was spectacularly unsuccessful.
 
   “Shut up, you bloody fool! We’re here to compete in your damned race,” Owen said, trying to sound stern. It wasn’t easy with Rowan chuckling beside him.
 
   “My apologies,” Barnet managed as he wiped his eyes, “I truly meant no offence to you or your clan, but…er…” he had to look away as he started to laugh again.
 
   “… but we look a bit… um… odd. Bloody stupid, even,” Rowan said with a grin, “Mind you, we’re not bad at this when we get going, we might just surprise you!”
 
   Barnet was already surprised that they’d got as far as they had, and he thought he’d be even more surprised if they got to the starting line without doing themselves a mischief. Of course he wasn’t about to say so; besides, the race was meant to be fun and open to all comers.
 
   “Ha! We’ll run everyone off their bloody feet, Rowan lad!” Owen said and turned to the Marshall, “So, Barnet, will you let us go in the fraggin race or not?”
 
   “Of course I’ll let you go in it, you daft buggers. You’re both dwarves, aren’t you? Besides, I want to see how you manage it,” Barnet said happily, “And I’m fairly sure I’m not the only one. There’d be bloody hell to pay if I banned you!”
 
   Rowan and Owen looked around and were surprised to see the big crowd of hangers-on they’d accumulated, with more hurrying up all the time.
 
   “Bugger me, Owen. We’d better not let all these folk down,” Rowan said.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, lad. We’ll win this by a country mile.”
 
   **********
 
   They probably would have too, if they hadn’t started laughing. They were leading by a handy margin when they made the mistake of looking at each other. They quickly lost their rhythm and their way, and fell, bringing down nearly half the field with them in a most instructive - but unintended - demonstration of the domino effect. 
 
   Every time they tried to get up, somebody else cannoned into them or fell over them and eventually most of the contestants were rolling around on the grass, laughing uncontrollably.
 
   The rank outsiders of the field, Finn and Dann, somehow managed to navigate their way past the hilarious melee to win by a huge margin. In fact, they were the only ones who actually finished.
 
   “Bloody Hells!” Owen said sadly at the presentation of the trophy, a carved wooden three-legged dwarf, “We’ll never hear the fraggin end of this!”
 
   **********
 
   They redeemed themselves in the wheelbarrow race, though. This wasn’t the sort of race that involved an actual wheelbarrow, of course: no, one dwarf walked on his – or her – hands as the barrow, and the second one took their partner’s feet and was responsible for steering.
 
   When Rowan took his place to start level with the others, Owen, holding his feet as the wheeler, was a good way behind the others, to everyone’s mirth and sudden consternation. The rules stated that both ‘barrow’ and ‘wheeler’ had to cross the finishing line to win. The trouble was that Rowan’s height – or length, as he was the barrow – disadvantaged him and Owen with this ruling.
 
   There was some discussion that the rules might have to be changed a bit: Rowan and Owen weren’t concerned by the handicap, though, and so it was decided that the rules would stand.
 
   Rowan was good at gymnastics, still doing some every day as part of his exercise regime, and Owen was very strong from his work as a smith. They had a good lead when another attack of the laughs threatened to derail them again.
 
   But no. They sternly pulled themselves together, ignoring the cheerful catcalls and less than helpful advice from the onlookers. Owen picked up Rowan’s feet that he’d dropped when hilarity had overtaken him, and Rowan walked on his hands so quickly that the dwarf had to run hard to keep up with his ‘wheelbarrow’. They won handily, to the cheers of the spectators, and cheerfully accepted the prize of a little carved wheelbarrow with hands in place of a wheel and handles shaped like bare feet.
 
   Nobody’d expected the Champion to take part in the sillier competitions, but the dwarves were pleased that he didn’t consider himself to be above that sort of thing; pleased to find – as the g’Hakken had always said – that he was just a very tall dwarf at heart… a very tall, very fast, and very agile dwarf who wasn’t afraid to laugh at himself.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



54. “Killing folk isn’t all it’s cracked up to be”
 
    
 
   Inevitably, the day the g’Hakken had been dreading came around. 
 
   “Well, Rowan lad, are you ready?” Dann asked at breakfast.
 
   Rowan looked up from his plate of bacon and eggs and nodded.
 
   “Aye, probably. Er… ready for what, exactly?”
 
   “’Tis Meeting Day today.”
 
   “Dammit,” Rowan said, then added a few other words that expressed his feelings better, using his more obscure repertoire so as not to offend any of the clan ladies. 
 
   He’d almost been able to forget about this, one way and another, but here it was at last: the Dwarf Moot All-clan Meeting, usually known simply as the Moot Meet, the time when business that involved all of the clans was discussed, problems were raised and disputes were settled. This was the day that Finn would present the Charter from g’Beyans’ Bridge, explain to the assembled clans just what had happened there and why, and hope like hell that the inevitable pandemonium could be managed. He’d already spoken to the clan chieftains and somehow managed to calm them down, but the huge number of assembled dwarves would be another matter.
 
   **********
 
   The Meeting would be held in one of the vast tents that’d reminded Rowan of circus tents the first time he’d seen them. They were used for plays and dances and general entertainment, and demonstrations and displays and competitions of various kinds, like knife and axe throwing if the weather was too windy. Rowan had even judged a pony show inside one on a day when it was pouring with rain, but he’d made himself scarce when a judge was needed for a baby show in the other tent. 
 
   This one was scrupulously clean and neat as the dwarves trooped in and made themselves comfortable, with the clan chieftains seated on a dais at one end. There were a couple of hours of discussion about such things as the deaths of various clan headmen and other notable dwarves since the last Moot, with a respectful minute’s silence for each of them. Then there were general good wishes for the weddings that’d take place before the next gathering after successful inter-clan negotiations here. Most dwarves didn’t believe in arranged marriages, but even with the most ardent of young lovers there were always certain practicalities to be sorted out.
 
   Somebody spoke up about the outrageous price one of the clans was demanding for iron ore, sparking a heated debate that was finally settled to everyone’s satisfaction. A miracle in itself, Rowan thought, and a tribute to the wisdom and patience of the clan chieftains and elders. Some of the clans could be very feisty indeed. Someone else made a longwinded, if well-intentioned, speech about how well the Moot was going and proposed that congratulations should go to the organisers. Everyone dutifully clapped and the speaker sat down again, pleased.
 
   And then it came…
 
   “When the hell are we going to hear about this mysterious business with the g’Hakken that only the headmen and elders know about?” a voice shouted from somewhere in the middle of the big crowd.
 
   All eyes turned to a young dwarf of the g’Ballen mining clan, Feore. He was a well-known hothead and general pest among a clan of hotheads.
 
   “Show some bloody manners, lad!” an older dwarf beside him hissed.
 
   “Oh, my apologies,” Feore said insincerely, “But when are we going to…”
 
   “When the g’Hakken and the chieftains are good and ready to tell us. Now shut up!”
 
   Of course everyone there had heard the exchange, and there were muffled comments of, “Gods, that lad’s a bloody loudmouth”, and “He needs to learn some fraggin respect. I’d thump him in the ear if he was my lad”; there were also a few mumbles of “Aye, I’d like to hear about that as well”.
 
   Finn stood from his seat among the clan headmen and cleared his throat.
 
   “I’ll tell you now, if there’s no other business. There’s no damned secret to it really, but I think you’ll all understand why we’ve not spoken openly about it when you hear the whole story…”
 
   **********
 
   News of a Charter with Gabonsbridge was greeted with cheers and applause from those clans who knew of the situation there. Not many were actually affected by it, as the town was fairly isolated, but even so it’d rankled to be forced to make travel arrangements other than what was really desired and needed. Finn made a quick explanation to those who hadn’t heard of the town or the problems there. After some outraged shouting and swearing, those dwarves quietened down as they recalled the Charter in Finn’s hand: the Charter that now guaranteed them all free access to both town and bridge forever, on the odd chance they might decide to visit.
 
   Therellen stood up and clapped Finn on the back.
 
   “Well, Finn, old friend, you’ve done a bloody good job there,” he said, then turning to the assembled clans, “Three cheers for Findarel, Rowan d’Rhys and the g’Hakken!”
 
   As the cheers rang out, Finn, Dann and Rowan exchanged glances. It was time. Finn held up his hands and silence fell.
 
   “Thank you, my friends, thank you on behalf of all the clan. I’m glad that we were able to resolve that problem, it’d gone on for far too bloody long,” he said slowly, “But there’s more that you must know about. Please, try to rein in your tempers and let me finish what I must say. And remember, too, that the situation is no longer as it was, and the townsfolk themselves were ignorant of what I’m about to say…” 
 
   “And so are we, still! Just bloody get on with it!” Feore said loudly, then yelped as somebody did indeed give him a good clout around the ears that almost brought him to his knees.
 
   “Well done, Tomal,” somebody said happily, then more forcefully to Feore, “Now bloody shut up, lad, and let us all hear what Findarel has to say. You shame your clan with such disrespect! Any more of it and you’ll be thrown out!”
 
   Red-faced and red-eared, Feore finally shut up.
 
   “As I was saying,” Finn continued smoothly, “Please remember that the townsfolk had no idea at all of what I’m about to say…” he took a deep breath, “My friends, the town that some of us know as Gabonsbridge is in truth g’Beyans’ Bridge…”
 
   There was puzzled silence as Finn said his piece, but it quickly gave way to uproar as the full import of his words became clear.
 
   “Please! Please stop and think about what you’re saying!” Finn shouted, but his words were lost in the general pandemonium of weapons being drawn and cries for an immediate march on the town to teach those inside a lesson they’d never forget. He looked around frantically for Rowan.
 
   **********
 
   A piercing whistle stopped the uproar immediately.
 
   Rowan stood up, straight and tall and powerful, his usually cheerful face pale and grave.
 
   “Thank you. Now please, please stop and think about this,” he said, his voice soft and oddly compelling, “What will you achieve by going back to g’Beyans’ Bridge in arms now? Do you truly want to start a bloody war with men?”
 
   “They’re the ones who started this!”
 
   “And we’re the ones who’ll finish it!”
 
   Rowan wasn’t sure who’d spoken, but it didn’t matter. Everyone here was ready for slaughter.
 
   “Listen to yourselves!” he said, “You sound like children squabbling in a fraggin playground!”
 
   “Do you expect us to just do nothing? Why the hell should they get away with something like that, the bastards?”
 
   Rowan looked down at the dwarf who’d spoken, and was unsurprised to see that it was Feore.
 
   “Let me tell you why you shouldn’t go raging back to g’Beyans’ Bridge, lad. Aye, they deserve a hell of a kick in the backside, but they’ve already had that. They don’t deserve to die for their damned ignorance!” he said, hoping to get through to not only this young troublemaker, but to all the dwarves there. “Killing folk isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, let me tell you. ‘Tisn’t honourable or fraggin glorious. ‘Tis gory, messy, smelly and bloody horrible. ‘Tis even worse if your friend or clansman is cut in half right beside you.”
 
   There was a shocked intake of breath. Dwarves prided themselves on plain speaking, but they could learn a hell of a lot about the art from a forester and they were just about to.
 
   “My friends, killing folk is easy in a lot of ways, and I can tell you that with absolute certainty because I’ve done a hell of a lot of it in my time, as you all know. Certainly, ‘tis easy in the heat of the moment, assuming you’re reasonably competent at it and you don’t keep slipping over in great pools of blood or falling over big piles of bodies and bits and pieces. It also helps if you don’t see your brother or best friend killed right beside you, as I said, and it helps even more if you don’t see and hear somebody’s wife and little child screaming as a blade cuts them down… because you will see and hear that, fighting in a town…” Rowan hadn’t seen the last thing, and he was eternally grateful for it, but the sights of Trill had been more than enough. He’d certainly heard far more screaming than he’d ever wanted to. He tried to suppress a shudder, failed, and kept on. At least the dwarves seemed to be listening… well, staring at him in horror, really; the closest ones must have seen his shudder, but he hoped they might be listening as well.
 
   “Even fighting out in the field isn’t all about being lined up in neat ranks and swinging a blade at some poor bugger. No, he’ll have a nice sharp blade too, and he’ll be trying like hell to kill you before you can kill him. He might miss you if you’re lucky and kill the poor bastard right beside you, the one your sister is betrothed to. Or he might take your arm off about… here…” he indicated a spot a few inches below his shoulder, “He might take your head off while he’s about it.”
 
   Suddenly he thought of another way that might get the message through, though his last comment seemed to have struck a chord with many. Good. He slipped off his shirt and was rewarded with another gasp from the dwarves.
 
   “Now, I know that some of you’ve seen my scars, but I want you all to have a damned good look at them right now. This one… well, ‘tis two really, I suppose, because it missed a bit…” he indicated the awful scar that ran from his right shoulder almost to his elbow, skipped his forearm and tore across the back of his hand, “Now, that was from a halberd, and if the poor silly lad wielding it had truly known what he was about, he’d have taken my arm off at the shoulder. As it was, I only lost a finger, though I near as dammit lost the arm later anyway, when the wound wouldn’t heal. I truly don’t know if the folk at g’Beyans’ Bridge have halberds, but they likely do have a few rusty old buggers lying about the place somewhere… and you really don’t have to be any good with one to do a lot of damage, provided you can heft the cursed thing,” Rowan saw the dwarves nearest him blanch, and kept going, “And this other scar, here…” it started somewhere under his left arm and ran obliquely across his ribs and then around his body. It hadn’t missed the Forest Giant clan tattoo over his heart by much more than a handspan. “I wouldn’t have survived this if it’d been perhaps an inch or so deeper. It was just bloody lucky that I killed the other fellow before he could strike properly. His sword cut around my body like that as he fell…” he shook his head slowly, “So you can see that the other buggers can still have a damned good try at killing you even when they’re dead themselves…”
 
   Oh, yes, there were plenty of pale faces around him now, and most weapons had been resheathed.
 
   “’Tis easy to kill, my friends,” he said softly, but he knew that every dwarf there would hear him in the complete silence, “’Tis very fraggin easy. But I beg you not to do it. Folk don’t get up and walk away like they did when you played ‘war’ as youngsters. They come back to visit you in your dreams though, believe me. Every cursed night.”
 
   He turned and walked blindly out a side door of the huge tent, the shocked dwarves parting before him. His face was very, very pale and the silence was absolute.
 
   **********
 
   Anna found him sitting under a tree, with Ashen laying beside him. The stallion had its head resting in Rowan’s lap like a huge dog. She hugged Rowan and sat down beside him, saying nothing for a few moments.
 
   “Are you all right, laddie?” she said softly, watching him as he twisted Zara’s ring on his finger.
 
   “Mmm, sort of. I’ll be better in a bit, I think.”
 
   “That was very brave of you, Rowan. Thank you.” She could only guess at what it must have cost him.
 
   Rowan found a smile for her.
 
   “Somebody had to do it, and I’m the big tall bugger with all the scars to frighten them with,” he said.
 
   “Be that as it may, they’ve calmed down now. ‘Twas a lot sooner than we’d dared hope.”
 
   “What about that young fellow from the g’Ballen? He seems like a damned rabble-rouser, if anyone does.”
 
   “I think his clansmen will take care of him, Rowan. They can be feisty and inclined to act before thinking things through, the g’Ballen, but you shocked them to the core. Their headman is a good strong leader too. I think they’ll sit on young Feore well and truly.”
 
   “I hope so. That lad needs a good kick in the backside, I’m thinking.”
 
   “Aye, I think so too.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



55. “the day after the Moot Meet”
 
    
 
   “Finn! Rowan! Oh, where the hell are you? You must come quickly and stop them!” Anna shouted as she hurried back to the g’Hakken camp site from the market in the centre of the Moot. It was the day after the Moot Meet.
 
   Rowan was on his feet in an instant and so were Finn and Dann.
 
   “What’s up, love?” Finn asked anxiously as he saw just how upset his usually unflappable wife was.
 
   “Oh, Finn, they…” she panted a bit in an effort to get her breath back. It was a warm day and she wasn’t getting any younger. She had a couple of heavy bags in her hands too.
 
   Rowan took the bags of food from her trembling hands, then put an arm around her and squeezed her gently.
 
   “Anna, Anna, calm down, love. Take your time and get your breath back and then tell us what’s got you in such a knot,” he said, “Nothing’s so damned vital that it can’t wait for a few minutes.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “This… this is, Rowan. Those bloody young troublemakers have…”
 
   Finn, Dann and Rowan looked at each other and frowned.
 
   “What troublemakers, love? Who? And what the hell have they done?” Finn asked as he took her hands in his.
 
   “Those bloody fool lads from the g’Ballen and the g’Delsren, Finn. They’ve… they’ve ridden off to teach the folk of g’Beyans’ Bridge a lesson, they say.”
 
   “What! But, Ma, why the hell would they…?” Dann said, appalled, “The clans’d all calmed down and seen reason…”
 
   “How do you know that, Anna love? Who was saying it?” Finn squeezed her hands comfortingly, but he didn’t like the sound of this.
 
   Rowan, more practical than any of them, reached for his weapons and asked simply, “Which way did they go, Anna, and when did they leave? Oh, and how many of them were there?”
 
   She pointed north-eastwards.
 
   “That way. They left well before dawn, Rowan. ‘Tis all around the market place. They… they say there’s about thirty of them, I think. Mainly g’Ballen and g’Delsren, and a few hotheads from the g’Tull. Apparently their leader’s that bloody young loudmouth Feore g’Ballen. You know what he’s like from the Meet yesterday.”
 
   Rowan remembered him from the meeting all too well… a loudmouthed, opinionated young fellow who wouldn’t listen to anyone. 
 
   “Did you say thirty or so, Ma? Bloody Hells! Rowan, you can’t go after them by yourself, we’re coming with you,” Dann said quickly.
 
   Rowan looked down at him and nodded.
 
   “Aye, thanks Dann, but Ashen will outrun your ponies and theirs too. You and Finn get the headman of each of their clans and come after me.”
 
   “But Rowan, ‘tis too dangerous…” Anna cried anxiously.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Anna love. I’ll be careful and I’ll be fine, I promise. But I have to stop the stupid young buggers if I can.”
 
   He whistled softly and Ashen trotted up to him. He was about to leap onto the horse’s bare back and gallop off, when he remembered his own recent words: ‘nothing’s so damned vital that it can’t wait for a few minutes’. He shook his head and hastily harnessed the stallion, thinking quickly as he did so. It’d taken them nearly a fortnight to travel here from g’Beyans’ Bridge, but they’d had wagons and they hadn’t been in any hurry. He thought he could probably do it in two days without any problems, two and a half at the most, and it’d take the young dwarves and their ponies longer than that. He glanced at the sun – they probably had a good six hours’ start, perhaps more. Well, it was as it was.
 
   He took the water bottle and package of food that Anna had hastily thrown together for him, kissed her, and mounted Ashen.
 
   “Don’t push your ponies too hard, Finn. Pace them or they’ll fall in a heap and we don’t want that,” he said, “Ashen and I’ll catch those useless young buggers, don’t worry.”
 
   He turned Ashen to the northeast and trotted out of the camp. As soon as he was clear of the tents and wagons he picked up the trail with no trouble at all; urging the stallion into the odd gait it’d inherited from Mica, he set off after the hot-headed dwarves who were intent on mayhem.
 
   Yes, they had a good start, but Rowan thought he’d likely catch them before noon the next day. 
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



56. “a very old dwarven punishment”
 
    
 
   In fact Rowan caught up with the errant dwarves not long after dawn on the following day. He came over a rise to find them sitting around in a makeshift camp about half a mile away, eating breakfast. At least somebody’d had enough brains to bring some supplies, he thought. They were young fellows, perhaps in their mid-twenties judging by the length of their beards, but certainly old enough to know exactly what they were doing. Their ponies were grazing nearby. They looked weary and footsore, and Rowan thought their riders probably weren’t well versed in the art of pacing one’s mount so it could run all day. He, on the other hand, had had a hell of a lot of practice at it and he’d often dismounted and run beside Ashen to give the horse some respite. Ashen was bright-eyed and ready to run for hours again, if need be. Rowan dismounted, patted his horse, and walked quietly into a convenient clump of trees.
 
   A few minutes later, the dwarves looked up in surprise as a long shadow fell across their little group. Rowan stood there, perhaps twenty or so feet away.
 
   There was immediate consternation in the camp as the dwarves surged to their feet, grabbing hammers and axes as they did.
 
   “What the hell…?”
 
   “Great bloody Beldar! Where the frag did you come from?”
 
    “How did you get here so fraggin fast?”
 
   “What the bloody hell are you doing here?”
 
   Rowan looked down at them, but didn’t smile as he normally would.
 
   “Did you not take in a single damned word I said at the Meeting? I’m here to stop you lads from making the worst mistake of your lives,” he said softly.
 
   They stared at him in amazement, then laughed. One of them stepped forward: Feore of the g’Ballen clan, in his element here, leading his group of likeminded heroes to wreak havoc on the unsuspecting folk of g’Beyans’ Bridge.
 
   “Ha! And how the hell do you think you’re going to do that?” he demanded belligerently.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “This’ll be a start,” he said, and whistled softly.
 
   The weary ponies raised their heads as one and trotted towards him, and Ashen came to him from the top of the rise. The stallion stood alertly at his side, ready to defend him if needed.
 
   The dwarves gaped at Rowan as he patted the ponies that clustered around him.
 
   “How the hell did you…? Those damned ponies were hobbled…” one of the dwarves managed.
 
   “Aye, they were, and ‘tis a wise precaution out here in the Woopsies. Any beast might startle them and make them run off,” Rowan said, stroking Ashen’s nose absently.
 
   “But…”
 
   “But that doesn’t stop anyone from undoing them, does it?”
 
   They looked even more astonished, if that were possible. How could he possibly have unhobbled an entire herd of ponies without disturbing them? It simply couldn’t be done… but the undeniable proof that it had been done was right in front of them. Of course they’d all heard the tales about this adopted g’Hakken, but most simply hadn’t believed them. They knew better now.
 
   Feore pulled himself together.
 
   “A good trick, but we’ve still got legs to walk with. And there’s thirty-two of us. What’s your next trick going to be?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No tricks, Feore. But I will stop you, one way or another.”
 
   “Oh, aye? I’m still waiting to hear just how you’re planning on doing that,” Feore sniggered as he stroked his axe suggestively. Most of the young dwarves stood beside and behind him, but a couple with a little more sense than the others stood back a bit.
 
   “Well now, let me see. I’m definitely not going to run over there and attack you, Feore, though a good kick in the backside would likely do you a world of good, and I warn you right now that I’ll certainly defend myself if need be. Hmm… I suppose we could have a nice little bout of single combat, just you and me… or a couple of your friends can join you so you won’t feel too lonely or feel that it’s unfair… and if I were you, lad, ‘tis the way I’d go, because we’d only have to go to first blood and that won’t take long at all,” Rowan said, then he stood a little straighter and squared his broad shoulders, despising himself even as he did it but hoping the bluff might work. It wasn’t entirely a bluff, anyway. He didn’t make idle threats and he could do exactly what he was about to say as easily as breathing… would do it if it’d stop an all-out war between dwarves and men, no matter what the consequences might be for himself. “Or we can have a lovely melee and I’ll kill at least ten of you before you can lay a weapon on me. And you lot’ll likely maim or kill a few of your friends as well in the general confusion of it all. And of course the bonus to that is, if we happen to survive we’ll all hate ourselves forever for doing it. So, which would you prefer?”
 
   The dwarves stared at him again. He towered over them and was powerfully built without being heavy. Most of the dwarves were miners or smiths, and all were strongly built too, and of course Rowan was older than all of them, but they’d seen him dancing with his axe and his sabre and marvelled at his athleticism and sheer expertise. They looked at each other again and several more shook their heads and joined the first couple.
 
   “Now, lads,” Rowan said conversationally, “This is the time you should be quietly trying to surround me, if that’s what you’re going to do…” there was a soft hiss as he drew a dagger, “But now that I think about it, you’re probably a little bit late to be worrying about that… nobody wants to lose an eye now, do they?”
 
   “You… you bastard!” Feore said, following it up with a foul insult that made Rowan laugh.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Feore,” he said, hastily trying to look stern again, “I didn’t mean to offend you or your clan, but I was just picturing my dear old Gran and her Ma with the ears and tail of a donkey. Now, if I weren’t a forester as well as a g’Hakken, I’d take the top of one of your ears off for that, as you well know. Lucky for you that I am; and luckier still that I don’t really remember my own Ma well enough to see her like that too, because that would likely upset me. Now, enough messing about. What’s it to be? Oh, dear. I’m not sure we’ve still got enough starters for a decent melee…”
 
   Feore glanced behind him and paled. At least two-thirds of his troops had backed away and put their weapons down.
 
   “You bloody cowards!” he shouted, “Just what I’d expect of you lot! Can’t you see that he’s bloody bluffing? He’s only one man, when all’s said and done! Any dwarf’s as good as him!”
 
   “Not me, Feore. I watched him sparring with my Pa, and that fellow from the g’Nessun,” one of the young g’Delsren piped up, “You take him on if you think you’re so damned good!”
 
   Feore swallowed hard, grasped his axe more firmly and stepped forward. Two of his friends looked at each other, nodded, and did the same as a few more went the other way.
 
   Rowan sighed and flipped the knife to his other hand.
 
   “Well, lads, I have to admire your courage and your loyalty to each other, if not your damned brains Please don’t do this, though. I truly don’t want to hurt you, and there’s no shame in backing down,” he said.
 
   “No? Then you back down and we’ll go and kill those bastards in g’Beyans’ Bridge!”
 
   “Sorry, but I simply can’t let you do that. Don’t you see that you’re going to start a bloody war between dwarves and men if you touch anyone in that damned town? I thought you might have learned something the other day, but I realise now that I was wrong,” he shook his head slowly and sighed again. “Do you truly think the g’Hakken didn’t want to do exactly the same as you when they realised the truth of it all? Thank the Gods they didn’t run off waving weapons about like you lot are.”
 
   “The g’Hakken? Ha! They’re too bloody cowardly to do anything but scratch their damned backsides! Useless fraggin farmers, most of them!”
 
   Rowan reached down and picked Feore up one-handed and dangled him in front of his eyes. The stunned dwarf was shocked to see the sudden fire kindled there, and shocked again as he realised that Rowan’s very strong grip on the back of his jacket meant that he, Feore, couldn’t move his arms at all. He dropped his axe, hoping to hit Rowan’s foot, but missed by a good margin; in fact almost hit one of his friends. There was a muffled oath from that dwarf as he hastily jumped backwards.
 
   “Feore, you need to shut up right now, before that mouth of yours gets you into even more trouble than it already has. You might not see me as a true member of the g’Hakken, but believe me, they do and I do too. You will not insult my clan like that if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   “Ha! You’re no more a cursed goat-loving g’Hakken than I am. You should be fraggin glad of it!”
 
   “Enough. Keep very, very still now if you value your life. Does the phrase ‘an’Keyilar tel’ mean anything to you?” 
 
   Feore blanched as he looked into Rowan’s angry mottled green-brown eyes and he became very, very still indeed. His two friends took two steps backward, dropped their weapons, bowed their heads, and did the same.
 
   An’Keyilar tel was a very old dwarven punishment, for particular use against those who wantonly insulted other clans. To fight against its rightful application could mean death. It was very seldom invoked except as a dire threat, but nobody could or would dispute Rowan’s right to use it, dreadful as it was to any dwarf.
 
   Rowan plonked Feore down on the ground with a bone-jarring thud, but his very firm grip remained unchanged. He reached over with the other hand and gently stroked the blade of the dagger down the young dwarf’s cheek from the outer corner of his eye to the point of his chin. The braided beard fell away neatly, to the horror of all of the dwarves. 
 
   Rowan ran a finger down the inch wide strip of exposed, unmarked skin on Feore’s face, then nodded slightly. He could have shaved off more, a lot more, but he thought this would be enough.
 
   “Smooth as a baby’s backside, just as Therellen said. ‘Tis good g’Hakken workmanship for you, Feore, and a lesson as well. Don’t take on something you can’t handle, and don’t be too bloody proud to take an honourable way out when it’s offered to you. More important than that, though, be very bloody careful who you mouth off to in future. Most g’Hakken would have quietly slit your throat for you just then. Be thankful you only offended me and not one of them,” Rowan said, and turned to the others, “Now, finish your breakfast and pack up your campsite, please, and we’ll get going.”
 
   “Going where, Sir?” somebody asked hesitantly.
 
   “Back to the Moot, of course, but we’ll have to be careful or these ponies of yours will founder. In fact we should walk for most of the day and go slowly to give them a bit more rest. Get on with it, please, lads.”
 
   **********
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 



57. “What the hell did you do?”
 
    
 
   Later that day, Rowan was thinking about making an early stop to rest the ponies some more, even though they’d only been actually ridden for half an hour or so, and slowly at that. He looked up and saw Finn and Dann riding towards him. With them were Dass of the g’Delsren, Theorle of the g’Ballen, Oswain of the g’Tull and Therellen of the g’Hyr.
 
   The dwarves’ eyes roved anxiously over the group, relieved to see that all of their young kinsmen were there and unharmed. Yes, they’d disobeyed their clan elders and gone against the wishes of the entire Moot by coming out here like this, and there’d be strict consequences for that, but still… Suddenly there was a horrified gasp.
 
   “Great bloody Beldar! Feore!”  Theorle cried, “What the hell did you do?”
 
   The young dwarf hung his head, but came out of the group, dismounted and knelt before the headman of his clan.
 
   “I… I’m so sorry, Grandfather. I…”
 
   “’Tis Finn g’Hakken you should be apologising to, I’m thinking,” Theorle said, mortified that his grandson had so angered Rowan that he’d invoked an’Keyilar tel. He didn’t question it though: no dwarf would do this without very severe provocation, and the Champion’s membership of the g’Hakken was accepted without reservation. Besides, he was widely known to be a very calm man. Hot-tempered at times, yes, but not a man to let that rule him, and certainly not one to make rash decisions. No, he wouldn’t have done this lightly.
 
   “Aye, Grandfather.”
 
   Feore scrambled to his feet, moved over to where Finn sat on his pony, his face a picture of stunned horror. He knelt again and bowed his head.
 
   “Master Smith Findarel, I… I hope you might accept my sincere apologies. I offended your clansman and insulted your clan in a way that was… was discourteous, cowardly and shameful. I… I’m truly sorry…” he stumbled to a stop, the clear strip of skin on his face very pale.
 
   Finn and Dann exchanged a quick glance. They’d have to get the whole story out of Rowan somehow, but they didn’t doubt his decision. Yes, he had a short, sharp temper still, but it was well controlled, as evidenced by the single, narrow strip that’d been shaved. All the same, whatever Feore had said or done, it must have truly offended their clansman. Thank the Gods that Owen hadn’t been with him.
 
   Finn was about to open his mouth when Theorle also fell to his knees before him. His head too was bowed, and his face was pale and appalled. His strong miner’s hands were shaking slightly.
 
   “Finn, we’ve been friends for a long time, and it shames me to see that my grandson has caused a grievous offence to your clan and your clansman. I hope you can find it in you to forgive him in time. I… I don’t know what else to say to you,” he said softly.
 
   “Get up, please, Theorle. I don’t know what’s happened, but I’m sure we’ll both find out in due course. ‘Tisn’t the time or place to go into it now. But I think your grandson has paid the price for his transgression. The friendship between us, personally, and between our clans will not be affected by this,” Finn said, dismounting quickly and reaching down to help Theorle up and shake his hand.
 
   Feore became even paler as he realised that his foolishness had almost caused a serious rift between the clans.
 
   “Thank you, Finn. ‘Tis more than the lad deserves,” Theorle said. He turned to Feore, who was still kneeling. “You have shamed yourself and your clan, Feore. You are banished for a year.”
 
   “May I speak?” Rowan asked softly.
 
   “Of course,” Finn said.
 
   “May I speak to you, please, Theorle, I meant to say.”
 
   “Of course you may. But first, I must apologise to you as well…”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Theorle. I thank you for the courtesy, but no. Feore has apologised and as Finn said, he’s paid the price for his offence. Please… I know this is your clan’s business and not mine, but please… don’t banish the lad,” he said softly, “He’s learned his lesson, I think, and it’ll be reinforced when we get back to the Moot. Send him away then, perhaps, but please don’t banish him from the clan. He’s just a lad. A loudmouthed, arrogant and thoughtless one, to be sure, but… I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t wanted to do dreadful things to the folk of g’Beyans’ Bridge when I realised the truth of it.”
 
   “But he’s offended your clan and shamed his own!”
 
   “Aye, he has. But he’s apologised sincerely for it, accepted the punishment with no dissent, and the offensive words he said have blown away on the wind. Please, let this be enough.”
 
   Theorle looked at him for a good while as he thought hard. The an’Keyilar tel was shocking enough, but it could certainly have been done far more severely: Theorle could remember a dwarf of another clan who’d been completely shaven as a punishment for offending one of the g’Ballen. Finally he nodded and prodded Feore none too gently with the steel toecap of his boot.
 
   “Feore, get up now. You will return to the Moot, but after one day there you will return home to the mine. And you will work very bloody hard there, too, even if I have to kick your backside three times a day as encouragement.” He turned back to Rowan. “Thank you. I’ve heard it said that you are a wise man. For once it seems that rumours are right.”
 
   Therellen came up to Rowan as they started to make camp.
 
   “You did well there, Rowan. It would have broken Theorle’s heart to have sent Feore away, but he would still have done it. Finn said you’d do the right thing when you caught up with those stupid young buggers, and he was right,” he said quietly. The an’Keyilar tel was a severe punishment, but Therellen believed it was a wise punishment too, particularly in this instance.
 
   **********
 
   The very chastened young dwarves kept a low profile when they returned to the Moot, and Feore even more so before he slipped out of the big camp a day later. Before he left, he sought out Rowan and found him brushing Ashen a little away from anyone else.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan,” he said humbly, “What I said was unforgiveable, but you… you spoke up for me when my grandfather would have banished me.”
 
   Rowan looked down at the dwarf, so different now from the loudmouthed braggart of a few days ago. The an’Keyilar tel was devastatingly effective and a salutary lesson to others as well. Feore had learned his lesson the hard way, but he had learned it. And already the dark stubble of the young dwarf’s beard was showing through the shaved strip.
 
   “You’ve paid a big price, Feore, and you’ll keep on paying it until your beard grows back in. There was no need to punish you more,” he said quietly.
 
   “But… I…”
 
   Rowan put a hand on Feore’s shoulder.
 
   “Please, Feore, don’t say anything else now. You’ve apologised to Finn and to me, and we’ve both accepted that apology and we bear you no ill will. Go home now, work hard down in the mine where nobody will be able to see your beard, and try to learn to think a bit before you speak,” he said, “And lad, I don’t mean to frighten you, but what I said about some of the clan slitting your throat was the truth. You know that as well as I do…” he sighed softly and said, “You might think on this too: a shaved beard will be as good as new in time, but a slit throat won’t.”
 
   Feore looked stunned at such bluntness for a moment, and then he nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, you’re right there,” he said and tentatively held out his hand.
 
   Rowan smiled at him and shook the proffered hand.
 
   “Goodbye, laddie. A safe journey to you.”
 
   **********
 
   The wild rumours and gossip that flew around the Moot were surprisingly short-lived.
 
   If the dreaded words ‘an’Keyilar tel’ were whispered around the camp, they were quickly disregarded as those who’d been involved in the incident were irritatingly closemouthed about the whole thing, and the clan chieftains were even more so. Life moved on: other things took the dwarves’ attention and other people became the talk of the Moot. Rowan was relieved to find that he wasn’t one of them.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



58. “delighted with their purchases”
 
    
 
   The g’Hakken would leave the Moot a few days later. They’d seen and done all they’d wanted to and they’d finished their business there; now it was time for them to go back home. They all hoped it’d be a less eventful trip home than it’d been in the coming.
 
   Before he left though, Rowan made a last trip to the market. He’d had to be stern with the stallholders about his paying: as the g’Hakken had said, nobody wanted the Champion to be paying for anything, but while he appreciated the gesture, Rowan wasn’t having it. All these folk had worked hard at producing their goods, and they deserved fair payment. It wasn’t as if he was destitute, after all - and even if he were, he’d find a way around the problem even if it meant chopping firewood for everyone in the camp. But Fallon had left him with plenty of money to buy what he wanted, so it hadn’t come to that.
 
   **********
 
   “Would you like to come to the market with me, Anna?” he asked after breakfast on their last day. He was going to Sharra’s stall to collect the gifts he’d bought for Dana, Rose and Honi.
 
   “Aye, I’d like that. I might just get a few more supplies while I’m at it. Are you going now?”
 
   “Aye, whenever you’re ready.”
 
   She smiled at him, grabbed a couple of woven bags, and they set off for the market place hand in hand.
 
   They passed several stalls: firstly a weaver’s, then a sweets stall where Rowan replenished his supply of peppermints and bought toffee apples for his young kin; next was a large stall that sold pottery, and another that sold saddles and harness. Rowan had bought a fine sheepskin saddlecloth as a gift for Rhys and a new halter for Ashen from that particular stall – of course he’d had to wait a day or two while the saddler made items big enough for the horses, particularly Rook - and the dwarf who was running it waved cheerfully as they went past.
 
   Inspiration having failed him when it came to gifts for Tadeus, Cris and Rill, he’d bought fine new halters for their horses too - but at a different stall, so as to spread his custom around a bit. The one for Tadeus had a line of trees embossed on the noseband; Cris’ one had little prancing foals; and Rill’s had leaping fish. He hoped they’d like them.
 
   They came to the very big tent that housed the fruit and vegetables grown at the far side of the Moot site.
 
   “Just a moment, please, Rowan,” Anna said, “Let’s have a look in here, before everything’s gone. We can collect it as we come back.”
 
   Rowan nodded and followed Anna as she selected carrots, potatoes, corn and greens.
 
   “Do you want apples and things as well?” he asked, eying a neat pyramid of glossy fruit dubiously.
 
   “Aye, but we won’t disturb their display… surely Freyn and Dree have got some in…?”
 
   “Bags, Anna? Or boxes?” a stout dwarf said as he appeared from the other side of a mound of pumpkins, “Of course we have. What sort do you want?”
 
   “The ones that’ll keep the best. We’re off home tomorrow.”
 
   “Ah. Well, we’ll all be sorry to see you go, but ‘tis unavoidable, isn’t it? Now, let me see… these green apples will keep the best, but they can be a bit tart, even though they’re ripe…”
 
   Anna laughed.
 
   “That won’t be a problem, Freyn. Rowan and young Owen will eat anything, and if the others find them a bit sour, I’ll cook them,” she said.
 
   Freyn nodded.
 
   “Now, what about some pears? Oh, and the lads went out this morning and got these, but of course they won’t keep…”
 
   ‘These’ turned out to be several baskets full of fine mushrooms and some more filled with plump blackberries and the shiny red berries known variously as bloodberries, heartberries or fireberries.
 
   Anna and Rowan looked at each other and laughed. None of the clan would turn their noses up at any of these delicious morsels, and their keeping qualities wouldn’t be a problem. They wouldn’t survive the next day.
 
   “Aye, we’ll have some of those as well, thanks. Can we leave them here until we come back?”
 
   “Of course you can, but how about I have the lads take them around to your wagons instead? ‘Tis no trouble, and it’ll get the little pests out from under foot for a bit.”
 
   Two young dwarves who looked to be about fourteen grinned up at Rowan.
 
   “And it’ll get us away from bloody potatoes and things for a while too,” they chorused cheerfully.
 
   “Then thank you. It’ll save me carting the stuff back later, so we’ve all won, haven’t we?” he said, rewarding the youngsters with a toffee apple each.
 
   **********
 
   They continued on their way for a few steps, then both stopped as one and inhaled deeply.
 
   “Gods, that smells wonderful. If only they could bottle that somehow, they’d make a fortune,” Rowan said happily.
 
   Anna nodded; it was one of her favourite scents too.
 
   “Aye, it certainly would,” she said.
 
   The enticing smell of freshly baked bread wafted around them. An enterprising baker had set up a big clay oven to bake beautiful bread, buns, pies and pastries. He’d let anyone use it to bake their own bread dough or anything else for a small fee, and it was a very popular spot.
 
   “Would you like a bun, Anna?”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “You know I would, but we can’t very well go into Sharra’s tent munching on buns, can we, laddie?”
 
   Rowan thought about it. If they waited until later, there’d probably still be some buns left, but they wouldn’t be warm like they were now.
 
   “We’ll take her one too. What sort do you think she’d like?”
 
   “Er…”
 
   She looked at the array: beautiful sunflower and poppy seed buns sat side by side with plump fruit-filled ones and plain ones glazed with something sticky, dark brown and delicious-looking. She thought it was probably treacle. A bit further along were buns filled with jam and dusted with powdered sugar, and the baker’s stout cheerful wife was just putting the finishing touches to a tray of iced buns. They all looked wonderful.
 
   “I don’t bloody know, Rowan love. What do you think?” she said.
 
   He smiled down at her, his eyes sparkling.
 
   “No good asking me. I’d eat any of them, even those they’ve ruined with those cursed poppy seeds.”
 
   “Don’t tell me we’ve actually found something that you won’t eat, Rowan!” Anna said in amazement.
 
   Rose, Griff and Rowan were the least fussy eaters she’d ever known; in fact they were often held up as shining examples to certain young dwarves of the clan who were unwilling to try anything new or unfamiliar.
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Oh, I’d eat the damned things all right, Anna love. Gran taught us to sit down, eat up and shut up,” he said, “And she always said if somebody’d been good enough to make us a meal, then we’d thank them for it and do them the courtesy of eating it, if we knew what was good for us. Doesn’t mean that I actually LIKE bloody poppy seeds though.” 
 
   The same applied to pumpkin, mashed potato and boiled fish, as far as Rowan was concerned. There were far better ways to cook beautiful fresh fish and he liked them all, though he thought there was little to be done about pumpkin – no matter how it was disguised, it was still pumpkin. And mashed anything was beyond redemption and a complete waste of time… assuming one had teeth.
 
   “Dana’s a wise woman, Rowan.”
 
   “Aye, she truly is,” he agreed, “Now let me see… the jam ones look good, but they can be a bit messy…”
 
   “Aye, they can, too. Well, we don’t want to be going about looking scruffy and grubby, do we? And I doubt Sharra would thank us if she got powdered sugar and hot jam all over herself. Hmm… what about, um… what about these raisin buns? They’re still warm,” she said, knowing that’d help him to make up his mind.
 
   Rowan looked at the slightly steaming, soft round buns bursting with plump raisins and smiled.
 
   “Aye, who doesn’t like raisin buns, after all?”
 
   **********
 
   Sharra certainly wasn’t one who didn’t like them. She was surprised to be offered one, but she took it happily and munched it as Rowan and Anna did the same.
 
   “Here, look at these while you’re eating that, Rowan. I hope they’re what you wanted,” she said between mouthfuls.
 
   ‘These’ were the gifts that Rowan had bought for Rose, Honi and Dana, and she’d finished making them just the day before.
 
   For Rose: a lovely pendant, a silver rose with its petals and leaves delicately edged and veined with gold, hanging on a fine silver chain.
 
   For Honi: a charming cloak pin, with a silver mare with golden mane and tail trotting across rich green enamelled grass and a tiny golden foal prancing beside her.
 
   And for Dana: a pair of silver hair clasps, embellished with gum blossoms that were highlighted with gold on the ends of the delicate-seeming stamens. A dainty golden bee lurked cheekily among the flowers and tiny silver gumnuts and leaves veined with gold.
 
   All of the gifts were superb.
 
   “Oh. Sharra! They’re… they’re wonderful. Absolutely beautiful,” Anna said, her eyes wide at the beauty of them and the wonderful workmanship.
 
   “Aye, they are. They’re exactly what I wanted, Sharra. Thank you doesn’t seem enough, but… thank you very much,” Rowan said softly. He bent and kissed her cheek.
 
   She smiled up at him.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re pleased with them, Rowan…” she began.
 
   “Pleased? I’m more than pleased, Sharra. Thank you for all your work. They’re truly wonderful, and I know that Rose, Honi and Gran will love them,” he said.
 
   “Oh, and don’t forget this, will you?” she handed him a little wooden box that was beautifully carved with leaves and flowers: the same sort of little box that the other things had sat in.
 
   “As if I could.”
 
   Anna looked at him curiously.
 
   “And what’s in that one, Rowan lad? And who is it for? Do you have a lady hidden away somewhere that you’ve not told us about?”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “No, Anna, my love. This one’s for you. I hope you like it.”
 
   “For… for me? But… why?”
 
   “Why not? There doesn’t have to be a reason, does there? Open it, love.”
 
   Eyes shining, she lifted the lid on the little box. Inside gleamed a dainty silver chain similar to Rose’s, and on it were two little cats sitting side by side: a gold and silver striped one and a smaller black enamelled one.
 
   “Oh! Oh, Rowan, it’s lovely. They look just like your Ollie and little Scrap!” she said, delighted with her gift. “Could you do it up for me?”
 
   “Of course,” Rowan said and as he bent to do it she turned and kissed him.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. It’s truly lovely,” she said, and brushed away a tear.
 
   He was about to ask what he’d done to upset her, when Sharra put a hand on his arm and shook her head at him.
 
   “Hush,” she said very softly.
 
   He nodded, mentally kicking himself for being so slow.
 
   “What a bloody boor you must think me,” he said.
 
   “No, never that, Rowan,” Sharra said.
 
   **********
 
   They made their farewells and headed off. Rowan had just one more thing to collect: another mysterious, but plain, little box awaited him at another stall that seemed to be stocked with all sorts of obscure, oddly masculine-looking things.
 
   “And what’s in this one?” Anna asked, looking down at the box and fingering her new pendant happily, “Or should I not ask?”
 
   “Ha! Of course you can ask. This one’s for Griff. Open it, but be careful not to put your fingers inside it and get stabbed,” Rowan said with a grin.
 
   She opened it warily and stared at the odd array of bright feathers inside. There was a silvery gleam as well. How very peculiar, she thought.
 
   “But what is it, Rowan?”
 
   “Not ‘it’, Anna, ‘them’, or possibly ‘they’. See?” he laughed, and carefully picked up one of the mystifying feathery things. A beautifully made and brightly coloured insect sat on his palm, a steel hook all but hidden underneath its little body and wings. “Do you think Griff will like them?”
 
   “But what is it? Oh, I see now… fishing lures! They’re wonderful, Rowan! I’m sure Griff’ll be pleased,” she said, “In fact, I think I might buy some for Finn. Here, help me pick some out…”
 
   Finally, they headed back to their wagons, delighted with their purchases. Tomorrow, they’d be on the road back to g’Beyans’ Bridge, Wirran and home. From there, Rowan would travel on to Den Siddon to help break in Fess’ new recruits; and after that, he’d take the Horsemasters and their horses, and show them the wonders of the Dogleg Pass, Sian and advanced battle training.
 
   For a moment Rowan thought it was just as well he’d not be competing in any more tournaments. He’d simply not have the time to put into it now. Somehow, he was busier in ‘retirement’ than he’d ever been.
 
   **********
 
   Apropos of nothing, Anna said quietly, “You know she likes you, don’t you?”
 
   “What?” Rowan’s mind had been busy elsewhere, “Who likes me?”
 
   “Sharra.”
 
   He smiled at her.
 
   “And I like her, Anna. She’s a lovely woman. Does beautiful work… Gran and Rose and Honi will be thrilled.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it quite like that…”
 
   “Like what? Oh…”
 
   Anna smiled at his sudden confusion. Men could be so dense sometimes, she thought happily.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



59. “a new and better life”
 
    
 
   At about the same time that the g’Hakken were leaving the Dwarf Moot, in far-off Ti’Ahranu a big black man collected his pay from a caravan master and took his leave. He watched as the caravan headed off down the road to the capital, then remounted his horse, rode back a little way, and turned off the main road onto a narrow rutted track. He slowed his horse’s trot to a sedate walk as he looked around curiously. Gods, he’d forgotten how hard a life it truly was here, he thought as he passed a couple of tumbledown little shacks in the middle of a poor-looking crop of beets and cabbages. His own house had been no better than those.
 
   He shook his head and looked a bit further… he could still remember when his father had planted those trees over there, in an attempt to shelter the house and little plot of land from the ever-present, drying winds that turned the already poor soil to dust. He’d been about twelve or so, he thought, and Tibor would have been about five. What sort of damned trees were they, though? He couldn’t recall for the life of him, but he thought that Rowan would know. Well, whatever the hell they were, they were fine trees now, reaching for the sky, and bravely doing their bit to stop the soil from blowing away. His sons Sascha and Mikkel would be fine tall lads by now too…
 
   He’d been away for a long time, and he wondered if his children would even remember him. Certainly little Dara wouldn’t… he’d be damned lucky if she didn’t take one look at him, scream, and run away.
 
   But… well, he’d done it for his family, so that they might have enough money to live a little more comfortably. Xoanna had understood that. Tibor might have gone with him, but… it was better to have a strong man around the place. Life in Ti’Ahranu was very hard for those who had little, like Fallon and his family… like everyone in this part of the province.
 
   But now, thanks to the kindness of strangers… no, not strangers, Fallon thought with a smile, friends. They’d accepted him and made him welcome in a way that he’d never really known… thanks to the kindness of his new friends, life was going to change, and change for the better if Xoanna agreed. Tibor’s decision was his to make, but Fallon thought his brother would be happy to go to Sian. 
 
   He still had most of the money he’d been given – he’d lived off the land as much as possible on the journey home, and he’d been lucky to find a couple of caravans that’d been looking for guards and were going the right way. They could use that money to improve their lot here, or, as Fallon hoped, to travel to a new and better life among the Forest Giants. The mere idea of it was intoxicating.
 
   He finally came to the rusty gate that he’d swung on as a lad. It was still rusty, and two lean tallish lads were swinging idly on it just as he and Tibor used to, all those years ago. He dismounted slowly and stood there as they turned towards him and looked at him warily. Gods, he thought, they don’t know me. He blinked back tears and wondered if he should simply get back on his horse and go.
 
   “Poppa…? Is that really you, Poppa?” a husky young voice said.
 
   He looked down to see the bigger of the two lads standing straight and tall beside him, looking up at him with wonder in his dark, dark eyes. For a moment Fallon saw himself as he’d been at that age.
 
   He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
 
   He found himself engulfed by two pairs of arms that didn’t reach around him, their owners scrambling to be the first to kiss him.
 
   “Poppa, Poppa! We knew you hadn’t forgotten us!”
 
   “We knew you’d be back for us!”
 
   “So you got my letters?”
 
   “Yes! Yes! Oh, Poppa, are we really going to move to… to… Sy-ann?”
 
   “It’s spelt like that, Mikkel, but they pronounce it ‘Shee-ahn’. Sian. Well, I hope we are. Depends on what your Mamma thinks about it.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should be asking her…” a soft, smoky voice said from behind him.
 
   He spun to see a tall, beautiful woman standing there, her glossy black hair in a myriad of long narrow plaits. She was holding the hand of a leggy little girl with wide dark eyes and a similar hairstyle.
 
   “Xoanna…” his eyes drank in the sight of her. She looked even more beautiful than he remembered.
 
   “And this is Dara, my love. She’s grown a bit since you last saw her,” Xoanna said softly. She bent down to the girl. “This is your Poppa, Dara sweetheart. Remember how I’ve told you about him?”
 
   “You told me he’s the biggest, strongest and best Poppa in the world,” Dara said, “You said he’s even bigger than Uncle Tibor…”
 
   “And he is!” Sascha piped up.
 
   Fallon knelt down to Dara’s level.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been away for so long, Dara, and I’m sorry that I’ve missed seeing you grow up into such a lovely pretty girl. Can you forgive me?”
 
   For a dreadful moment, Fallon thought she was going to reject him, but then she stepped towards him, threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, nearly knocking him onto his backside in the process.
 
   “All my friends said you’d never come back to us, Poppa. They were mean and horrible sometimes and they said I didn’t even have a Poppa. But I knew you’d come home to us! I knew you would!”
 
   “And how did you know that, sweetheart?”
 
   “Mamma always told us that you would,” she said simply.
 
   **********
 
   A couple of weeks later, a slightly battered, but still sturdy wagon laden with the family’s few possessions came through the rusty old gate and headed north to Sian. Though Fallon’s family had farmed there for several generations, they didn’t own the land and never would. Their wealthy, city-dwelling landlord would find someone else to take their place and frankly, Fallon didn’t care if the miserable old skinflint did or not. He’d had to spend a bit of money on the horse and wagon, but even so there was still some left, certainly enough to get them to where they were going. He mentally thanked the g’Hakken and Rowan again. His faithful chestnut plodded happily along beside the wagon, carrying Tibor and a couple of stray bundles, and a pied cow was tied to the other side of the wagon. Both boys were perched on her bony back, talking excitedly about their wonderful new adventure. It was a hell of a long way to Sian, but there was a future for them there, a good future. Fallon shut the rusty gate, climbed back onto the cart’s seat, kissed his wife, daughter, Grammy and Fael who were all perched there and set off without a backward glance.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Afterword
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading this story, and I hope that you’ve enjoyed it.
 
   I don’t believe the series will become one of those that go on and on and on and… on. Too confusing, too hard, and too boring. All the same, I suppose I should ‘never say never’, as the saying goes.
 
    
 
   The Red Rowan series is:
 
   Red Rowan: Book I: Forester’s Son
 
   Red Rowan: Book 2: All Gone, the Gods
 
   Red Rowan: Book 3: Return of the Reluctant Hero
 
   Red Rowan: Book 4: The Dwarf Moot
 
   Red Rowan: The Bewitcher of Beasts & other short stories
 
    
 
   Contact me at redrowanHG@hotmail.com
 
    
 
   I found myself writing another book at the same time as this one, which as Rowan would tell you, is only done by daft buggers. It’s not finished yet, as common sense finally prevailed and it was put aside until this was done. With luck, it might be ready for publication sometime in mid-2016 or a little after.
 
   It’s tentatively titled “Liam Tighe, Archer”, but that could well change in the future. Oh, and it’s not set in Yaarl.
 
   A short preview follows.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Excerpt from “Liam Tighe, Archer”   
 
   [title not definite yet]
 
    
 
   Liam Tighe was a big man: just over six and a half feet tall and powerfully built. And right now he was in big trouble. He and his troops – well, not ‘troops’ exactly, more like a poorly equipped and out of practice rabble, if one was honest. Still, they were good men and doing the best they could against the cursed Indari who’d decided their empire needed to be expanded into this quiet little backwater of Auria. While they’d been at it the invaders had brought their slavers’ ways with them and of course that hadn’t sat well with the Aurians either. Anyway, Liam and his men were vastly outnumbered, but that wasn’t the main problem. Liam wasn’t too damned proud to run like hell when that was the best or only thing to do – no, he didn’t believe in heroic last stands where all that was left was a hell of a lot of grieving widows and families. There’d been enough of that when the bloody Indari had wiped out the standing army of Auria to a man, leaving only a few rebels like himself.
 
   The problem now was that he and the men were surrounded and there was simply nowhere for them to run to, except this damned blind canyon they’d been slowly, inexorably herded into. Of course it was a trap, and he roundly cursed the Commander who’d led them into it. Blind Freddy could have seen it coming, but not that pigheaded bastard the Honourable Harlan Baldron. Harlan the bloody Halfwit, Liam thought savagely. Well, at least Harlan wasn’t a problem anymore, not since he’d made the elementary error of stopping an axe with his head in the last little encounter.
 
   But that’d left Liam as the ranking… er… officer in this ragtag little band, since everyone else who’d considered themselves to be better leaders than a mere farmer had had the bad judgement or sheer bloody bad luck to get themselves killed too. Just as dead either way.
 
   Liam looked around quickly. He only had, what, a dozen or so men left? He cursed the Honourable Harlan to even worse eternal damnation because they’d started out with nearly a hundred. Of course there’d been a few skirmishes and things since then. In fact they’d managed to make such a nuisance of themselves that the Indari Governor had sent out five hundred men to stop them. There were quite a few less than five hundred of them now, though.
 
   He sighed and continued his scrutiny. Just ahead of them and to the right side reared tall cliffs. They were near as dammit sheer, but even so Liam thought they could probably be climbed all right, given a bit of time, but time was a luxury they simply didn’t have. The Indari who pursued them weren’t in any particular hurry now, but they certainly wouldn’t take kindly to any Aurians scaling the cliffs and getting away from them. And Indari archers were very damned good, almost as good as Liam’s men. Unfortunately, they still seemed to have plenty of arrows left, and Liam’s men didn’t. They did still have a few, but not nearly enough. For a moment he wondered why the Indari hadn’t positioned archers at the top of the cliffs, as he certainly would have had the roles been reversed. There was damn-all cover down here, the Gods knew. He decided they must be led by the Indari equivalent of the Hon. Harlan and turned his attention to the other side.
 
   A magnificent waterfall cascaded for several hundred feet from the top of the gorge into a deep pool, and from that a fierce, narrowish river raged off into the distance in a twisted and deeply cut chasm. Well, it would have been magnificent under any other circumstances, Liam thought sourly. Right now it was all he bloody needed, with its beautiful tumbling waters, its misty spray and its cursed rainbows.
 
   ***
 
   “No way across there, Liam!” Tam, his 2i/c and brother-in-law, shouted from where he leant perilously close to the roaring waters.
 
   “No miraculous ledges or mysterious bloody caves?”
 
   “Nope. Afraid not, lad. Just more sheer bloody rock like everywhere else, only wetter. Some nice little patches of ferns and mosses and things though,” he came back to Liam’s side, shaking himself like a wet dog as he came. “There’s a sort of narrow ledge running along this side of the river, about three feet or so above the water, but I can’t see how far it goes and it’s a good way down to it too.”
 
   Liam cursed fluently, as skilled in the art as one would expect of an old soldier. Well, not that old: he wasn’t quite thirty. He’d served out his five years’ compulsory military service, as all Aurians did from the age of seventeen, and then returned to his peaceful farm, wed his lovely wife Jenna, and been perfectly happy until the Indari had shown up three years ago to carry out their perfectly planned and perfectly executed coup.
 
   ***
 
   The little duchy of Auria, with its single large city and mainly rural population, was considered a cultural backwater by most other nations. Mind you, it was a wealthy enough little place, with its gold and silver mines, but it was so far from the main hub of things that nobody really gave it much thought except to admire and strive to purchase the exquisite and very expensive work of the highly skilled Aurian metalworkers when it became available in the more civilised parts of the world.
 
   Emperor Alfet Gustav of Indar had had his own plans for the place though. He knew that Duke Riken had only a relatively small standing army, knew too that he liked to host big events at his hunting lodge and invite the best of Aurian society to them; and so he’d laid his plans. He’d quietly taken over the couple of small provinces between Indar and Auria and then waited patiently until the time was just right.
 
   Duke Riken and his hunting party had returned from a most enjoyable and very successful hunt to find that all of his family, guests, guards and staff had been slaughtered and neatly laid out on the front lawns. As he’d stared in horror at the bodies of his three young sons, and his wife with their baby daughter still in her arms, the Indari had fallen upon the hunting party and their few guards and killed them all.
 
   The invaders had moved quickly to the capital, Argent, named for its famous artisans. More than a third of the population and all of the remaining standing army – including, of course, the young men on compulsory service – had died in a valiant, but ultimately doomed effort to save the city. The remaining small towns and villages had fared no better.
 
   And so Auria had found itself conquered, its ruling family and virtually all of its nobility killed, and its army utterly defeated. Emperor Alfet sent his third son, Prince Alberto Gustav, to be Governor. He was a widower with a teenaged daughter, but he was just as ruthless as his father, and any resistance by the populace was brutally punished – either by a swift but generally painful death, or by the slower death of slavery.
 
   A few pockets of resistance had remained, some more troublesome and determined than others, but after some truly dreadful retribution by the invaders, Auria seemed to have been ‘pacified’ and absorbed into the Indari Empire. Unfortunately for the Indari, the dwarven miners had somehow managed to seal the gold and silver mines and so the main wealth of the former duchy was lost to them.
 
   Still, they didn’t pack up and go home. No, they brought in more Indari to run the city’s abandoned businesses and live in the vacant homes there, as well as take over the fine rural properties of the deceased nobility. The Aurians were reduced to little more than serfs in their own country, and every now and then the slavers would come through and take young men and women for their ghastly trade.
 
   The Aurians were a peaceful people, by and large. But even the most peaceful of folk would feel resentment at this state of affairs and inevitably the pockets of rebellion, rather than disappearing, began to emerge again, more widespread and better organised despite the dreadful cost of being captured. The late Duke hadn’t maintained a large standing army, and unfortunately the Indari invasion had been so swift and so devastating that the reserve of those who’d done their compulsory military training had simply had no time to mobilise; thus the rebels weren’t an inexperienced and untrained rabble, merely a poorly equipped one with often poor leaders who were more concerned with honour and glory than anything else.
 
   ***
 
   And then, of course, a few months back the Honourable Harlan had decided the Indari would simply have to go and he’d started this particular rebel group. Liam cursed himself for woolgathering and bit back another sigh.
 
   “Bugger it. Well, not too many options then, Tam, old friend. We could charge at them like bloody lunatics and kill as many of them as we can before they kill us… or we could wait right here and do the same thing. At least we’d save a bit of energy that way…” he looked around again and frowned at the waterfall and its feisty river. He turned back to his men.
 
   “Can all of you swim? Swim well, I mean?”
 
   “Swim…?” somebody said dubiously, obviously thinking that he’d gone mad at last. And maybe he had.
 
   “Mmm… swim. You know, flap your arms about, kick your feet like buggery, more or less stay afloat and not drown?”
 
   The men looked at each other, the distant line of the approaching Indari, and then finally back at him.
 
   “Aye, we can all swim, Liam.”
 
   “Good lads. Give me all of your arrows and then get down onto that little ledge thingy, go for as far as you can on it and then into the water with you.”
 
   “Into the bloody water? But… but…” somebody protested.
 
   “Go, lads! It’s not a big chance, but it’s the only one you’ve got. Now, give me your fraggin arrows and get going before those bastards come into range!” Liam said fiercely.
 
   Tam looked up at him as somebody else began to protest. They’d been friends forever, long before Liam had become interested in his sister, and he knew what was going on.
 
   “But, Liam, it’s bloody madness!” another man said.
 
   “Just shut up and go! I’ll follow you when I run out of arrows, but just fraggin GO! NOW!” Liam took a firm grasp of his temper and said quietly and calmly, “Cobble together any rope you might have, and your belts, then go down that as far as you can, and jump. With a bit of luck you’ll land on Tam’s ledge,” I hope you will, anyway, he thought, “Stay on that for as far as you can, then into the water. Go downstream until you find a place to get out – on the other bloody side, mind – then run like hell. Don’t wait for me, just bloody go and keep going. I’ll catch up to you if I can. Now, you’ve got, umm… seven or eight minutes if you’re lucky. Go now and be safe, lads.”
 
   The men drew themselves up and saluted him, just as they’d been taught when they’d done their compulsory service.
 
   “Aye, Liam! Be safe, lad,” they said, then handed over their few remaining arrows and turned to the raging cataract. It looked extremely uninspiring, but they did what they had to do.
 
   Tam quickly ripped strips from his shirt, wrapped them around his arrows and sprinkled them with a thick dark oily liquid. He swore fluently when it ran out, threw the little bottle away in disgust, then shrugged and turned to his friend.
 
   “You might find these useful, laddie, and don’t worry, I’ll keep the buggers moving. There’ll be no fraggin heroes coming back for you, so be bloody careful and be safe, now. Jenna and your Ma will never let me hear the end of it if you don’t come home too.” He gave Liam a quick hug and was gone.
 
   “Good man. I never did like fraggin heroes,” Liam said softly as the men disappeared over the edge of the ravine. 
 
   ***
 
   He didn’t hear any screams, so he had hopes that none of them were in the river yet. He turned his attention back to his own situation. There wasn’t much cover here at all, bar a few miserable boulders, but they’d be better than nothing at all. He slipped behind the biggest of them and stuck the arrows into the ground beside him, smiling as he saw what that mad bugger Tam had given him. He thought they’d run out of that long ago, but Tam had always been one to save something for emergencies. And this was certainly a cursed emergency, if anything was.
 
   He was pleased to see that the Indari still hadn’t twigged to what his men were doing. Of course the light was starting to go… he wondered again why the Indari didn’t simply get on with it before they found themselves crashing about in the damned dark. Idiots, or led by one at least. For a moment he was tempted to follow Tam and the others down the makeshift line and take his chances in the river too, but no. He had to try and buy them a bit more time if he could.
 
   He drew his great bow to its fullest extent, nocked an arrow, and sighted on the Indari leader. A fine target he made too, with his plumed helmet and scarlet cloak, but not yet, Liam. Not yet. Just a few more paces… four… three… two… now.
 
   The arrow flew straight and true, punching through the Indari’s very ornate breastplate and his chest with no trouble at all. There was immediate bedlam as Liam loosed arrow after arrow as quickly as he could. He had the advantage for the moment, as his bow was more powerful than those of the Indari and he was well out of their range. That advantage wouldn’t last long though, he knew. Nope. Here they came, the bastards.
 
   Arrows fell short of his sheltering boulder as the Indari fired too early. Good, he thought as he kept firing, you keep right on wasting your arrows, you stupid buggers. He was pleased to see that the mist and swirling breezes around the waterfall did wonderful things to the incoming arrows too, without affecting him at all in his protected little spot. That was certainly an unexpected and welcome bonus.
 
   Even a terrible marksman wouldn’t have too much trouble hitting his enemies when they’re all bunched up like that, he thought. Bloody idiots. And he wasn’t a terrible marksman – far from it. No, they’d be dead bloody idiots very quickly. He was pleased to see that he’d slowed their too-hasty advance down a lot, but less pleased to see them start to spread out more. Dammit, he thought, there’s always some clever bugger who comes out of the woodwork at times like this. He glanced at his few remaining arrows and cursed more vigorously.
 
   Some of the Indari arrows began to rattle against his boulder. Time to go, Liam lad. Just give them a last little surprise, and thank you, Tam.
 
   He pulled out flint and steel and ignited Tam’s last gift to him. The Hellsfire on the rags wound around the tips flared up nicely. It was terrible stuff, Hellsfire: oily, sticky goo that was all but impossible to put out once ignited and it’d burn a man to the bone. He knew by the oddly sweet smell of it that this was Tam’s own version of it, knew too that it was just as diabolical as the original. 
 
   He shot the fire arrows in quick succession, grinning fiercely at the screams of the Indari, then turned and sprinted to the waterfall and its racing river. He didn’t have far to go, but there was no time to shimmy down the makeshift line, so he did the only thing he could: he took a deep breath and jumped.
 
   A sudden thump and searing pain in his chest made him wish that he’d been a bit faster, but there was nothing to be done about it now. He hit the water feet first, hoping desperately that the pool truly was as deep as it’d appeared to be from above. 
 
   It was, as it happened. The current was just as fierce too and he felt his forearm and a couple of fingers snap as he was thrown against a rock. He cursed again, hoping none of his men had ended up in this bit, although the river itself was probably not much better. Maybe it’d be a bit kinder downstream.
 
   Bloody Hells, it was hard to swim with a fraggin broken arm, even harder to breathe with a… with a… He fought clear of the current somehow, surfaced behind the waterfall and saw that Tam had been right… there really wasn’t anything behind the cataract but sheer, water-smoothed rock. He cursed a bit more and grabbed at a good-sized mass of mosses and ferns. If they could hold on here, so could he. He found that he could reach the bottom of the pool here too, and he wedged himself in among some underwater boulders as best he could.
 
   He finally looked down at his chest. That can’t be good, he thought wearily, seeing the narrow head of an arrow just piercing the skin below his collarbone. Now, if they’d had the sense to use a nice barbed broadhead… Still, they’d done well to hit him at all and really, he shouldn’t be complaining that they hadn’t killed him…
 
   He roused himself quite a bit later. It was dark and cold. Very damned cold. Liam found that he was shivering so much that he didn’t know how the hell he’d managed to keep a hold on his trusty bit of fern, but he had. Ah, that was it. His fingers were so cramped with cold that they looked like bone-white claws and he could barely move them at all. He couldn’t undo them with his other hand because that was the one that’d come off second-best against a cursed rock, wasn’t it? He breathed on his cramped hand to try and warm it up enough for him to let go of the plant, unsurprised at the spray of blood. He swore again, but he simply couldn’t do anything else about it right now. He had to concentrate on getting out of this damned freezing cold water. Perhaps this hadn’t been one of his better ideas.
 
   He couldn’t see anything on the tiny ledge that was the riverbank down here, nor on top of the ravine; with the roaring of the waterfall he certainly wasn’t going to hear anything either, but he simply couldn’t stay where he was. He tried to stamp some feeling back into his numb feet and legs, with only partial success, and then he set off for the edge. Somehow he managed to get there without too many slips, but how in the Nether Hells was he going to get out…?
 
   He slipped again and the strong current obligingly took him in its grip again and carried him downstream.
 
   ***
 
   The sun was bright in his eyes when he finally opened them again. He squinted and swore feebly, then tried to sit up. He found himself firmly pushed back.
 
   “Lie down, you bloody fool. You’ll start bleeding again.”
 
   Liam’s heart sank at the Indari accent. He’d rather have drowned than be caught by those bastards. He hoped desperately that Tam and the others had got away safely.
 
   ***
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