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THE ICE LADY

Summer was at its apex, but for all the warmth Tavin’s companion exuded, it might as well have been the deep of winter. She hadn’t wanted to lead a long-distance training run, and he hadn’t wanted her to lead his.

She rode ahead of him as they made their way north. Barely a word had been spoken between them since their departure from Sacor City earlier in the month, though he’d tried to draw her out at first. His efforts had fallen flat, for her responses had consisted of one- or two-word utterances that killed any attempt at conversation. Her frosty temperament had led him to give Green Rider Lieutenant Laren Mapstone of Her Majesty’s Messenger Service a nickname, at least in his own head: the Ice Lady. The other new Greenies called her worse names among themselves. They’d never do it to her face, of course, or in front of the senior Riders, especially those who’d served with her during the conflict with the Darrow Raiders, but they did so among themselves.

Goose swiped his tail at biting flies. Tavin clapped him on the neck, scattering a few more. In a matter of days they would reach the queen’s royal groves within the Green Cloak Forest. The Green Cloak was the great beating heart of Sacoridia, a dense old forest of jagged evergreen spires that blanketed the realm from the western provinces to as far east as the foothills of the Wing Song Mountains. Little by little, hardy souls were carving out homesteads for themselves to cultivate the land, or to profit from cutting and milling timber for building ships, making paper, or any other use one could make of wood.

Humanity’s upper hand over the forest, Tavin thought, was tenuous at best. If a farmer but glanced away from a plot of land he’d cleared, a tangle of puckerbrush would appear. Glance away again and the next thing you knew, you had a whole forest all grown up where once there was arable land.

Tavin had overheard enough talk among farmers who patronized his uncle’s inn to know theirs was a grueling way of life. As much as he sympathized with the plight of those who worked the land, he had to admit he found some comfort in the tenacity of nature.

Riding beneath the eaves of the Green Cloak, the scent of moss and fir was heady. Squirrels chittered at them from above. With the brooding lieutenant leading, he could almost imagine he was by himself, and that was not such a bad thing. In fact, it was an unexpected benefit of traveling with her. The fortress of ice she had built around herself actually served as a buffer between them. It contained her emotions, leaving him largely unaffected by any spillover. He supposed he could live with her cold demeanor if it meant not having to experience her every feeling.

As the day wore on, they encountered more travelers who mostly kept to themselves, or drovers with teams of oxen pulling sledges of logs and trailing dust. The lieutenant made no attempt to engage with them. Before leaving Sacor City, Tavin had admitted his misgivings about traveling with her to Frannie, one of the senior Riders. Frannie had told him, “Be patient. Those of us who fought the Raiders have been through a lot and seen things that will give us nightmares to the end of our days. Especially her. She needs this errand whether she admits it or not. She needs to get out of this castle and out of her head.”

He watched her, Lieutenant Mapstone, as she rode in front, her shoulders squared, copper-red hair pulled severely back into a braid. He should be more sympathetic, he thought, to whatever she’d been through, but she didn’t make it easy. The Riders mostly didn’t want to talk about their experiences fighting the Darrow Raiders, but he knew enough about what those brutes had done across the realm to ordinary people, young and old, to whole villages, to have an idea of what they had seen. All the settlers in a village near his town had been tortured and butchered, and every building razed. A lot of stories like that had come through the inn. He shook his head.

A couple hours after sundown, the lieutenant called a halt for the night. Tavin was getting used to the long days in the saddle, but even with breaks, it was still hard. They took care of the horses, brushing them down and feeding them, then set up their campsite best as they could in the dark. He wished he had the special ability of night sight like Rider Nerys did. It would certainly be useful in instances like this. His own ability had yet to manifest, and he hoped it would be a useful one.

Once they got a fire going, it made everything easier. They brewed tea, and he draped Goose’s saddle blanket over a flat rock and sat on it with a deep sigh. They ate their travel rations, dried meat and hard biscuits, in silence. If it weren’t so dark, he would pick blueberries from patches he’d seen along the road.

He took a sip from his waterskin and frowned at the dank tang it left on his tongue. “What I wouldn’t give for a draft of old Longpond’s best ale,” he muttered.

The lieutenant looked up at him. “What?”

He hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. “Oh, uh, Longpond. He’s the brewer who supplies the Barefoot Bride, my uncle’s inn.”

“The Barefoot Bride?” She actually chuckled. “That’s an unusual name for an inn. How’d that come about?”

More than a little taken aback by her interest, he replied, “Well, we’re not real sure, but when my uncle bought the place, he was told the story of a bride who was so distraught by her first glimpse of her husband-to-be—it was an arranged marriage, you see—that she ran from her family’s house through the snow in her bare feet and hid in the house that is now the inn. She hid there for over a year, until the marriage contract was up. Then she took her dowry and turned the place into an inn, which she ran for several years. Don’t know what she called it, but everyone else referred to it as the barefoot bride’s place, and it stuck. The story happened around seventy-five years ago, I was told.”

“What happened to the bride when she finished running the inn?”

“Story goes she ran off with a handsome minstrel and was never seen in the village again, except sometimes …”

“Yes?”

“Well, some say her ghost can be seen, barefoot, running up the stairs in a white gown, veil over her head. Sometimes there is a presence behind the bar that isn’t my uncle or one of the barkeepers. I’ve felt it a few times myself when I was cleaning up after closing, a cold hand on my shoulder.” He shivered at the memory.

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” the lieutenant replied, “but it makes a good yarn. I didn’t know you had worked at an inn. I take it that was in Adolind. Was it a busy place?”

“Yes, to both,” he replied. A spark crackled and jumped from the fire, landing at his feet. He squashed it with the toe of his boot before it could ignite dry twigs or pine needles. “It’s on a crossroad, so in addition to our locals, we got a lot of travelers, merchants, and the like.”

Working there had been exhausting, not just physically, but mentally, as well, with the constant yelling and laughing of the clientele, full of wants and needs, and their waves of emotions crashing into him. It was like drowning in the undertow at times. After he was done with a shift, he’d run upstairs to his room and lock the door, and bury his head in his pillows. The pillows were insufficient at blocking out the emotions that whirled around him, but it helped some.

He took a lot of abuse from his uncle for not being friendly enough with the patrons, chatting them up, but such effort only exhausted him further. He hated it. He hated working there. The Rider call had actually been a blessing from the gods, but his fellow Riders seemed to think him reclusive when he’d decline to join them on outings to their favorite taverns. Instead, he’d grab a book and find a quiet place to read in the castle courtyard gardens, or go to the library when it was raining.

“We’ll reach the waystation in a couple days,” the lieutenant said. “Abram will come looking for us. You’ll like him.” Then she sighed. “But first we’ll have to go through North.”

It seemed the Ice Lady had melted a little with his tale of the Barefoot Bride, though now they fell back into their old silence. Her mention of the town of North hung heavy in the air like an ill omen.

The lieutenant settled into her bedroll. In the unguarded moment as she dropped into sleep, her walls of ice melted, unleashing raw darkness, sorrow, and despair that hit Tavin like a blow. As he sat cradling his head, he thought maybe their conversation had relaxed her tight control over her emotions. She was not an Ice Lady at all, but a fragile human barely holding herself together.
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