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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.






NORTH


The next day, a breeze carried shade-cooled air from the forest’s deepest regions, tempering the heat that beat down on the Riders’ shoulders and backs. Bees buzzed amid the small clumps of flowers growing along the road’s edges, and the branches were busy with the flutterings and songs of birds. Whatever Tavin had sensed from the lieutenant the previous night had quieted, much to his relief.


They kept their pace easy. There was no urgency in their errand, and they’d reach their destination soon enough. During one of their breaks, he started relieving low-growing bushes of their blueberries. He stuffed overflowing handfuls into his mouth. Several berries rolled down his front, and sweet juice squeezed out the edges of his mouth. The lieutenant laughed as she watched him, a startling sound coming from her. She surprised him further by joining in with the picking.


Their journey continued uneventfully. Late that afternoon, just as he was feeling tired and sun baked, there was a distant roar of water and a freshening of the air. Soon he spied the glint of water between the trunks of trees. The lieutenant called a halt and turned Bluebird around to face him.


“This is the River Terrygood,” she said, the lightheartedness of their blueberry feast long gone. “We’re about to cross a bridge and enter the town of North. You’ve been informed about North in training.”


It was not a question. He had been told about North all right, a rowdy town of lumberjacks, the businesses that supported the lumber trade, and those who disliked queen’s law or otherwise attempted to evade it. Queen Isen had tried to post sheriffs there, but they were usually driven out. From time to time, she assigned her most disciplined troops in town—not to impose martial law, but to set up camp for a while on their way to their next post. It was an unspoken threat that if things got too out of hand, she’d force order. It wasn’t all bad for North, for the mercantiles did a good business in selling to and supplying the soldiers, and the brothels received healthy custom.


“We’ll not be stopping,” the lieutenant said. “We’ll go through at a nice easy jog. Not too slow like we’re sticking around, and not too fast like we’re scared witless. Do not engage if they mock us. There are a number of thugs who’d like nothing more than to provoke a fight. They know we’re the queen’s people, and that’s enough to make them despise us.”


“I understand,” Tavin replied.


She was, he sensed, very calm on the surface, but a certain tension rippled outward. The muscles in his own neck were already tightening up.


“Cheer up, Rider,” she said. “It may be that all is quiet today.”


He hoped so. One of their fellow Riders had suffered a head injury from a rock thrown at him in the middle of town. Luckily his horse had had the sense to carry him out even as he slumped barely conscious in the saddle.


“Ready?” she asked.


He nodded.


The hooves of Bluebird and Goose clunked and clattered on the wooden deck of the bridge as they crossed over the river. The water was flowing well, but not like it must during spring with the snowmelt.


The woods began to open up on the edge of town. Clapboard and log structures lined the road. Squat houses stood side by side with inns and taverns and brothels. Little was done to beautify the town, though one mercantile had flowers in a pot by its door.


It was pretty quiet, with few people stirring. Tavin was relieved. Everyone must be working in the woods. But then someone threw open a window and yelled, “Horse shit Greenies! Get out!” And he spat.


The lieutenant chuckled and told Tavin, “That’s pretty tame by North standards.”


To his mind, the Riders should be praised for the part they had played in ending the scourge of the Darrow Raiders, but then North had been left untouched, and some speculated the Raiders had found a haven here when not out murdering and raping. But even outside of North, even in Sacor City, no one lauded the Green Riders for anything, no matter their sacrifices and heroic acts.


They made it through town unscathed, and when they were about a mile out, the lieutenant halted once more and said, “Not at all bad, considering.” Her relief was palpable. “It’ll be a long ride, but we should be able to reach the waystation before midnight.”


It would be worth the long ride to sleep with shelter over their heads for a change, Tavin thought. They clucked their horses into a sharp trot just to get some distance between them and North.


Tavin relaxed. It seemed they were free and clear of any peril North might have offered, but when they turned a bend in the road, a scene of turmoil erupted ahead. A man on a mule attempted to defend himself and his string of pack mules from three armed and mounted men.


Tavin was slammed so hard by emotions of fear and determination that he almost lost his balance and fell off Goose. A wave of consternation and surprise arose, in turn, from the attackers at the arrival of two Green Riders.


The lieutenant exclaimed to Tavin, “He’s a post rider!” She drew her sword and jabbed her heels into Bluebird’s sides without giving Tavin warning or further instruction. She blazed into the skirmish, her sword rising and falling as she engaged the brigands. The post rider gaped in astonishment at his savior even as he blocked a blow from one of the cutthroats with his staff.


“Run!” she yelled at him.


The post rider didn’t hesitate. He frantically kicked his mount on, and dragged his pack mules along until they picked up into a gallop, sacks of mail bouncing on their backs. They thundered past Tavin in the direction of North.


“Aeryc and Aeryon,” Tavin murmured, and realizing the lieutenant was now beset upon by the three brigands, he grasped the hilt of his saber with a clammy hand. He’d never been in a real fight before. Heart hammering, he urged Goose forward and drew his sword to join the fray.


The lieutenant slew one of her attackers before he could pursue the post rider, and knocked the sword out of another’s hand. The man, in turn, rammed his horse into Bluebird and dislodged the lieutenant from her saddle. She hit the ground hard. Before Tavin could help her, the third man engaged him.


The hard training that had been hammered into him by Arms Master Haycroft came immediately into play. Repetitive exercises in swordplay compelled him to respond to the blows without thinking. It was a good thing; otherwise, he might have frozen up.


His opponent apparently did not have the benefit of training with someone like Arms Master Haycroft and simply lashed out with his blade. Viciousness wafted off him like acrid smoke as he thrust and parried, but he left himself wide open and Tavin slashed his side. The man cried out and kicked his horse, a black-and-white piebald, into a gallop, and disappeared into the woods.


Tavin turned his attention to the lieutenant, who struggled on the ground with the man who had unhorsed her. Her attacker unsheathed a longknife. Tavin dug his heels into Goose’s sides and the gelding sprang forward.


Before he could reach them, they had somehow climbed to their feet. The man cuffed the lieutenant across her face and slashed down with his knife as she stumbled backward.


Tavin scythed his saber through the neck of the brigand, nearly decapitating him. Blood sprayed as the man fell.


There was no time for Tavin to reflect on his first kill, for the lieutenant lay unmoving on her side in the dirt of the road. He threw himself off Goose and dropped to his knees beside her, rolling her onto her back.


“Dear gods,” he said.


She’d been slashed from her chin down her neck, all the way to her hip bone. There was so much blood he couldn’t think clearly at first, but then training took over again.


Staunch the wound, or wounds.


The menders had given the green Greenies some basic mending techniques for emergencies encountered on the road. He went to Goose and dug into his saddlebag, and pulled out shirts he’d packed for the journey. He cut and ripped them, and pressed them into the wound. It seemed deepest near her belly, but he didn’t look too closely.


Her eyes fluttered open. “Did he …” The words came with a gasp. “Post rider. Get away?”


Intense pain flowed over Tavin. Her pain. He shuddered and tried to force it away. “Yes,” he replied. She emanated relief. “You’re hurt, Lieutenant. I’ve got to get you help.”


“Waystation. Bluebird knows the way.” Bluebird darted around them in a frenzy, issuing throaty whinnies.


“North is closer,” he said. “I can get you help there.”


“No.” The sharpness of her reply cut into him. “The waystation. Take me there. An order. The waystation …” Her voice faded away with her consciousness.


He shook his head. Were the people of North so barbaric as to refuse aid to an injured queen’s messenger? Would they do worse? He cursed under his breath. Whether he liked it or not, she had issued an order. He could choose to disobey it, but he could only trust in her greater experience and that she had good reason to insist that they make for the waystation.


He needed to bind her wounds so the makeshift bandages stayed put and maintained pressure to slow the flow of blood. He worried about the depth of the slash in her belly. She might bleed out before they got very far. He rolled up a blanket, and used his swordbelt and hers to fasten it to her front. This should keep the bandages in place and ensure there was some pressure on the wounds.


“I’ll get you to the waystation,” he told her. After that, then what? He was no mender. Where would he find help? Maybe the forester they were supposed to meet had some mending skills.


He lifted her carefully into his arms. Even the dead weight of her was not much. She was a smallish person who always seemed taller than she was. To his astonishment, Goose lay down and watched him expectantly. This made mounting, with the lieutenant in his arms, easier. After he eased into the saddle, he clucked and Goose rose to his feet. Bluebird launched into a gallop down the road, and though Goose tried to leap after him, Tavin reined him back, permitting only a gentle canter to spare the lieutenant a jostling ride. Plus, they’d be able to keep up this pace for a good while. Not so much with an all-out gallop. Bluebird reeled around on his haunches when Goose did not follow as quickly, and snorted and tossed his head in protest, but acquiesced to the canter to remain near his Rider.


Very soon they left the corpses of two brigands, and a puddle of blood soaking into the dirt where the lieutenant had lain, far behind. Tavin hoped Bluebird did, in fact, know where to go. With the lieutenant unconscious, he was assailed by only his own fear that she would die in his arms.






FLIGHT


They’d been moving along at an easy pace when shouts erupted from behind. Tavin glanced over his shoulder. A group, riding seven or eight strong, charged after him. He recognized one of the horses, the black-and-white piebald that had belonged to the brigand who’d gotten away. He’d found reinforcements.


Tavin jabbed his heels into Goose’s sides. The gelding launched after Bluebird who had bolted ahead. Only as the men closed in on him did he begin to sense their eagerness for violence.


The lieutenant stirred in Tavin’s arms. “What …?”


“One of the cutthroats brought friends,” he explained, not sure how aware of her surroundings she was.


“Bluebird. Waystation.” She started to squirm.


“Please be still,” he told her.


He couldn’t keep balanced on Goose if she struggled. Fortunately, she subsided and drifted into unconsciousness again. Tavin peered over his shoulder and saw that his pursuers had dropped back a little. Messenger horses, with their great hearts, were hard to beat when it came to endurance and speed, but even the stoutest among them could not withstand such a pace. Plus, Goose was carrying two Riders, not one. No matter how light the lieutenant was, the additional weight would wear on him and the brigands would catch up. This, he thought, would be a good time for his special ability to emerge, a useful one, like being able to turn invisible. He’d heard there had been such an ability among the Green Riders in the past.


The woods rushed by on either side of the road. Tavin watched for some hiding place to appear that would allow him to leave the road without his pursuers being any wiser. He needed to find such an opportunity before Goose tired out. Already his neck foamed with sweat and he breathed hard. But the forest was thick, and veering off the road just now would slow him down.


The lieutenant groaned, then fell silent again. Another glance over his shoulder revealed the men falling behind some more, and then disappearing behind a bend in the road. If he could continue to increase his lead, it might be enough to allow him the time he needed to find a hiding place, or at least change mounts. Unburdened by a rider, Bluebird would be much fresher.


When he deemed the brigands far enough behind, he moderated Goose’s pace again, and searched the deepening shadows for a place to hide. There were logging roads and wildlife trails, but those were too obvious. Or, maybe obvious was what he needed. On impulse, he reined Goose onto a narrow track wide enough for a sledge and pair of oxen. The earth was churned enough that more hoofprints would not be distinguishable.


Bluebird, some lengths up the road, turned on his haunches to follow. Tavin hoped his pursuers would pass the track by, as they had all the others.


He soon directed Goose, his sides heaving from the exertion of the run, off the logging road and into the woods when he spied an outcrop. Horse hooves snapping branches and crunching on dead leaves sounded too loud to him, loud enough to be heard miles away, which was ridiculous, of course, but it was how it seemed in his heightened state of anxiety.


Once they were behind the outcrop, a granite ledge covered in moss and ferns with trees growing atop and around it, he halted. Bluebird came close to check on his Rider.


“Where …?” the lieutenant asked, gazing up at Tavin.


“Shhh, we’re hiding. You’ve got to stay quiet.”


She did not seem to hear him and fussed in his arms. He tried to quiet her lest she give away their position, but it was Bluebird nuzzling her shoulder that quieted her. Tavin dared not think about how much blood she’d lost so far.


As he sat there, the distant sound of hoofbeats and voices down on the North Road drifted to him, but to his relief, the brigands continued on, not even turning down the logging road. They would not be fooled for long. He hoped it was long enough to at least give Goose and Bluebird a breather.


He carefully dismounted with the lieutenant still in his arms so he could check her wounds. There was bleed-through, but he thought the blanket-and-belts setup he had rigged had helped. He shredded another shirt to supplement her bandages before tightening the belts once more. Then he wrapped her in a blanket because she was shivering. He tried to get her to drink water, but mostly it dribbled down her chin. He made her as comfortable as he could on the ground. Since the last thing he needed was for one of the horses to go lame, he thoroughly checked them over. He then climbed to the top of the outcrop to acquire a broader view of the area.


The outcrop was not too tall, and jutted from a slight rise in the forest. At first, all was quiet in the deepening shadows as the sun began to set. There was the rustling of underbrush and leaf litter as chipmunks foraged on the forest floor. He startled at the snap of branches, but realized, with a smile, it was only a doe and her fawn. He watched them make their way, ears twitching, pausing now and then for the doe to nibble on some greenery. The fawn clung close to its mother, wagging its little tail. It was all very peaceful, he thought. He could almost forget the peril they were in.
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