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For Chase Alexander

	 

	The one whose song will ring over the earth

	declaring the truths to all who will listen
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	Into the midnight air, a young motorman whistles

	Chugging his way o’er ice thorns and thistles

	Lifting his lists, he checks them twice

	One for the naughty and one for the nice

	 

	In the creases of realms his carriage does glide

	Some call it a train, and others, a ride

	The hem of a coat with a green and blue sheen

	Waves hello to the cities he creeps in between

	 

	He’s not greedy, just a boy with a dream

	So, he sets his sights on the things unseen

	Across the snow, they know his name

	But to Cornelius Britley it’s all the same

	 

	A lover of tea and books and speed

	And the song of a boxcar that runs at full steam

	He checks his watch for the top of the hour

	He cannot be late, his appointment would sour
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	A prayer is how this story begins. 

	 

	‘Twas a thought no larger than a button, no tastier than honey or hope, slipping out into the midnight hush by the mouth of a mother before she passed.

	A gust skated through a crack of fractured glass in the window of the house—where not a thing stirred, not even a mouse—and caught the prayer into a lift. The window whistled its amusement at the sight, ruffling the worn pewter curtains; its chalky web of cracks creating the tiniest peepholes into a home once complete, now plagued with hollow corners where things ought to be.

	But the prayer did not float to its heart’s content, or take a warm nap, or sip the sugary scent in the air, or sit by and perform for the gust that had come to play. Rather, it thanked the gust kindly for the lift and danced through the home before slipping out the keyhole of the modest dwelling. From there, the button-sized prayer battled the elements to survive, squeezing past every power and force that tried to stop it.

	After a journey filled with meddling and suppressed giggles—for if you ever saw a prayer as it galloped, you would certainly consider it a thing that meddles with the atmosphere and has a terrific sense of humour—it collapsed into a fold where it stayed for a measure of time. And as prayers often do, that single breath of intercession sparked into sizzling ribbons of orange, crimson, and gold—the very catalyst that sang o’er the futures of many timestrings, the lightening inside of the flame.

	These feisty little things have a certain magic, you see.
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	Chapter, The First

	 

	 

	Never in my sixteen years of life had I believed in things unseen until that day. I had never created an imaginary friend as a child or believed in ghosts or the work of angels. But on that cold December afternoon, everything I knew went up in a gray cloud of smoke. 

	 

	Snowflakes escaped their ashy sky prisons, piling up at the storefronts, hitting the rust-red Topaz speeding by and kissing my cherry nose as I rushed with my leather book bag tucked under my arm. The French and Biology notes I’d penned out—twice as many times as everyone else in my classes—had turned my bag into a paper-stuffed boulder. Fortunately, today was the last day I’d have to brave school, and now the holidays were the only event my phone calendar foresaw in my immediate future. 

	The bite of cold was agonizing at this late afternoon hour. The wisest city-dwellers had all gone inside already, leaving all the dummies of Waterloo kicking through the snow and fighting for a path on the sidewalk like me.

	Antique streetlamps illuminated downtown, prismed in every direction like hovering confetti. Carols blared from the speakers of a newspaper stand whose buzz-like radio sound muddied the familiar melody of Jingle Bells and swallowed most of the other noise in the street. Buildings hosted glassy bouquets of scarlet, green, and gold ornaments, but it was difficult to enjoy the splendour of the season in this bitter flash-freeze.

	My Aunt Sylvia’s scolding managed to reach my numb ears, “Helen, we’re late!” she said. “As usual.” 

	The mutter of the last two words didn’t get past me even though she was already pushing through the door of a bakery half a block ahead. Her bushy fur coat caught a splinter on the doorframe, drawing a scowl from her face and a smirk from mine—the first smile I’d managed since the day began.

	The trail of dots Sylvia’s heels left in the snow were my guide, a pattern that kept me aligned even when my face was pressed down into my scarf. I couldn’t guess why the woman had decided to wear such glamorous footwear in this snowfall. Her ape-sized feet must have been crisping to blocks of ice. 

	My own boots dragged through the slush, making more noise as I picked up speed to bend to my aunt’s wishes like the pushover I was. 

	A disorderly family Christmas dinner was on the horizon—thus, why Sylvia and I were headed to collect a pumpkin pie. My aunt had claimed she had a list the size of the CN Tower of all the things she needed to pick up before everyone arrived, so, being the oldest one in our group to show up early apart from my grandmother, I got stuck accompanying her downtown.

	A man in a plaid lumberjack coat hit my shoulder as he rushed by. 

	“Ow!” Spinning, I caught a streetlamp to steady myself, several more words dripping towards the tip of my tongue when the man waved back in apology. The pom-pom of his toque bobbed as he disappeared around the corner of the old breakfast diner that would be closing its doors forever next month. 

	I huffed, my warm breath frothy white against the colourful seasonal backdrop. December was a nice time of year to look out the window, but there was nothing else good about the winter season, the wet socks trapped in my boots, the busy stores with lines of customers out to the street, or the stress it put on my grandmother every year to keep up with Aunt Sylvia’s wild party ideas. 

	I would rather stay in for the month of December and have my grandmother read us boring old Christmas tales to spare us the holiday drama. 

	My mittens rubbed my numb face as I looked to where Sylvia had disappeared inside the bakery. She was probably already shuffling a pie into her bag and digging through her purse for change. 

	I paused by the jeweler’s window where the fading sun licked over a chain of pea-sized diamonds, the glistening ballet of iridescent whites unearthing that old feeling of waking up to the first snowfall of the year. That morning of fresh vanilla snow used to send my brother and I racing for our boots and hats. It had been a long time since we dared anything like that.

	I had only one memory of my father chasing us into an ocean of snow so unblemished. My sister Kaley was just a baby, and my brother Winston and I could barely run on our toddler legs. After Winston and I had exhausted ourselves building forts, my mother had brewed hot chocolate on the stove, and we’d spent the day listening to my dad sing off-key Christmas carols while decorating the tree with popcorn we’d strung ourselves. 

	I shifted my reflection in the glass to pretend the jewels hung around my neck like the ogling window shoppers often did in movies, but my grunt spoiled the air at the sight of it against my hole-punched winter coat and thrift store boots. I wasn’t the prom queen sort either; my pale, thin frame and boring features had seen to that. 

	A silhouette moved into the reflection. I glanced back as a body as dense as a pillar of stone collided with me. 

	My back smacked hard against the sidewalk, my leather book bag flew half a metre, and my boots stabbed the air like a tipped cow. Slush leaked through the holes in my coat, brushing a shudder up my spine and blossoming a mushroom-cloud-cough of visible carbon dioxide over my face as a near-silent gasp squeaked out.

	The figure appeared over my sprawled frame in snow-powdered boots with silk laces that gave off the potent scent of sweet spices and pending excuses. He or she was a solid shadow against the sun burning through the yellowish fog overhead. 

	I propped myself up on my elbows, ready for some sort of appropriate Canadian apology, but the person dropped to a knee, and I stilled, eyeing the gray knit scarf covering the lower half of their face. 

	Burly eyebrows framed hard silvery eyes that gleamed like dimes. My gaze shot to where my aunt still hadn’t come out of the bakery.

	“Aeo-aight—” A muffled voice pushed through the gray knitting. I stared up at him, or her, blankly. 

	A hand emerged to pull the scarf down, revealing the distinct face of a girl who looked younger than I’d assumed. Despite her ruggedness, she had a soft mouth. 

	“Are you alright, Trite?” she asked again in a pressing tone that made me think she had somewhere to be. Her accent wasn’t one I recognized.

	“I’m fine.” I lifted a hand to my forehead to check for any sign of heightened temperature but realized I couldn’t feel anything through my mitts.

	My butt was numb.

	The girl grabbed the chest flaps of my coat and yanked me back to my feet in one fast motion, but my legs betrayed me and scissored the moment my boots hit the ice floor. It took shamefully longer than it should have for me to find my footing and I bit back an inappropriate cuss word.

	“Ragnashuck, you’re a peg out of its shell.” Her low-toned mutter sounded like an observation, but when I pulled myself together, I realized she was no longer watching my wretched ice-dance. Her bright eyes were fixed on something behind me. 

	When I craned my neck to look, I saw only the hustling city crowds and a Honda Civic puttering beneath the streetlamp spotlights. The lights flickered with whisking snow from the blizzard lifting behind the buildings. 

	The girl made a ruckus as she scrambled, digging through the folds of her jacket with shaking, large-knuckled hands. I glanced back at the street again, still not grasping the urgency.

	“Put out your hand so I can give you a most-important treasure,” she instructed. “Hide it in the common world, somewhere safe where she won’t find it. I beg you, Trite, don’t be reckless with it.” Growl and sweetness bled together in her voice. With her accent, it was an utterly bizarre combination of sounds.

	“Pardon…?” I wasn’t sure she was still speaking to me until the whites of her eyes locked onto mine, bringing my own words to a halt. A funny smile danced across her small mouth as though she was reliving an inside joke. 

	“You’re going to have to open your eyes, clumsy Trite.”

	“Open my…what…?” I got the strangest impulse to turn and run—a nervous reaction to her husky, outlandish blabbering and harsh features.

	“Put out your hand,” she said again. 

	I lifted my mitten but before I could ask what the rush was about, the girl shoved something into my palm: a glass ball about the size of a tennis ball. 

	I raised my mitt to study the smooth surface and the unusual ivory and gold mist inside. 

	“Hide it!” The girl snapped at the sight of me holding it up like a beacon. “I’ll confuse them while you get away. No time to waste, Trite. Blink twice and chase the train!” A twinkle lit the girl’s eyes. 

	“What train?”

	As though summoned by the girl’s lunacy, a horn-like blast echoed down the city street, and I whipped around in alarm. 

	People moved on by as though they hadn’t heard it, chatting and pushing their way through the rush hour crowd.

	An apologetic expression flickered over the girl’s features. “May the forces of Winter save you from what I have just done.” 

	She began sliding back on her heels like she was going to run. I scrambled after her, positive she was crazy and muttering on about a conspiracy she’d fabricated in her mind. But when I conquered the fresh ice patches on the sidewalk, I realized she was already sprinting down the street as fast as a light-footed racehorse. 

	“Wait!” I called, but the girl was too far away to hear.

	She replaced her gray scarf before pulling two gold medallions from her pockets, and she turned to face me again, now a block away. 

	The spark had become a torch behind her eyes, her irises glittering like the diamonds in the jeweler’s window.

	“Glory to Elowin!” It was a stifled muffle through her facemask as she cast one last look at me and slapped the medallions together. 

	Clatters echoed through the street like popping fireworks, and a fountain of snow burst up from her boots, its snowy fingers twisting upwards and swallowing her entirely into its throat.

	My muscles seized, lurching me to a halt. I thought I was dreaming, but I couldn’t peel my stare away, even though all I could think about was running for my life. 

	The churning snow came to a standstill in mid-air like a speckled, colourless cloud. 

	I jumped in surprise when the still haze erupted into a volcanic blanket of white flakes, littering the end of the street and temporarily eating a streetlamp before it calmed. 

	The snow floated back to the ground, but the girl was gone. It was as though she’d evaporated into thin air.

	…

	Time froze over as I gaped at the spot where I was positive I’d seen her: the figure in the scarf. The girl who’d knocked me onto my back. The ache in my shoulder felt too real to be imaginary, but still, for a moment I wondered if I’d been making it up and had somehow convinced myself that everything I’d just seen and felt was real.

	Finally, I let out a sigh of relief as I concluded there was no other explanation: I was suffering from the drastic temperature drop, dehydrated from the dry weather, and too sick to trust myself. 

	A nervous chuckle escaped my lips as I turned to go find my aunt, tossing the glass ball into the air and catching it, feeling ridiculous until it landed in my palm and my feet came back together. 

	Inside my mitt, my fingers tingled as they ran over the curved surface.

	My eyes crept over, and sure enough, there was that weighty sphere in my hand, clear as crystal, encompassing an ivory and gold haze that glowed ever so slightly like the active molten core of a planet. 

	No.

	I held the ball away from my body, positive it needed to be anywhere but in my hands. My palms were sweating in my mitts, even in this crisp air. 

	I had to drop it. I would drop the glass ball on the sidewalk and leave. And I would never, ever think about this moment again; the moment I realized I was losing my mind.
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	Chapter, The Second

	 

	There’s a reason we lean on the sciences. Theories give us ways to cope with things we can’t otherwise explain. Brilliant minds scribe papers and books, journals and lists, all in the name of trying to find the most supported reasons why things happen the way they do. 

	But what, exactly, was I supposed to do with this?

	“Ah!” I nearly jumped from my skin when something barrelled into my foot. The crystal sphere tumbled from my mitt and my hand lashed out to catch it before it turned into a glassy splash on the sidewalk. I stuffed the glass ornament into my pocket, glaring down at my boots. 

	A furry white creature grinned up at me, its long ears folding out from behind the crown of cotton atop its head.

	I blinked. 

	It was a rabbit. Or…was it? 

	It was unlike any rabbit I’d seen before. No rabbits I knew of could grin. 

	“Helen!” Aunt Sylvia’s voice boomed over the street from where she stood outside the bakery, her bare legs trembling from the cold beneath her pencil skirt. But when I looked up, surprise hit the back of my throat like a punch. 

	My gasp was lost in the cold wind drifting down the walkways overcrowded with holiday lights and Ontarians in multicoloured mittens. But the street wasn’t just busy with the usual Waterloo crowd, it was also busy with birds.

	The flock was their own blizzard of glittering feathers, their silken wings carrying them just above the human masses as they tweeted a melody in perfect unison like a well-practiced choir. They dipped and rushed past at eye level, nearly driving me to stumble off my feet again. 

	Past their rippling current, I noticed a store wedged between a luxury clothing boutique I could never afford to shop in and a barber shop. The new store fit like a puzzle piece, nestled snugly into the alley between the two buildings. 

	Panels of russet wood striped the storefront like an old cabin around four frost-kissed windows. A symbol shone in the centre of the door with chipping indigo paint—white calligraphy of a W with wispy embellishments. But that wasn’t the weirdest part. What struck me most about the shop was that I was certain I’d never seen it before. 

	Steam spilled from cracks in the doorway and smoke hissed from a round chimney up top, releasing the intoxicating scents of warm chocolate and hazelnuts. Once I inhaled it, I couldn’t stop until thin icicles formed inside my nostrils from the cold.

	The rabbit at my boots scampered towards the road and looked both ways. I watched as it tucked itself into a ball and rolled across, weaving in a zig-zag path to avoid cars. A patter rose in my chest.

	Hoisting my book bag from the slush, I followed the animal in long strides, imitating the chimney across the street with my puffs of visible steam. 

	A car horn sent an attention-drawing heatwave through me, but when I reached the other side of the street, I found the rabbit perched on the window ledge of the shop with the indigo door. A heavy lumber sign dangled on black chains above the entrance with words carved into it: 

	 

	The Steam Hollow

	 

	I hesitated, studying the vintage sign and eyeing the splinters of wood that seemed to have flaked off the storefront into brittle piles over time. It wasn’t an eye-catching place, but still, I was sure it wasn’t here a moment ago, which didn’t make sense because the store wasn’t newly built; all the evidence said as much. 

	The rabbit glanced up from the sill, a silky taunt upon its milk-white face. 

	I approached sluggishly to keep it from springing away, and I crouched to study the specimen while my mind raced with explanations based on things I’d read in books. 

	The rabbit was pure white, even its nose. The only colour anywhere was the fantastically bright, sparkling blue of its eyes. 

	A figure appeared on the other side of the window, and I stood straight when I realized I wasn’t alone. The evening shadows and the glare off the glass encompassed most of his body, but I could see a boy watching me. He was dressed in raven-black from head to toe with a pointed hood covering his hair, but I gasped at the unnatural blue of his eyes. They mirrored the rabbit’s—a set of bright sapphire stars peeking through a dim sky of window fog. 

	He studied me the way someone might admire a new animal at the zoo; tilting his head in what was either boredom or bland curiosity. After a moment, he raised his hand in what might have been a greeting, but not one I knew. Still though, to be polite, I lifted my hand as well and performed an awkward wave.

	Surprise flickered across the boy’s bright eyes, his expression turning as cold as ice. 

	He backed away from the window into the shadows, the reflection of the sign’s deep purple letters on the glass the only thing that remained.

	My lashes fluttered.

	I smooshed my face against the window, my hands cupping around my eyes to see where he went. But beyond where the boy had been, two dozen beings of unnatural height congregated around tables, hunching to fit beneath the ceiling. The sight sent a barrel of heat rolling through my stomach. Pointy ears and long noses protruded from their heads, hidden only when they sipped from their steaming mugs. Some of them had to be as tall as the lampposts outside. 

	I ripped myself back in horror. 

	They weren’t like people, not quite.

	My heart pounded as I looked both ways down the street, wondering if maybe a theatre performance had just ended at the Centre in the Square in Kitchener and the whole cast had come here in costume. 

	Tall creatures with pointed ears?

	Rabbits that grinned and rolled into balls?

	A shop that suddenly appeared where it hadn’t been before?

	When there were no cars passing by, I took off back the way I’d come; back to my side of the street, back to where my aunt was waiting, back to where everything had been normal a moment ago.

	Sylvia. 

	Oh, buttery basket of buttocks, she was going to be furious.

	“Aunt Sylvia?” 

	I searched the constellations of faces packed into the street. The bakery buzzed with groups travelling in and out; long dress coats brushing by puffy winter wear. 

	I jogged for it, chiming a small bell as I entered, and was immediately encompassed by the scent of pie crust, freshly ground coffee beans, and the sour impatience of old ladies shivering in skirts just like my aunt’s. 

	A dozen people herded through the lines, snatching up lemon pastries, coffee cakes, and boxed pumpkin pies from the shelves. These people were all regular—no beak-noses or teardrop ears. 

	I rubbed my eyes, questioning what in the world was going on with me when a Toooot! blasted through the space, bringing a startled scream from my throat. Alarmed customers stared, taking in my dripping wet coat and soggy-butt pants.

	“Sorry…” I choked out. 

	There was no sign of Sylvia so back outside I went, keeping my eyes down on my shuffling feet, hoping with every fiber of my being that no one in the bakery had recognized me. Even though the flash-freeze had turned the slush into rippled ice sculptures and filled the air with wintry prickles, my cheeks were hot.
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	It wasn’t until I was back at my aunt’s house that I finally pulled my gaze up from the sidewalk. Sylvia’s familiar brick abode rested before me with the same blueish stone stairs, iron railing, and the same mustard-yellow front door I’d passed through since I was little to attend her Christmas parties. The only thing different was an oversized garland wreath weighing down the door this year.

	I didn’t go in right away; I stole a look around and swallowed, worried I’d been followed.  But I saw nothing—nothing but regular vehicles, regular lampposts, regular pine trees covered in regular snow. 

	I sighed, wondering if a good night’s sleep would fix me since most of the medical journals in the Waterloo Region Library advised that rest was the best remedy for people out of sorts.

	My boots thumped up the porch stairs, but the front door swung open before I could grab the handle, startling me more than it should have. 

	“Peanut!” Aunt Bertha reached to pull me inside, and I forced a smile across my stricken face. The nickname she gave me was cute when I was little, but at sixteen I’d well outgrown it and now it was just weird. 

	Slipping by Bertha, I tossed my book bag on a hook and leaned to glance in the kitchen where Aunt Sylvia was conversing with my Uncle Ted, likely grouching about me for not keeping up. 

	“Merry Christmas, my dear!” My grandmother, Wendy Wilthsmurther, appeared from the living room in a flour-covered apron and reached down to give me a hug even though it had barely been two hours since I’d seen her. Her arms were warm in comparison to my cold skin, and I shot her a crooked half-smile when she pulled away. 

	“Your aunt tells me she had to leave you in the street to make it here on time,” she said to me beneath the chatter of the room. The scolding in her voice was entirely overshadowed by the smirk on her face. 

	“Um…” A dozen images flashed through my mind at once: smiling rabbits, sparkling birds, tree-sized people, a human-swallowing snow-tornado. But I forced my cheeks to move out of the way for a smile, otherwise my grandma would know something was wrong. “I got distracted. I’ll apologize at some point,” I promised, though she and I both knew I probably wouldn’t.

	Grandma squeezed her lips to mute a chuckle, and if I had to guess, I’d say the old woman found a bit of pleasure in seeing Aunt Sylvia so stressed. It was, after all, Sylvia who insisted on hosting Christmas every year to show off all the new treasures in her large, seven-bedroom house. 

	My father used to roll his eyes at Sylvia’s collections and had always found excuses to leave the room to avoid my aunt. It was one of the memories that came easily in this house. 

	“Dinner’s ready!” Aunt Bertha’s shrill voice broke over the noise of congested human interaction, and suddenly, like a herd of wild animals on the African plains, dozens of people began rushing to the dining room.
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	Chapter, The Third

	 

	The turkey was golden brown, cooked to perfection and stuffed with garlic butter and herbs. Aunt Sylvia had put out her best silver candlesticks and china dishes. 

	A rainbow of autumn tones adorned the table, and the whole room fogged with the sweet smell of cranberry sauce, pumpkin pie, sizzling turkey, hot cocoa, melting butter, and a hint of crackling wood from the fireplace.

	Everyone ate heartily, bickering only a few times while Sylvia babbled on for the better part of an hour about all her traumatic Christmas shopping ventures and the terrible people who’d gotten in her way. No one actually cared what the others had to say though. It was all for show. A chance to prove they were worthy of each other’s attention. 

	I kept to myself, only laughing when Winston flicked a spoonful of butter at Aunt Bertha’s plate despite the diet she kept announcing she was on. 

	My Uncle Ted went into detail about the argument he had with his boss about getting time off. Everyone displayed dramatic sympathy for him, but I couldn’t focus on any of it. The invisible fingers of my mind reached to the glass ball burning a hole in my pocket, handed to me by a silver-eyed girl who looked like a weightlifting champion. 

	Something was seriously wrong with me, and there was no chance I’d be bringing it up with these people who stuffed themselves with spiced bread and hot turkey and declared their opinions with loud voices. Because even though I sat in a room crowded with relatives, I felt the familiar pang of being alone. Same as I did every year during the holidays when I woke up to the cold bite of winter and relived the ache of bad memories that came with it. 

	I ate in silence, my toe kicking the leg of the table that was inconveniently located right where my feet would have naturally rested.

	As the conversations at my aunt’s dining table grew in volume, I noticed my grandmother’s focus fall distant behind the reflection of her family in her glasses. She was a body here, with a mind somewhere else. Like me. 

	After dinner, Uncle Ralf read a Christmas poem as we gathered around the large stone fireplace in the living room and tried not to ogle at Aunt Sylvia’s horrendously fat spruce tree, held together with gold ribbons, crystal teardrop ornaments, and ropes of tiny white lights. The display gave off the fresh scent of pine needles, sap, and the sort of inconsiderate wealth-flaunting that practically shoved spare bills up one’s nose. 

	Throughout the reading, Ralf’s children begged him to let them open just one gift from the pile beneath the tree. It severely disrupted the poem, but we all clapped nonetheless when he was done, and finally, he told his kids they could each choose one present to open early.

	I noticed Grandma slip through the clusters of her descendants and out of the living room. I expected her to come back, but as the minutes ticked by and she never returned, my stare kept drifting to the hall. The longer she was gone, the deeper my disappointment reached. Truly, I felt sad for the old woman.

	I turned to go after her, more curious about what she was doing than what was happening in the family room, even if she was just cleaning up in the kitchen.

	The adjacent hall was unlit. Beyond the museum of family photos in brass frames, candlelight flickered through a slit where a door sat open an inch. 

	Glancing back at the party first, I snuck towards the room. 

	“Grandma?” 

	Past the door, she looked up from a book with a cracked smile. Powder speckled her apron, and I wondered how Sylvia would react to seeing my grandma sitting in one of the antique showpiece chairs in her state.

	“Come in, dear.”

	I slid into the chamber where amber light danced along every surface from the candle on the coffee table, and I dragged a chair across the rug Sylvia told me she found in the Middle East, biting my lips when the chair leg caught a tassel and ripped it right off.

	“You don’t want to join the party?” I asked, slumping into the chair. 

	Grandma smiled again, showcasing the wrinkles in her cheeks. 

	“This old lady has had enough parties.” She closed the book, an old leather thing with withered pages sticking out at odd angles and fraying at the corners. I glanced at the cover as she slid it onto the coffee table but there was no title.

	“What’s your book about?” 

	She smiled again like it was a secret, but I knew she didn’t have any secrets from me. In some ways, I was the daughter to her that my mother had been, replacing an old memory with a new body. 

	“I read it to you when you were little. Don’t you remember the stories?” she asked. 

	My face must have blanked because Grandma chuckled behind her closed mouth and leaned to rest her elbows on her knees, her gaze drifting down to the mysterious book. 

	“That’s okay, it was a long time ago.” She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “But I remember. Things were so different back then. You know, your mother…” It seemed she didn’t have it in her to finish that thought. 

	I emptied of emotion as my eyes fell to the candle on the table. It wasn’t that I didn’t care, it was that I’d cared so much for so long, I’d learned to adapt. It was a survival tactic, according to literature I’d read on human psychology. 

	My grandmother though, she still cared. Too much. The heavy moisture that filmed her pale blue eyes was evidence of that. But I couldn’t blame her for holding on when the holidays had a way of unearthing memories that had once been buried and left beneath a pretty rock. 

	My gaze lifted to the old woman in the flour-covered apron that had taken us in despite her widowed state, small house, and lack of savings. 

	The episode from downtown filled my mind—the one with the girl who was either a street artist performing magic tricks, or really had disappeared into a snow cloud. My grandmother was probably the one conscious person I could tell about that. My mouth opened to confess it, but it hung there, silent. I didn’t even know how to say a thing so absurd and something in my gut told me this old woman didn’t need any more trouble.

	My grandmother sat in silence, the toe of her slipper tapping against Sylvia’s coffee table. Her glasses were new, the lenses still smooth and not yet scuffed up by the hobbies of her life. 

	“I used to tell you many stories.” Her voice was quiet as though she was speaking more to herself, but her eyes wandered to the hand-carved artifacts in Aunt Sylvia’s china cabinet. She was still lingering on our last conversation. An old soul incapable of moving on.

	Finally, Grandma stood and brushed the flour from her shoulders. “You were very young. I’m sure you haven’t the faintest clue what I’m rambling on about.” She smoothed her apron and offered her arm for me to link onto. “Your aunts and uncles are probably wondering where we snuck off to,” she said. “I suppose we should get back to the party before dear Sylvia gets offended and I’m stuck hearing about it for the rest of the week. Shall we, my dear?” 

	I smiled and took her arm, the heavy sleeve of my sweater blanketing her bare, brittle elbow. 

	When we returned to the noise, my little cousins were racing around on scooters and skateboards. It looked like one of my aunt’s vases had been knocked off an end table and turned into a jigsaw puzzle on the floor. I sat on the couch beside Aunt Bertha, watching Grandma head away to pull the candy dish away from Winston. 

	The distant toot of a train horn flooded my ears, the sharp whistle piercing through me as though Aunt Sylvia’s walls were made of paper, and I leapt off the couch in a knee-jerk reaction. 

	The air whistle magnified. A painting of Sylvia, my uncle Steve, and my cousin Quinn hung proudly at one end of the room. When it rattled a fraction, dread spilled through me. 

	I meant to holler a warning, but my throat clogged; my eyes firing back to my rowdy family. No one else reacted to the whistles. I rushed to lean over the couch and look out the window. 

	A calm snowfall peppered the view. There was no train in sight and the horn dissolved into the snowfall. In fact, there were no vehicles of any sort—it seemed the roads had grown too slippery for travel tonight, even for bold Canadian drivers. 

	With an exasperated huff, I twisted and slid back into my seat on the couch, catching a bothered look from Aunt Bertha.

	This was getting out of control. I had to get rid of the glass ball before I warped into a madwoman. The loud noise of the room pulsed against my head: Aunt Bertha’s startling laugh, Uncle Ralf yelling at his kids, Aunt Sylvia complaining, my cousins’ sharp screams…

	I jumped from the couch and rushed for the foyer. My coat rustled off the hook as I burst out the front door with my boots only half on. Icy air nipped at my overheated body, and I inhaled deeply, feeling the crisp oxygen prickle down my throat. 

	A brisk walk was considered a form of therapy to some.

	My dragging boots peeled snow off the sidewalk until I stooped to yank them on right. I’d forgotten a hat. 

	“No more trains,” I coached myself as I headed for the path to the park.

	I shifted to avoid a pedestrian in my way. Rather than pass by, he stayed perfectly still, lifting me out of my daze, and I snapped to a halt when I realized his bright blue eyes were looking right at me. 

	Back at the shop, I didn’t get the best look at him, but this was definitely the same boy; those vivid eyes were ones I wouldn’t forget. A clean raven-black coat hugged his torso with a pointed hood like something seen on a garden gnome. 

	He had a demeaning stare. 

	“Um…” I glanced back the way I’d come, wondering if I’d gotten in his way. “Sorry?” I guessed.

	“You can see me.” It sounded like a question. 

	An accent flourished his speech like the crazy girl’s from the street. It wasn’t British, or Scottish, or Irish, but it sounded similar to them all. 

	My eyes closed, sealing him out. “Wow, this has been the weirdest day.” 

	Maybe I really did need some sort of help, the kind my grandmother talked about when her friend Dorothy started sewing little sweaters for potato chips and treating them like pets. 

	I opened my eyes, wishing he would be gone along with everything else odd. But there he was, waiting, the strong scents of mint and fresh pine trees drifting off him. 

	I reached into my pocket for the glass ball the scarf-girl had given me, but the moment the crystal boulder came into view the boy faltered like he thought I planned to smack him with it. His eyes shot up to mine with an absurdly accusing tone.

	“Here.” I extended it to him. “I don’t want it.”

	“You’re one of them. A Trite.” His blue eyes danced back and forth between mine like he was searching for something hidden in my face.

	“Please, just take it. I don’t want to see this, the weird tall people, the white rabbits, the sparkly birds…Please, just take it away.” I wasn’t sure if this was how the human brain worked, and if it would be enough to rid myself of the delusions.

	The boy’s jaw tightened, the colour in his eyes shading over like a mood ring. He took a step towards me and pointed a black-gloved finger. “Don’t ever give this away. Especially to me.” He muttered the last part.

	With that, the boy turned and marched down the sidewalk, leaving me there with the ball still in my palm. His snow-speckled mess of pecan hair disappeared behind the pointed hood as he pulled it over himself. 

	My stare fell back to the glass ball as the natural smell of damp trees and muddy sideroads returned. I lifted it to study its golden guts through the glass barrier, certain the splash of ivory inside was toiling as though I’d disrupted its slumber. It was subtle, and there was a chance the dark night was making my vision go nutty, but it seemed like the current was dancing. 

	I turned to call after the boy in black, to beg him to tell me what I was supposed to do with this weighty ornament since he seemed to know what it was, but apart from the slow movement of the falling snow, the street was still and empty.
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	Chapter, The Fourth

	 

	Even though my window was sealed shut, carols crept into my bedroom from down the street. The sound was too muffled to make out the words, but I hummed along for a moment, reminded of the time I sang these same melodies in concert choir at school. That was before Emily Parker’s best friend Mia Fillard had joined to try and score an easy half-credit and I had decided choir was no longer for me.

	Sleep didn’t agree with me tonight. I’d paced for a while, wincing at the creaks in the floor that threatened to wake Kaley on the child-sized bed wedged between the block towers of boxes on the other side of the room. To this day, every spare inch of wall space was piled with my grandmother’s storage. Until we’d moved in almost a decade ago, this space had been used as a closet to keep my deceased grandfather’s belongings. 

	With a suspicious glare, I eyed the glass ball on my nightstand, willing it to explode before me. And then I paced some more. 

	The glass ball was real—this was the one thing I had established to be true. It didn’t matter how many times I tried to convince myself otherwise, it was always still sitting there, staring back at me with its gold and ivory eye. I routinely tapped my knuckle against it to remind myself. 

	One of the only good things I would openly admit about myself was that I was smart. So why did my brain want to believe I’d seen a girl disappear? Had she really evaporated into snow? 

	I deliberated between several theories before rolling onto my bed. The glow of the streetlamps outside splattered liquid gold onto my wall, reminding me of looking at a light through a glass of water; bright yet distorted. Like my mind felt tonight.

	How could I keep going on like this? I was on the verge of adopting my own potato chip family. I sprang back off the bed and grabbed my scarf and toque off the dresser. 

	The house was quiet. Floorboards squawked like a parrot beneath my weight as I scampered downstairs and out the front door, cringing the whole way. This was the first time I’d ever snuck out. I hoped my spotless record would work in my favour and my grandmother would assume the creaking had been the old house shifting on its rickety legs. 

	The cold night slapped my skin and I gasped, pulling on the coat I hadn’t wasted time putting on inside. I hugged my arms around myself to preserve what little heat I had left. 

	 The glass ball was an anvil in my pocket. If it wasn’t constantly hitting the side of my leg as I moved, I might have continuously wondered if maybe I would check and finally it would be gone. But there it was, clunk, clunk, clunk…I wasn’t the cussing type, but if I was, now would have been the time to do it. 

	My mutters of self-loathing were muffled as I slid at odd angles over black ice. The wood sign of The Steam Hollow squeaked in the cool wind as I came to a sliding halt, inhaling the potent smell of creamy dark chocolate breathing out the cracks.

	The hinges of the door creaked as I crept inside, pulling the copper handle to slam it shut with a loud bang that echoed through the shop. Odd creatures sat at tables and at the bar with mugs nestled into their pale fingers. Steam billowed from their drinks all around the shop.

	Every single eye in the room was looking at me. 

	Beats of dull pain padded up my leg from an old injury in my ankle. I stretched it back and forth, wiping the perspiration from my forehead as I made my way inside. A few tables relit their quiet chatter. 

	The Steam Hollow was vastly different at night than during the day. Less laughter. Less smiling faces. Less cheery noise. 

	The height of the stools at the bar nearly made them unwelcoming, but I took on the challenge to climb one, scooting my rear inch by inch until I was balanced. 

	“Something hot to drink?” The slender woman behind the counter was also tall with pointed ears protruding through purple-black hair. Her expression was unusual, like she was trying to figure me out.

	“Sure?”

	“You don’t know?” She raised a brow. 

	I cleared my throat. “Sure. That would be nice.”

	A moment later she slid a thick clay mug over the counter in my direction. Intoxicating scents curled over the brim with the steam, and I went weak at the knees. 

	The tall woman lingered. “Haven’t seen you in here before.” 

	Small talk. The sum of all things unbearable.

	Her accent reminded me of the boy who’d spoken to me outside my aunt’s house. In fact, if I listened closely, I could hear the same foreign sounds coming from all the quiet conversations in the shop. 

	“I’ve never been in here before,” I admitted, feeling obligated to come up with some sort of response to her observation. 

	“Huh.” She pulled mugs from a nearby cupboard like she was reorganizing. But every so often she glanced back at me with that same peculiar face. Behind her, a set of wood boards showed messy writing in white paint. A menu, it seemed: 

	 

	Ground Pine Dust Cocoa

	Lumber Dark Brew

	White Forest Ginger and Bean Blend

	Northern Spicebush Twig Tea

	Black Glacier Pie

	Crispy Toast with Juniper Berry Spread

	Ice Berry Pudding

	 

	“Actually, I’m looking for someone,” I said, tearing my eyes from the list.

	“Is that so?” The woman wiped her hands on a stained dishtowel and brushed her hair off her shoulder.

	“Well, yes. A boy; a few inches taller than me, dressed in black. Very blue eyes…” I rattled off everything I could remember. 

	Recognition touched the woman’s face. “Always showing off? And pulling pranks?” she guessed.

	“No, I think we’re talking about different people. The boy I’m looking for is quite serious. Seems to have a raincloud over him.” My cold fingers drifted beneath the counter into a stiff fidget. 

	“Hmm. I think we are talking about the same person. You just don’t know him like I do,” she said. “His name is Zane, and he spends his days in search of fun which makes him a magnet for trouble. And he gets away with things because he’s a feisty sputtlepun who’s as frostbitten clever as an ashworm, you know what I’m saying?” she told me like we were confidants.

	“Oh…” I didn’t know what to say to all that. 

	“He isn’t here tonight, little peanut,” the woman added. The name caught me off guard—it was the same as what my Aunt Bertha called me. 

	The woman glanced down at my mug, still full. “You ever have this before?” 

	“No.” 

	Shame stole me for having not tried it yet. But a slow smile spread across her light-skinned face. “I think you’re going to like it.” With that, she headed for the other side of the counter to carry misting drinks to a pair of pointy-eared creatures who’d just wandered in. 

	The mug was a furnace against my hands—a thick off-white clay cauldron much too large for my small mouth, but I lifted it to my lips anyway. Liquid chocolate melted onto my tongue, running into all the crevices and bursting into a rainbow of flavours. Dark chocolate beans with sweet spices, hints of sugary orange, and creamy licorice. My tongue did a dance over my lips as I licked all the remnants. 

	It occurred to me during the lingering aftertaste of butterscotch that I hadn’t brought any money to pay this tall woman who served the most decadent chocolate brew I’d ever tasted. 

	Patting my coat, I hoped to come up with some change, but with so many holes in my pockets change would have fallen out even if it had been in there.

	“Um, any chance I can start an IOU tab, miss?” My voice was the quiet squeak of a mouse. How could I have taken a drink with no way to pay? 

	But the woman laughed as she came back around the counter, tossing an empty tray onto a shelf.

	“I’m not Red or Green,” she said. “I don’t pay taxes to the kingdoms, so I don’t collect rings for drinks. And you can call me Lola.”

	I twisted in my puffy coat to see the rest of the room. No one was paying. It was difficult to keep my face composed as I considered the poor business choice of serving free drinks.

	My mind drifted back to the reason I’d come as I curled my fingers against the mug. Finally, I dug into my largest coat pocket.

	“Can you tell me about this?” The glass ball was heavy in my palm like a chunk of useless concrete. I set it on the counter with a thud. 

	Lola dropped a mug to the floor; a sharp burst of shattering stone ringing through the brewery. Dense liquid and clay shards splattered over her feet and a tall man several seats down slid off his stool to leave with a grunt. Behind me, someone else hustled out of their spot, the feet of their chair releasing a screech against the floor.

	“Girl, take that thing out of here! I can’t have people saying I had a frostbit orb in my shop!” Lola said the last part to me in a loud whisper. 

	Heat spread up my neck and I quickly slid the ornament back off display and into my coat pocket. “Can you at least tell me what it is?” I fired back, also in a whisper. 

	Lola soaked me up with her eyes like she hadn’t fully understood me until this very moment. “You’re a Carrier.” There was a subtle glint of fear in her expression. 

	“A what?” I tried. 

	“That’s exactly what you are. I wondered how you managed to walk in here in the first place. Didn’t seem right, you being so plain-looking, with your Trite language, yet you could see us clear as day.” She let her hair cover half her face like a shield as she spoke. Then she grabbed the same stained cloth and began cleaning up the mess of chocolate on the floor.

	“I’m sorry…” I looked back over my shoulder. All the creatures whispered now, staring at me. 

	“It’s alright. You’re obviously a peg out of its shell, but don’t pull out your relics of The Dead King in my shop unless you want to see it burned to the ground.” Her scolding wasn’t mean; it had a motherly edge like she was handing over wisdom I’d be wise to heed.

	It was clear Lola wasn’t going to explain things further, let alone take the glass ball for me. Which meant I was back to finding answers on my own.

	I decided to imagine that everything I’d experienced since the moment I’d come into contact with the glass ball was real. The ball was tangible—I had a hundred successful tests of knocking my knuckles off it as evidence. If that was the case, then it had all started with that girl in the street. The blue-eyed boy was lost to the wind, so I was going to have to find the girl with the scarf. And she was going to tell me what in the world was going on.
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	Chapter, The Fifth

	 

	 

	The scarf girl. The last place I’d seen her was by the old breakfast diner on the street corner by The Steam Hollow. 

	She had said, Don’t be reckless. She’d called me, Trite. Whatever that was.

	“Don’t be reckless about what?” I asked aloud, tossing the ball and catching it as I resumed my pacing. The frost on my bedroom window caused the early morning light to burn like it was stained glass. Kaley snored in her sleep, leaving me alone to address my manic thoughts. 

	I held the sphere up to study it for the millionth time. The scarf-girl had also told me to hide it. I hadn’t been doing a good job of that. So far, both chances I’d gotten I’d tried to give it away.

	“Helen?” My grandmother poked her head around the door. I whirled and stuck the glass ball behind my back. I wasn’t even sure why. 

	“Yeah?” 

	“Do you want pancakes? They’re almost ready.”

	“Sure.”

	Grandma paused before she left, an odd look deepening her wrinkles, and I flinched.

	“Where did you go last night during Sylvia’s party? I thought maybe you went to visit Emily Parker, but I spotted your book bag by the door.”

	“Oh. Right.” I scratched the back of my head with my free hand. “I thought about going to visit Emily, but I ended up just going for a walk.” Guilt trickled in. Not only because I’d left out parts of the truth, but because I realized how long it had been since I’d stopped by to see Emily Parker. And it wasn’t like anyone else did.

	“Okay.” My grandmother shrugged and left. 

	I pulled the ball back around and considered just throwing it out my window. Problem solved. But the intense look on the scarf-girl’s face burned a mark on my conscience. What if she came back for the ball and I had to awkwardly explain that I’d chucked it away with the trash? 

	I had to find the scarf-girl. More than anything else, I had to get to her so she could take the ball back and set everything to the way it was before. 

	Most of my wardrobe was in the laundry, so I switched out my night clothes for the nicest pair of pants I had left and thrashed my arms through the sleeves of my favourite sweater as the smell of pancakes drifted into the room.

	With a wicked grin, I yanked off Kaley’s covers to lurch her up from her well of dreams, and I headed downstairs to the music of her protesting snarls. 

	The butter was already melting on a fresh stack of pancakes when I came into the kitchen. Winston had started to eat without us like a pig, and behind me Kaley stumbled down the stairs, eyes still half closed.

	“So, who’s going sledding today?” Grandma asked, hauling over a bag of milk and sitting across from me at the table.

	I had to swallow the dryness in my throat to be able to speak. “Actually,” I poured myself some orange juice. “I was thinking about going downtown. Maybe finishing up some Christmas shopping.” 

	My grandma tilted her head and shot me a look through her spectacles. “Christmas shopping? Dear, I told you we aren’t doing gifts this year. And I also told you to get everything before December if you wanted to get gifts for your friends,” she said. “You know how crazy people get before Christmas.” Her voice was too soft to be scolding.

	Friends?

	I blinked at her word choice. It was baffling to me that I was so close to my grandmother, yet she somehow thought my second-hand cell phone was filled with the phone numbers of my five hundred besties. 

	“I know. I tried.” My shoulders pulled into a shrug. 

	Grandma sighed and leaned to put a forkful of pancakes on my plate, her glasses sliding halfway down her nose as she did. “Go then, before it’s too late. Don’t get anything for me, dear. You know I don’t want that,” she reminded me again. 

	A crook formed at the corner of my mouth as I imagined making a stop at the hot chocolate shop first. I could already taste the shavings of dark cocoa and the squeeze of citrus.
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	People swarmed the shops of downtown Waterloo like hordes of ants around drops of honey, emptying their wallets and swiping their credit cards to overspend on gifts. They slipped past each other in passive-aggressive politeness as blocked drivers honked their horns, all so that kids around the province would be blessed on Christmas morning for approximately sixty minutes until it was all over.

	The snow had piled high through the early hours of the morning, and I had to trudge through knee-deep heaps. If Lola wasn’t too frazzled by my visit the night before, maybe she could direct me to the scarf girl. I was so deep in thought about it, I almost didn’t notice the rabbit unfold at my feet until it was blinking up at me.

	No, not at me. At the glass ball. 

	There wasn’t time for me to tighten my grip before a second rabbit tore it from my grasp. 

	“Hey!” I lashed out, catching nothing. The critter barrelled away, clutching the ornament to himself, and I was sure they were bottling shrieks of laughter. I bolted after their dexterous white bodies, scuttling around city people and falling into their wicked game. 

	I didn’t realize how far I’d run until I was panting amidst a collection of leafless maples before an open field. I spun like an unstable ballerina, my ungloved hand going to my forehead along with a rush of dizziness. 

	Maybe this was a blessing in disguise—I’d wanted to get rid of the glass ball and now it was gone. At the thought, I bent to rest with my palms against my knees, fighting the gag tickling the back of my throat.

	I stayed like that—nausea ridden and hunched—until a dozen rabbits burst from their shallow hiding places beneath the snow. They barrelled in my direction and my feet stumbled back to brace for impact, but the critters scampered around and up the trunks of the maples. I spun and gaped as they disappeared behind the branches. Their annoying little faces hadn’t even seemed mischievous this time. 

	Lo and behold, the glass ball sat by itself in the snow where the rabbits had just been, the smooth surface fogged by rabbits’ breath.

	“Good grief,” I muttered, sloshing over to pick it up. But my hand halted as a groan lifted from the earth, low and deep like an old sinking ship being twisted by ocean pressure. I snatched the ball from the snow as vibrations rumbled beneath my feet. The trees wobbled, shaking off their snow to reveal their bare branches and the rabbits hiding within them. 

	Wolfish growls filled the wind, bringing me back around slowly to face the plains with wide eyes.

	A lump shifted in the field. 

	My feet stumbled over each other as I scurried back, not quickly enough. 

	The lump unfolded and grew, a wide hole opening for its mouth where air and snow sucked into the monster’s jaws like a vacuum. 

	Strangled noises escaped my throat; my legs toppling over each other as the monster stomped towards me. It leapt into the sky—a mighty mountain of white extremities coming to crush my fragile body—but a hand latched onto my coat as I screamed, and I was yanked backwards. 

	The boy with the blue eyes pushed me to the treeline where I toppled into a heap. He gripped a long, cherry-wood staff with ice sprouting out the hook like a crystal mane of needles. 

	The hem of his black jacket flapped as he sprang from the drifts, swinging his ice staff and striking the monster in its cheek. The beast lurched and tumbled over the snow, splashing powder over the field. The vibrations of its low grumbling shook my bones. 

	The monster climbed to its feet as the boy landed a short distance away, sliding across the snow on his toes in a perfect arc like a figure skater. He pointed the sharp end of his spear towards the monster who howled and beat its chest in return.

	My mouth hung open. I was sure I would throw up any second. All at once I was ready to play dress-up with potato chips—give me a family of salty Ruffles with little sweaters. If I was crazy, fine, as long as this could be my imagination playing tricks on me. 

	I dropped to my knees and masked my face with my hands. “Wake up!” It was the blubbering cry of a lunatic. 

	My fingers parted as the two rivals rushed each other—the monster on all fours and the boy channelling over the snow in long slides. When they jumped, they flew higher than the treetops and I squeezed my eyes shut, pushing out tears from the cold. 

	A clash boomed overhead, and I choked on a cry.

	Wake up, wake up, wake up!

	A thump shook the earth, and then all was still.

	Air couldn’t get into my lungs fast enough. I breathed in. Breathed out. Staggered breath in. Shuddering breath out. 

	Finally, I mustered the courage to peep through my fingers to see what had become of the boy. 

	In the distance, the snow monster combusted into a puff of flakes and dissolved back onto the field, a trickle of wind spreading it over the plains like billows of milkweed. 

	The boy stood in front of me—his face hard around his sparkling blue irises. He didn’t offer a hand to help me up. He didn’t ask if I was okay.

	With shaky limbs, I pulled myself to my feet. 

	The field seemed almost peaceful now, the wind moving over it like a whisper, picking up small pockets of snow and mixing it around.

	“This,” the boy grabbed my wrist and held up my hand where I gripped the glass ball with all my might, “is not a toy. If that snowsquatch had gotten its paws on it, it might have been gone forever.” He dropped my hand, the sphere slapping the side of my leg. “And quit messing around with those bloody rabbits.” He marched past me, the scent of winter mint hitting me as he did. 

	I spun to watch him leave. His accent was so thick, it took me a moment to register all he’d said. “Wait!” I called.

	The boy didn’t stop—he trudged over the crystal drifts, his cane helping him wade through. So, I did the only thing I could think of: I grabbed a tight scoopful of snow, and I hurled it at his back. 

	It hit the boy square in the shoulders, and he halted. Snow bounced down his black suit, tumbling over his thick leather boots, and I knew right away it had been a mistake. 

	He turned back slowly, his stare colder than the ice clinging to the trees over his head. 

	“Please, don’t leave me here by myself.” I stumbled through the snow, hoping my poor balance would make him realize how pathetic I was and he’d forgive me for pelting his back with a snowball. 

	The boy’s jaw flexed as he brushed the mess off his shoulders. 

	“What if the rabbits come back?” I begged. 

	But my question brought an unexpected touch of humour to his face. “The rabbits?”

	“Yes. What if they come back?” Snow numbed my ankles where it had crept over the brim of my boots. 

	The boy bit his lips together, blinking deliberately. “You just came face-to-face with a snowsquatch, and you’re worried about the rabbits?”

	“They took the glass ball from me before.” It hurt a little to admit. “What if they do it again?”

	His face hardened at that, his lips pulling in like he’d eaten something sour. “Don’t let them,” he articulated like he was explaining something to a child. 

	With another brush of his powdered shoulders, the boy turned to leave. He’d already made it halfway through the trees when I panicked and used the name Lola had given me.

	“Zane!” I shouted, shuffling after him against the resistance of the dunes, wishing he’d stay in one place.

	He stopped walking again, but this time he glanced back in surprise. 

	“That’s what you’re called, isn’t it?” I was out of breath. 

	He looked me over like he was trying to guess how I’d come to know but then seemed to decide he didn’t care. 

	For the third time, he turned to leave. Exhaustion and annoyance took over and I had half a mind to whip another snowball, but I followed him in silence, mostly because there was still a tremor in my hands from the field-monster and I didn’t know what else to do.

	I was unsure if the boy, Zane, knew I was still there until we reached downtown, and he spoke to me over the noise of the vehicles and store music. 

	“Where is your Patrolman, anyway?” His voice was sharp. 

	My blank stare was the only answer he got, and he bit his mouth shut like he wished he hadn’t asked. “Is he alive?” 

	“Patrolman?” 

	Instead of heading across the street like he’d planned, Zane turned to face me. “You are a Carrier, aren’t you, Trite?” he asked. 

	Again, I was at a loss for words, and a flush hit my cheeks. 

	Zane stared. The shock on his face was enough to make me wish I was somewhere else, that I hadn’t just followed him all the way here.

	“The R.O…” He pointed to my pocket where I’d hidden the glass ball, and I pulled it out to ask if it was what he was talking about. “The Revelation-Orb? The key? Tell me you know what this is.” He tapped it with his staff, leaning back a little like he thought it might bite him. 

	“I have no idea what it is. I’ve been trying to get rid of it for two days.” 

	Zane let out a breath of disbelief and buttoned up his sleek black coat all the way to his throat. Everything he wore was the same shade of unfaded black. “How did you get it then? How can you even see me?” He asked the same question as the first time we’d crossed paths, only this time it came out a salty mutter like a bitter old British gentleman. 

	I looked to the exact spot on the street where the scarf-girl had shoved the ball into my hand and told me not to be reckless. “Someone gave it to me,” I said, then pointed. “Right there.” 

	His gaze wandered to the place by the jewelry shop where the lamppost I’d used to balance myself flickered as the bulb began to die. He seemed lost in thought, trying to piece it together. Then he rubbed his forehead. “Ragnashuck. The birds,” he murmured to himself. “I knew they were on edge.” 

	He looked at me, and for a moment I got lost in the lustrous electric blue of his eyes. I would have accused him of wearing coloured contact lenses if I hadn’t seen the same colour on the rabbits.

	“Who gave you the orb? What did she look like?” The boy’s questions snapped me out of my trance. 

	“I never told you it was a she,” I said, concluding he already knew the answer. 

	He shut his mouth, shoulders tightening. 

	“She put it right into my hands. Then she disappeared,” I added, recalling that absurd moment when I’d watched someone evaporate into thin air, and everything had changed after that. 

	“Disappeared?”

	“As in, a snow-nado swallowed her whole and when it fell away, she was gone.”

	I didn’t think it was possible for Zane’s eyes to grow more penetrating, but they sharpened as they searched me for clues, giving no hint of his thoughts. He looked back to the spot I’d pointed to by the lamppost, and he started backing away with a strange look on his face. 

	“You should hide it. Tuck it under a bushel where no one will see it. I can’t help you.” He shook his head. 

	It was like he just found out I had a contagious disease. The shift was so startling that when he turned and got lost in the crowds of human and tall creatures alike, this time, I didn’t follow.
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	Chapter, The Sixth

	 

	Kaley’s snoring was loud enough to wake the city. I always knew my gifted sister would move mountains one day. She’d inherited all the best genetics from our mother: her persistent nature, photographic memory, and her pretty face. But I didn’t imagine the way Kaley would shift the Rockies would be by shaking the earth with her nasal songs.

	I pulled off my sweater and tossed it at my dresser where it hit the side and fell to the floor. From there, I did a full body-drop onto my mattress. 

	All I wanted now was sleep. A new day. A fresh start. A normal Christmas holiday. There was nothing left to do but start the long mental journey of convincing myself to move on from this nightmare of pointy ears, beautiful blue eyes, and snow monsters. 

	Scent particles lingered through the house from the pot roast and mashed potatoes Grandma had made for supper. I breathed in a comforting lung-full before rolling onto my side to stare at where the moon burned white between the clouds, casting distorted shapes of light onto my covers. The wind whistled a sharp lullaby to my weary bones and before I knew it, sleep encompassed me in a blanket of black and white.
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	Toot!

	The sound tore me from my slumber. 

	The sheets were a ball between my fingers—I clung to them for dear life as though they were the armour that would save me from being run over by the derailed train. The room was dark, save for a set of bright lights scorching through the window like lasers. My blinking spasmed as the glowing circles grew against my wall.

	Tooooooooot!

	The air whistle pounded in my eardrums. I could almost hear the grinding metal as it barrelled over the tracks—my hands flew to my ears to press the noise away.

	“It’s not real,” I promised myself, but the light was dancing over my skin now, crawling up my neck until it bleached my face. “This cannot be real!"

	My words hung in sudden abrupt silence. 

	I peeled my eyelids open to see my empty room where the absence of headlights and horns made me worried they had never really been there at all. 

	From beneath her sheets, Kaley scuffled for a moment before her snores drifted up again, a reminder that I was still in this dusty room that was cruel to our sinuses and the train hadn’t crushed my body to bits. 

	Clank!

	The sound nearly vaulted me from the bed. My eyes fired back to Kaley, but she was a lifeless log in her purple swaddle of covers. 

	I told myself it was just the wind clamouring against the side of the house, but I faltered at the sight of a silhouette outside my bedroom window. He knelt on the windowsill, cloaked in moonlight, holding a long candy-cane shaped staff. 

	I sprang from the bed, alert and hating him for bringing back the train. My fingers fumbled with the latch as I prepared to scold the boy for imposing here of all places, but as soon as the window opened, he pushed inside and walked across the creaky floorboards to my bedroom door. 

	I gaped. What was this Zane boy doing here? And why did he think it was okay to just walk into my room without asking or announcing himself?

	“You can’t just come in—"

	“What are you going to do?” he cut me off, “tell them there’s an intruder? They won’t see me.” After peering into the hallway, Zane quietly closed my door, latch and all. The staff at his side made him look like a shadowy shepherd; the ice I’d seen sprouting from it before was gone.

	I couldn’t come up with a single word to say. I didn’t know why he was here, or why he’d chosen to come through my window like a burglar instead of politely through the front door.

	He finally turned to face me, mouth going tight at the corners. “You really don’t know what’s going on?” 

	Car lights from the road hit his eyes and the colour danced like minerals. It just reminded me that he was not normal.

	I pressed a hand against my thudding heart. “You’re going to have to be more specific,” I said, hoping I might finally be getting some answers. “But please, whatever is happening, find a way to leave me out of it.” 

	“I can’t.” Zane tossed his staff to the other hand in a fidget. “This will drive me bloody mad. I’ve been watching you and you don’t have a Patrolman.”

	I glanced at Kaley to make sure she was still sleeping and not listening to what would likely sound like a one-sided conversation. 

	“You’re a Carrier and you’re a common-folk. Those two things aren’t supposed to go together.” Zane’s stardust eyes grazed up and down my scrawny frame, seeming to not like what he was seeing. “She will find you, I’m certain of it.”

	I instinctively crossed my arms to cover what I could. “That sounds like a lot of nonsense.” 

	Rather than reply, Zane looked off into the shadows of my room. His odd-shaped hood was down, revealing a sweep of pecan-brown hair and similar coloured brows. It was hard not to notice the glossy black buttons lining the left side of his coat where the flap was pulled across and fastened, and the silky laces that held his boots together. He looked like a polished funeral director. But a young one, not like the gray-haired man that had hosted my mother’s funeral.

	“She?” I finally cut the silence to bring him back to his painfully vague comment. “This might come as a surprise to you, but I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 

	“No one has warned you of her yet, Trite. Because no one wants to talk about her.” He brushed past me to the window, glancing out as though he worried he’d been followed. His shepherd staff bounced back and forth between his hands.

	“Are you talking about the girl who gave me the orb?” The room was cold from the air he’d let in, and I rubbed my arms. 

	“No.” Zane’s brows burrowed. “Ragnashuck, you don’t have a clue. I have to tell you a story, Trite.”

	“Okay…” 

	Deciding Zane was weird, I sank onto my bed and made a face when he pulled a handful of snow from his pocket. It didn’t melt at the touch of his hands like it should have—an odd science I didn’t understand. 

	He tossed the flakes and to my amazement, they hung in the air, suspended—laughing in the face of gravity. The snow came together to form shapes, glowing a milky gold hue from within themselves; the same as the substance that boiled in the center of the glass ball hidden in my nightstand.

	“She is called,” he paused like it pained him to say her name. “Mara Rouge,” he spit it out. “A witch with a soul as cold as frost.”

	“Mara Rouge.” I tested the name on my tongue. Kaley rolled over in her sheets, and I shut my mouth.

	“She’s not quite right in the head. But being born into one of the powerful family lines of the Red Kingdom, she inherited a certain...gift.”

	As Zane spoke, the flakes formed the shape of a woman, the glow turning a sharp red. The colour oozed like blood squeezing from a cut and I shifted in my seat, trying to keep my face composed. 

	“Plenty of Kings and Queens govern Winter; the Queen of the Pines, the Crimson King, the three Kings of the East, the Polar King, and ten more, plus one. But people call Mara Rouge the Queen of the Snow itself.” His tone dipped deeper, his accent rolling out the words like a red carpet, inviting me to walk further in. But his gaze flickered down to the foot of his staff like he was unable to watch his own story unfold.

	“I still don’t get what this pleasant production has to do with me.” My voice was just a whisper this time—with the snowflakes before me defying every rule of physics, I wasn’t sure I should speak. 

	The snow reshaped into a crowd of laughing people. Some held cane-like staffs. Others tossed around spheres like my glass ball. 

	“There were hundreds of Carriers of Truth at first,” he said. “Each had their own Patrolman to guard them from the snowsquatches, radical skeptics, and the Greed. But as the sorceress channeled her power and accumulated her valleys of wealth, she realized certain Rime Folk were immune to her gift...” Zane’s voice trailed off and he shut his mouth, choosing to let the snow say the rest. 

	The dance of flakes came to a halt for the people with the staffs—they were frozen in place like sculptures of marble. But the ones with the orbs in the story turned on the red woman and tried to fight her, unaffected. She struck them all down, one by one, as the men with hooked staffs watched from their iced state. My heart sank further into my gut with each blow.

	The ones with the orbs who had survived backed away in fear as the woman climbed onto a saddled creature with antlers. She chased after them, raising her staff to strike. 

	Something doubled over in my chest as the colourful story disconnected and the snow trickled down to the floor. The flakes began to melt, speckling my floorboards with droplets. 

	Zane stared at the melting snow for a moment after, his long eyelashes blemished with flecks of frost leftover from the squalls outside.

	“The Patrolmen carried staffs like yours.” I studied the tall, imperfectly straight piece with wood patterns like one might find on an old tree. Words and symbols were etched into the sides, some scraped off in places.

	His fingers curled tighter around it. 

	“I was there,” he said. “We couldn’t stop her. Her gift was like an infection after that, burning a path through Winter.”

	“Wow.” It was all I could think to say. 

	“A few dozen Carriers survived the initial slaughter. But she hunted them down one by one in every corner of the snow globe,” he said. “Some of them she forced into public duels in the coliseum of the Scarlet City to break them before witnesses, and to send fear rushing through the hearts of the Rime Folk. Others she didn’t give the option.” His tight jaw shifted back and forth. “She snuffed them silent like blowing out a candle.” 

	I dragged my fingertips over my arms to ease the chill. 

	“Are you trying to tell me that I’m going to end up like those Carriers in your story?” My nails pressed into the flesh of my arms. “That the same woman is looking for me?”

	“After the slaughter, the Carriers fought back by spreading the wisdom and rallying up people’s faith. They were the only thing standing in her way of bringing the lands unclaimed by colours under her spell,” he said, his knuckles tapping against his staff. “But as the Carriers fell, so did people’s faith in the sacred truths. People started forgetting. Stopped believing. I think most of the Rime Folk don’t even remember that the snow used to dance to the song of Winter.” He flinched and glanced over his shoulder as an icicle cracked and fell from its perch outside the window.

	But I made a face. “What’s a sacred truth?”

	His magical eyes flickered to my nightstand. 

	I reached into my bedside drawer to pull out the glass sphere, a little disturbed that he knew exactly where it was. He lightly grasped my wrist to raise the ball into the air but didn’t touch it himself. The orb glowed, the white and gold spiralling into a cloud then sinking back down. 

	When Zane had stared at it long enough, he released my hand. 

	I still didn’t see how a glass ball could be a truth. I tossed it onto my pillow. 

	“How many of these Carriers are left?” I switched to the question that worried me the most, because in his illustration I’d seen many sturdy beings with orbs, a notably muscular group that looked ready to compete in the Olympics.

	“I hope I’m wrong,” he began, “because a quarter or three ago, I got word there was only one Carrier of Truth left. One orb. And to guard its message, she had made herself impossible to find.”

	My heart sank. 

	The girl I’d crossed in the street.

	“She disappeared though. How are we supposed to find her now?” I clasped my fingers, choking them with my grip.

	“We won’t find her.”

	“Why?”

	“Because if she disappeared like you said, it means she didn’t make it.” Zane stood taller as if the question reminded him he was still uncertain about being here. 

	I got to my feet, too. All of this was turning my stomach, especially the part about a sociopathic witch with a cold soul. I was afraid of what might show up at my window next. 

	“The last Carrier shouldn’t have given the orb to you,” Zane said. “You’re a Trite, a common-blood. But if she was close to capture then it was probably the only idea she had left—to banish the one remaining Revelation Orb to the dead world where she hoped the witch wouldn’t find it.”

	“And then I went waving the glass ball around in Lola’s shop,” I realized, fighting to swallow the lump in my throat. Zane shot me a look, making me wonder if my recent public juggling act was precisely the reason he’d come. 

	“Unfortunately,” he folded his arms, tucking his staff into the crook of his elbow, “your dangerously-average Trite hands are now bound to the sacred truth contained in that orb.”

	But I shook my head. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” I shuffled backwards like a child. 

	He stared back. The innocent rosy blush that had touched his cheeks the first time I’d crossed him was gone, and I only now realized just how physically pristine he was for his age, built for a task that someone like me could never be expected to live up to. 

	“The orb activated your senses to be able to see us. Hear us. Smell. Taste. Feel…” He shook his head slowly. “I couldn’t figure out at first how a Trite could see me in The Steam Hollow. I should have left you alone and never gone near you again. I’m not an active Patrolman anymore.”

	“The scarf-girl never even asked me if I wanted to take the glass ball. She basically threw it at me and ran away,” I objected as the back of my legs touched my bedframe.

	“That doesn’t matter. You were her choice. Even if I can’t imagine why.” 

	My molars pressed together. 

	Zane opened the window and a current of wind ruffled the papers in my room. He climbed onto the sill. “There’s only one person who will know what to do with you now.”

	“I’m not climbing out that window, if that’s what you were hoping for.” My tone sliced through his suggestion before it was even put into words. I folded my arms, using them as a coat for my midsection against the cold.

	Zane shot me a razor-edge look.

	“Nope,” I responded to his expression. I rounded my bed and started heading towards the bedroom door so I could go hide in the living room until he left.

	Zane watched for a moment, then he hoisted up his staff as ice crystals crunched out the top, stopping me in my tracks. 

	A glassy slice burst past me like a bullet, and I shrieked—the cold brushing my arms and slamming against my bedroom door. My jaw dropped as my exit hardened into a vault of ice like crystal glue. 

	I soaked my gasp with accusation—he was holding me hostage. “Let. Me. Leave.” 

	My demand was less intimidating when I tried to bash the ice with my fist and opened a fresh gash on my knuckles. 

	Zane sat along the windowsill, one leg dangling down and swaying. “I’m stopping you from making a mistake.” He brought his staff over his lap as the ice sucked itself back into the wood like he was content to wait. It was infuriating.

	“You just told me that hundreds of Carriers ten times as strong as me were wiped out,” I said, pointing back at him. “I’m not going anywhere with you! I’m not even strong or fast like the people in your story were.” Heat rushed through my body; this time slathered in humiliation at my obvious lack.

	His face twisted in displeasure, “Well, I’m all of those things. And that’s all that matters.”

	My legs wouldn’t budge. No matter how much he assured me, I was positive this was the most unreasonable thing I’d ever heard. He had clashed against a snow monster, for goodness’ sake. What was next?

	“You’re going to have to figure it out without me.” 

	Zane’s expression hardened to stone.  

	I marched back and grabbed the orb off my bed, holding it out to him. “Take it,” I begged. He jumped to his feet, his back hitting my bedroom wall like he’d miscalculated where it was. 

	“Take it!” I tried to shove it into his hand but he held his staff as a barrier between us, one end pressing into my stomach.

	“I won’t take it from you,” he snapped back. 

	I gripped the sphere in disbelief. How could I not get rid of this thing if it was so important? “Find someone else to take it from me then if you won’t take it.” My hand dropped back to my side where the wretched glass ball slid over my sweaty fingers. 

	“An orb can’t be reassigned twice in a quarter. You’re its Carrier now, so this orb is where you draw your strength from,” he said. “If I take it away, you’ll fall at the witch’s feet like the others when she finds you.” 

	Emotion buzzed through the room. Silence lingered as we stared at each other. Finally, Zane turned and headed back to the window. 

	“What makes you think she’ll find me?” My voice was dry.

	“She found all the others, and they were rather terrific at subtlety.” He swept out the window. 

	I followed him to the sill and saw a long path of ice reaching up the side of the house like a slide. Zane hopped onto it. He glanced back at me, shadows inking into his electric irises. 

	“You need to pick a side, Trite.” 

	With those final words, he pushed off the windowsill and surfed down the ice ramp on flat feet, tilting his staff like a steering mechanism. 

	You need to pick a side, Trite. He was insane. But still, a chill crept up my back.

	A snort filled the room behind me. “Helen, why is the window open?” Kaley complained in her high voice, raspy from sleep clinging to her throat. 

	My fingers curled over the sill as I stared out at the darkness, wondering what was out there. Wondering if, after all of this, I should still be concerned for my mental health, or if what I really needed to be concerned for was my life.
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	Chapter, The Seventh

	 

	Chirping birds woke me in the morning. Sunlight reflected off their shimmering feathers as they soared by my window. The sun was bright in the sky today—there were no clouds, no yellow buses waiting to take me to school, no troubles whatsoever. No boys in black speaking nonsense.

	There was, however, a clear lake beneath my bedroom door where Zane’s ice vault had melted; a reminder of last night. I yanked a sweater from the pile of laundry and tossed it at the puddle to soak it up, fully aware that Kaley would probably step in it when she woke up.

	I peeled myself out of bed and snatched the glass ball off my nightstand. I was searching the floor for a new sweater when the room suddenly went dark. My eyes fired to my sister, barely visible beneath her comforter. 

	Outside, the sky became midnight black. Billowing smoke formed new clouds, and the wind channeled into a tunnel against my window hard enough to make the pane shudder. The ball in my hand boiled its ivory core, and I slid backwards as I spotted a wisp of dusky fabric in the windy tide. The cloaked being vanished in the same moment, and I blinked at the spot where I thought I saw it. 

	A beige page fluttered in the wind like an origami bird, catching a squall and spiralling towards my house at full speed. It smacked flat against my window, and I jumped. The breath of the storm held it in place. 

	I squinted to read the bold script in bloodred paint, but an icicle burst into my window, and I screamed as cracks veined out from where it pegged the page to the glass like a nail. My hand flew over my mouth. I couldn’t move, even when the black fizzled back to bright morning blue, the ashy clouds evaporated, and the wind died into stale air.

	Kaley hadn’t even stirred. 

	The paper was left behind; a clean sheet with a scarlet stamp in the centre and gold embellished edges. I inched in to read the red-inked calligraphy:

	 

	Official Summons

	(Sanctioned by the Crimson Court)

	For the Trite

	To duel in the Q.O.S.A.B.

	Before one thousand witnesses

	 

	I blinked.

	“What does that mean?!” I asked the nothingness, throwing my trembling hands in the air.

	That was it. 

	I was done with all these magical brushes stroking their cursed paint into my dull life. I was going to end this, even if it meant working with the pushy boy in black. 
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	Chapter, The Eighth

	 

	There was a note from Grandma on the kitchen table. In her messy writing, it claimed she’d left with a friend for the morning.

	Winston was shaking his gifts from the donation centre in the living room to try and guess what they were, and Kaley was elbow-deep into a stack of leftover pancakes with chocolate syrup. After staring absentmindedly at the peeling corners of the floral wallpaper in the kitchen for a while, I took a pancake off the stack Grandma had left for us and drizzled a coil of sepia syrup onto my breakfast. 

	The chocolate looked thick and clumpy. It didn’t smell sweet and milky like the kind I’d tasted in Lola’s shop. 

	“I’m running to the store to get candy for the dish before Grandma realizes I ate all her sweets last night. You losers want to come?” Winston asked as he came through the kitchen. His stretched football shirt hung off him like old drapes, reminding me of his dream to become a professional CFL quarterback. 

	He could keep dreaming.

	“No.”

	“No thanks,” Kaley and I both babbled at once.

	It all felt too normal: Grandma’s handwritten note, Winston’s candy addiction, Kaley’s and my unanimous responses. Suddenly I was sure this was all going to get torn away from me. 

	I fiddled with the rose gold bracelet Aunt Sylvia gave me for my birthday last year. Winston snapped in front of my face. 

	“Hello? Earth to Helen? What’s wrong with you?” He folded his arms and waited for an explanation. My eyes darted up in surprise. And suddenly, I didn’t feel like sitting around in this old house all morning alone with my thoughts. 

	“You know what? I will come.” I turned to my sister. “What about you, Kaley? You should come too.”

	“Fine.” 
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	After I’d gotten dressed, shoved the stupid orb into my pocket, and pulled my messy hair into a disorganized ponytail, I went downstairs and tightened Kaley’s scarf around her neck while she held her mitten-covered hands in the air. My sister was thirteen and didn’t need my help, but she was tiny for her age, having avoided a growth spurt that most of her friends had already experienced. People often mistook her for being younger because of her adorably high voice, but with her cocoa hair and deep green eyes, she was prettier than most girls I knew. 

	“Let’s get moving, people,” Winston said, adjusting his hat while he looked in the mirror. I’d never known Winston to care so much about how he looked until recently.

	There was a knock at the door.

	“I’ll get it,” I said. 

	“Get what?” 

	The words had barely left Winston’s mouth before I pulled the door open, and there was no time for me to go back. 

	Zane, the raven-black badgering hound, stood with his arms casually folded over the top of his staff. I flushed, unsure whether my siblings could see him. I was pretty sure they couldn’t, but still, I didn’t know how to act. If I spoke, would they think I was talking to air?

	“What’s taking you so long?” Winston shoved past to go outside. Zane casually stepped aside. A funny smirk found his face at my predicament, and it was immediately clear that Winston had no idea Zane was there. 

	“Come on, Kaley,” I urged, grabbing a handful of Kaley’s sleeve and pulling her out with me. 

	Zane watched, following me with his eyes all the way down the porch stairs. Finally, he unfolded his arms and spun the staff in his hands, twiddling mindlessly as he followed. At the bottom of our porch stairs, he tucked the staff under his arm and reached down to scoop a handful of snow, packing it together beneath his bare fingers. Then, to my utter dismay, he wound up and hurled it. The pellet sped past me and exploded against the back of Winston’s head. 

	Winston jolted forwards at the impact and whirled around. “Seriously, Helen?” He swatted snow off the hair he’d so carefully put into place before we left.

	I stood there, gaping, but Kaley lost herself in a fit of laughter.

	A slow smile cracked Winston’s face. He reached down, keeping his eyes on us to ensure we didn’t retaliate before he was ready, and scooped up a handful of snow.

	“Winston…” I warned. He packed it so tight I was sure it would feel like a brick. “Winston, it wasn’t me!” I tried, but I knew it was no use. Zane was laughing behind me. 

	Kaley squealed and took off running, kicking up a pile of powder at Winston on her way. Winston sprang into a chase, snowball raised. 

	“Wait!” I ran after them. 

	Zane appeared beside me, sliding over the snow backwards like the ground propelled him forwards on its own. 

	“I think you’ve made your point!” I shot a whisper at him. 

	“Oh? And what is that?” He pulled his arms up behind his head and linked his fingers around the staff like he was suntanning on the beach.

	“That I can’t ignore you. That you’re going to make my life miserable until I do what you want!”

	“Hmm. Very perceptive, Helen.” He said my name so casually.

	Suddenly he swooped in and lifted me by my waist. I shrieked as we rushed towards Winston, who had almost caught up to where Kaley scurried into a downtown alley. 

	“Zane!” I tried to scold him. I couldn’t imagine what my brother would think if I whisked by him in midair. But Zane tossed me back on my boots right behind my brother, making me bump into him. 

	Winston nearly lost his balance as he and I tumbled into the main street. I jumped out of the way just as a tall creature with lapping ginger hair sped by on a bronze bike my brother couldn’t see. It headed straight for Winston and my mouth opened to yell for him to look out, but the bike moved through his body and came out the other side. 

	“What?” Winston shot me a weird look for staring. “Wait for us!” he then snapped at Kaley, and I looked back to find my sister already crossing the street. Behind her were creatures—some tall and some markedly short—moving along in pairs. Squawks rattled the sky as a pack of silvery birds surged overhead in an odd hurry—one at the back struggling to keep up. Zane watched them beside me, a confused look traversing his playful face.

	“Helen, hurry up!” Winston scampered across the busy road after Kaley, his oversized jersey flapping at his back.

	“I’m," Something fired through the sky—a brilliant beam of white mineral—and struck one of the birds in mid-flight, “coming.” 

	The struck bird dropped away from the others, no longer flapping its wings to keep itself aloft. It had gone perfectly still like it was…solid. 

	Zane yanked me out of the way before I would have experienced the full force of gravity at work. The bird dropped like a boulder and shattered into a thousand pieces over the cement.

	My hand slapped over my mouth. Zane released his staff from where he’d mounted it to a contraption on his back, and ice exploded out the top to create his curved spear. Creatures down the road began to raise shrill voices and rush away. 

	“No matter what happens,” Zane’s stare was glued to the sky where the beam had hit the bird, “don’t move a muscle.” His distressed words were the last thing I heard before all the creatures around me went still. 

	Something cold brushed my ankles. Smoky frost crawled over my feet, climbing up the ribbons of Zane’s boots where it curled around his knees like long fingers holding him in place. 

	“What’s happening?” I breathed. 

	But Zane was as still as stone: a flesh-coloured statue in a long black coat drifting idly in the wind. Needles of white crept into his irises, staining their glow a cloudy pewter, and frost glided over his cheeks. His pale eyes drifted down to me. They pleaded: Don’t move. 

	The thudding in my chest amplified as I wiggled my fingers at my sides. As I did, Zane’s lips crisped to ice, turning them blue and locking them shut. But I wasn’t frozen—it dawned on me as my fingers never ceased their scissoring. I curled my toes in my boots to see if I could still use my feet.

	My frigid gaze crept to the left and right, panic tickling my nerves as the Waterloo mobs obliviously moved through the thickening haze. 

	I raised my finger slowly and poked Zane’s chest. Wisps of dry ice curled off at my touch, frostbite nipping at my fingertip. Zane’s strained expression grew painfully intense, so I followed his orders and went still like the other tall and short creatures on the sidewalk.

	“Well, well, well, do I ever feel welcome here?” A cheery male voice cracked over the street like an animated talk show host.

	The bells had stopped ringing. The birds had stopped singing. Whatever this man brought with him had every creature within earshot under his spell. 

	On the opposite side of the street, Winston and Kaley strutted down the sidewalk. My brother looked back for me, and I was relieved when they disappeared around a building. Tension pressed against my skull and Zane still had his pallid eyes pasted to me, clear instruction in them.

	The inhuman creatures dotted the sidewalk like solid porcelain chess pieces. A commotion rattled behind me, and Zane’s pale stare skated up to it. Frightened gawking filled my ears and my curiosity boiled as I wondered what was happening.

	“One of you little spinbugs is going to talk. It’s just a matter of who.” The cheery man’s voice boomed. “I heard a rumour that a Revelation Orb turned up at this quaint intersect of yours. Anyone who can point me to it will be rewarded.” The offer rushed down my spine like an insect and the orb grew warm in my pocket. 

	Past Zane was a row of alleys. The ground was patched with ice, but there was still grip on the soles of my old boots. I had to hope it would be enough to aid me in a sprint.

	“Don’t…” Agony filled the plea as it left Zane’s lips, as though all his insides were fighting to push the word out of his mouth. 

	The man who’d stolen the street came into my view, strutting down the opposite sidewalk in a long crimson coat that flapped behind him, the colour fading into pure black at the hem. He was younger than I’d expected, maybe five or six years older than me at best, but his most distinct feature was the tilted hat on his head that reminded me of a jester’s hat; curly red spikes with silver buttons and bells. He carried a glistening whiskey-coloured staff—hooked at the top like Zane’s—and with it he poked frozen creatures in the street who stared back in dread.

	“Come now. I dare say, someone must know,” he taunted. Rings of dark makeup shadowed his eyes, making his metallic-gray stare haunting.

	“How about you, Dwarf?” 

	A short creature with a turned-up nose turned as red as a cherry. It seemed he was trying to shake his head to answer, but whatever freezing power was gripping him wouldn’t allow him to do so. 

	The young man took a strong hold of the dwarf’s hair and tilted the creature’s head up. After an agonizing few seconds, he dropped the dwarf onto his back, and once the poor creature was down, he couldn’t move again.

	The bells on the young man’s hat clattered as he turned sharply to face the street. He opened his arms wide, raising his staff. “I take you for a wiser bunch than this!” he said. “I know an orb was spotted here. Come now, people. I’m offering a reward!” The guy hopped a little as he said the last part, as though he was welcoming people to join in the fun. 

	Still, no one replied.

	He tilted his head, bringing the wiry tree of bells on his hat to the side. With a grunt, he reached up and snapped an icicle off the awning of a store as a door swung open behind him. A tall creature in a green apron emerged with a rolling pin in his grip, somehow unfrozen. 

	“You and your reds aren’t welcome here, madcap!” the creature spat, raising the baking tool like a club.

	As though there were eyes on the back of his head, the jester thrust the icicle backwards into the stomach of the creature, driving it in like a nail. The creature jolted to a stop as a puff of snowflakes spurted from his stomach. With a quiet gasp, his tall body burst into a squall of snow and scattered over the sidewalk like dust.

	A croak rose in my throat, and I bit my lips so I wouldn’t cry. 

	The train of the jester’s coat drifted through the snowy remains as he walked, kicking aside the leftover green apron in disgust. He sighed. “You’re a dreary bunch. No fun for a madman.” He pulled his staff around and ice broke out from the top, bringing his spear to life: “Search them all.” 

	An army of heavy-set creatures—ashy skin with scratched red and black armour—marched through the street with earthshaking footsteps. They tore apart bags, purses, and clothing, shoving creatures to the ground with icy thuds. 

	The life drained from my cheeks. Zane remained paralyzed before me. My eyes fell on the cherrywood staff he gripped. Somewhere in the distance, the sharp whistle of a train horn tumbled through the buildings.

	“Check this one!” A voice boomed behind me, too deep to be human. 

	Heat drifted off the creature with the gritty smell of sweat and violence. It stopped beside Zane’s still frame and grunted, revealing a dark snout on its wrinkled gray face.

	“Patrol.” The creature eyed Zane’s staff. He reached for it with charred fingers, and I panicked, snatching the staff out of Zane’s cold hand first and swinging it at the creature’s leathery forehead. 

	It collided with a thud. 

	My life flashed before my eyes.

	The creature’s armour clanged against the cement as it stumbled onto its side, and I spun around. Two dozen leather-skinned creatures turned towards the noise, along with the young man in the jester hat. A wide grin spread across his face—his nickel eyes locked onto me.

	Zane’s staff went clattering to the ground as I turned on my heel to run. I broke for the alley, my heart pounding in my chest. The young man skated after me, ice pulling in to create a sleek rink that propelled him forwards. 

	I sprang around a brick building and nearly tumbled over a group of rabbits hiding beneath a parked car. Their stares glowed from the shadows. 

	“Yoo-hoo? Come back, sweetheart! I only want to play!” the guy called. 

	A car from the real world honked as I cut off its path. It screeched to a stop, and I slid against the hood, using the vehicle to regain my wobbly footing. My hands swatted against my coat pockets for anything that might help me, and my hand bumped the orb. The stupid orb. 

	The next thing I knew I was sliding to a halt around a building, gripping the orb with my arm raised. 

	The jester rounded the corner at full speed, and I swung, clotheslining him with the hook of my arm and striking the orb against the side of his head with a thud. The young man released a startled grunt, toppling into a heap beneath his crimson coat. 

	I raced down the street to get lost in the crowds.

	Toooot!

	The noise lurched me to a new course and my boots kicked up wet snow as I tried to spot where the whistling was coming from. I sprinted between two buildings. 

	Tooooot!

	My feet skidded to a halt at the end of the alley, and I blinked up in awe—there it was; the train that had been haunting my days and dreams alike. It hovered next to a glossy, wooden platform studded with gold railings.

	Glittering smoke puffed in coils from the chimney of a shiny navy engine car, the first of a cavalcade of train cars hovering at least two metres above the ground with great iron wheels turning on an axis. The train was so long it nearly filled the whole street; half a dozen passenger wagons with tall gold-rimmed doors, linked by hitches. Across the side of the engine car were golden block letters: 

	 

	BRITLEY STEAM CORPORATION

	 

	“Last call! Whistling off!” an echoey warning issued from someone inside. 

	“Wait!” I called to whoever was listening. 

	The doors began to close, big gold beams that framed a sea of sparkling iridescent gems. My feet banged against the stairs as I sprinted up the platform and slipped inside a train car just in time.

	The wind sealed out, and everything was quiet.

	“Welcome, Miss…?” A stout woman greeted me with a peacock-blue apron. Beside her, a shelf was packed with neatly folded blankets the same dark blue as everything else. 

	“Um…Emily. Emily Parker,” I lied, feeling a stab of guilt for using the name of another girl for my own gain. And an unconscious one, at that.

	The click of the doors locking behind me brought a silent sigh of relief from my drained body.

	“All aboard!” A voice boomed through the train car. The loud steam whistle, that familiar sound that had alarmed me at Aunt Sylvia’s Christmas party and had torn me right out of a deep sleep, tooted from a pull in the engine room. I caught the wall when the train lurched forwards. With my other hand, I covered my pounding heart.

	“Miss Parker,” the woman re-greeted and tugged a blanket from the shelf to give me.

	“Thank you.” 

	“Where does your ticket seat you?” the woman asked, pulling out a glass clipboard. 

	I faltered. “My ticket…”

	“A compartment? Or public car seating?” she asked again, speaking train language. 

	“Um…” My eyes darted over to the rows of seats where creatures had nestled in for the ride.

	“Well, I don’t have a ticket.” I admitted. 

	“Well, then let me just check the list.” The woman pulled out a pair of large, gold-rimmed glasses. Her eyes grew double their size in the lenses, and she blinked like an owl as her finger brushed down a beige page. I swallowed, waiting for her to kick me out to face the madman in red again.

	“Emily…Parker…Ah! Here you are! Yes, you do have a reservation with us, though the date is all wrong. I’ll look into it, but in the meantime, come right this way, Miss Parker.” The woman shuffled past the first rows, and I tried to keep my face composed, wondering how in the world I’d gotten so lucky.

	“Aisle thirteen.” She introduced me to an empty row three chairs wide, holding out her clipboard to point to my seat by the window.

	“Thank you.” I shuffled into my spot before she could realize I’d lied about my name. The woman walked away, and I watched her straighten up the blankets on the shelf. 

	I sank down as deep into the plush, navy velvet seat as I could, closing my eyes and reliving that dreadful moment when I’d watched Zane freeze in front of me. 

	This was unbelievable. I’d finally decided to work with Zane and now he was gone, and I was being chased.

	I stretched to peer around at the rows of flickering ivory candles pooling wax above the gold arched windowsills. They cast a dance of radiance overhead. Tiny lights speckled the dark blue ceiling like stars in a midnight sky, and I noticed a large sign hanging by the door I hadn’t seen when I first came in titled: RULES OF THE TRAIN. The script below was too small to read from where I was.

	Outside the window was a blur of white as we pummelled through drifts of loose snow. I wondered if getting on this locomotive had been wise and considered asking someone where we were headed, or if maybe there was another train that would take me back to Waterloo once we reached our destination. 

	A middle-aged woman sat in the back row looking just as much a regular human as me apart from her satin turquoise dress, steel-blue lipstick, fluffy fur shawl, and the glitter that turned her white-blonde hair into a river of icing. 

	“That’s Lady Bluebird. She owns the train.” The thickest accent I’d heard yet came from beside me to explain, quietly, as to not disturb the other passengers. “She rides most of the day. Finds comfort in the quiet, I think.”

	“Oh…” I pretended to find this interesting as I turned to find a boy, late teens or early twenties if I had to guess, also dressed in deep turquoise—a clean tuxedo-like jacket with shiny buttons down the front. His jet-black hair was neatly slicked to the side.

	“She’s also my mum,” he added, but it was clear by the crease between his brows that he was more curious about me. “Which makes me the future owner of this train. Cornelius Britley, train conductor.” 

	With a well-practiced customer service smile, he took my blanket and unrolled it for me with a flick of his wrist, the silver chain of a pocket watch rattling at his hip as he did.

	The boy passed me back the blanket as I searched out the window to see if the man in red had caught up, or worse, was racing to stop the train. 

	“You seem troubled.” The boy stole a glance out the window too. Cornelius Britley’s eyes were inset, giving them a racoon-like shadow pierced by bright blue-green irises, the exact colour of his jacket. 

	“I just…” I swallowed, not sure I could even form proper words. “I just had a stressful day,” I said. 

	A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. 

	“Well you don’t have to worry about being chased in here. There’s no fighting or disorder permitted on the train. Those are the rules, you see.” He slid into the seat in front of me on one knee, facing backwards with his arm over the backrest. “Goodness me, you’re a bit of a peg out of its shell, aren’t you?” he observed.

	“Uh…yes,” I pretended to understand. 

	I wondered how he knew I was being chased.

	“I lied about who I am. I gave the lady at the door the wrong name to get on. And I don’t have money to pay for this seat.” I said it before I could stop myself, sure my conscience would eat me alive if I didn’t tell someone. But I bit my lips, realizing I should have at least waited until we were a little further away so I could put some distance between me and the hat man before they kicked me off. 

	But Cornelius Britley laughed, patting the back of the headrest in amusement. 

	“I don’t collect rings. And don’t worry about the name. As long as you don’t turn up on the banned list, you’re welcome to ride my train.” He paused, thinking that over. “Stir up trouble, however, and I might have to pen your name on the list of naughty riders myself. What did you tell my doorwoman your name was anyway?”

	I huffed, the shame returning. “Emily Parker. I was afraid of being tracked, but that seems ridiculous now…” 

	“Hm. Well. My list is never wrong, Miss Parker.”

	“It’s Helen, actually.”

	“I know. I’ve been looking for you for a measure, Miss Bell. But I didn’t think you’d be a Trite,” he admitted. 

	My back went rigid as I sat up in my seat. His teal-toned eyes absorbed my features as though making certain he wouldn’t forget them. “Blink twice and chase the train. It’s an instruction, Peg. Not a word of advice.” 

	Without further explanation, Cornelius Britley stood, pulling out a top hat, and slid back into the aisle where he gave it a fancy spin before placing it atop his head. He winked and headed towards the back to tend to another passenger.

	The sound of the chugging engines filled the train car, a bidding to recollect all the sleep I’d missed, but I couldn’t relax. I had no idea if the madman in red was still chasing me, or if Zane was still frozen to the ground by his ankles, or if Winston and Kaley were looking for me. 

	Winston and Kaley. 

	Where were they now? I wrung my fingers. 

	My forehead itched from sweat brimming beneath my toque. I pulled it off and tossed it on the seat beside me with the blanket Cornelius Britley had rolled out. 

	I didn’t even know where this train was going. Yet, I’d rushed to get on because I’d made a scene in the street and now I had to run for my life. This was exactly what Zane had warned me not to do. 

	I’m all of those things, he’d said. And that’s all that matters. 

	Strong. Fast.

	He’d assured me that his skill would make up for my lack thereof. But he’d left out the part about him possibly being frozen solid and me being left to fend for myself. Now I was heading into the throat of this dangerous cold I’d been trying to outrun, alone.

	The woman in the navy apron lifted logs into a sizzling fireplace in the corner of the train car with a pair of tongs, filling the air with the scent of crisping maple and soothing warmth. Passengers began drifting off to sleep, some sprawled at awkward angles in their chairs. One creature had his chubby face pressed against the window, and I was sure his mushed nose looked absurd from outside. 

	It was still morning and fully bright out, but as my heart rate slowed and my breathing returned to normal, exhaustion caught up with me, worming its way through my sore muscles and tired bones.

	The scarf-girl was dead.

	The tall creature in the green apron who spoke up in the street was dead.

	I’d knocked the madman off his feet with the orb. I was sure I was next. 

	It was one of my last thoughts as the soft hum of the train filled my ears. The seats were far too comfortable. Even the starry ceiling encouraged sleep. And though things seemed unfixable, and I was afraid, and I had a million things to worry about, I slipped away to the magical coaxing of the train.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WELCOME TO WINTER
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	‘Twas not the fault of Helen Bell that the floor sank o’er the sky, or that backwards was forwards and right spun left and up and down were the same. 

	She was accustomed to losing a thing or three—a half a set of slippers, a name she ought to have remembered, the back of an earring here and there. A parent, or two.

	Because of this, she was not a match for other children. More of an adult, truly, apart from her temper which conjured a humid array of purples and plums. A heel-digging squall she was, when she wished. 

	But as her will thrust a certain way, a commissioned prayer fought against it, tugging at the obstinate timestring with sweat on its brow and a beat in its breast. If only Helen knew of the war of tricks and twiddles that raged between the prayer and a legion of calling-wickets. But she wouldn’t have known to try and spot it.

	What we see, sometimes, is not really what we see. 

	Sometimes, what we see is what we want to see, you see.
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	Chapter, The Ninth

	 

	It was the late morning light dancing over my closed eyelids and the smell of smoked meat that brought me out of my slumber. 

	People and creatures hustled on and off the train through the arched doors, some hauling boxes or baskets. I had no idea how many stops I’d slept through, or how far from downtown Waterloo I’d ventured. My sleep had been so deep, as though the train itself had willed it. 

	I stuffed my hair into my hat and rushed down the aisle towards the door, handing my blanket back to the woman with the fancy earrings. 

	“Safe travels, Peg.” With his white-gloved hand, Cornelius Britley gave a modest wave from down the train car. 

	I shot him an awkward smile before I left. 

	“Enjoy the festival,” he said. “And keep an eye out for pirates. They’ll merrily slip the coat right off your back if you’re not paying attention.” He tipped his top hat farewell and pulled out a silver pocket watch to check the time.

	Pirates?

	Chilly air licked every speck of my exposed skin as I stepped onto a rickety platform where a foot-shaped hole in the wood made it clear someone had fallen through. The rest of the train station was small, barely a station at all—just a brittle platform and a row of worn arches with chipping paint. 

	The gemstone doors shut behind me and I spun back in surprise to find the train already pulling away. Puffs of shimmering smoke speckled my shoulders. 

	“Can I help you down, m’lady?” A smooth voice beckoned. 

	A rugged man stood at the foot of the platform with his hand extended towards me. He was a bizarre combination of both unkempt and polished, with a long beard, perfectly slicked hair, and a prominent gold tooth. I stared, unable to decide if he looked that way on purpose or if some sort of unfortunate circumstance had left him that way. 

	I reluctantly took his hand and let him guide me down. 

	“Come to enjoy the festival?” he guessed.

	My eyes drifted past him to a scene of vibrant colour; draped banners of liquid emerald, spinning gold, shimmering silver, and lustrous cream. Bursts of powdery amethyst smoke fired up from sources I couldn’t yet see within a city of odd, geometrical tents.

	“Aye Miss, you must see the festival.” The man leaned in with a grin that made his gold tooth glint. His breath smelled of something sour and I was certain then that the polished parts of his look, though unexplainably perfected, had to have been by chance. 

	“Perhaps I will.” I drifted away, rubbing my nose as I escaped the fishy scent of his clothes. 

	I only glanced back when I was a safe distance away. The man was already rushing to help someone else. 

	Lavish stringed melodies encompassed me as I came onto a dirt path between the multicoloured tents, along with cheery laughter and the potent smells of sugary cinnamon, floral herbs, and tea spices. Steam poured out of a tall fabric shelter in swells, clouding a flat stone grill layered with what looked like white olives and roasting tomatoes. Beyond it, pastries were displayed on multi-level pedestals beneath an awning, sending the smell of fresh bread and hot apple jam onto the path. 

	A crackling fire kissed my cheeks with warmth as I approached a sizzling fish fry where people rested on low wooden stools. They were dressed just as strangely as the man by the train had been; half beautiful and half repulsive. 

	“You hungry, lass?” a man with fiery orange hair called out. I was surprised he noticed me in the jostling crowd. I cowered in apology since it was obvious I’d been staring. 

	“Um…a little,” I realized. 

	The man waved me over. I approached with necessary caution, the chalky ash from the fire drifting by my face. 

	“I’ll let you have a fish if you have something to trade,” he offered. 

	“Something to trade…?” 

	I had nothing. Nothing but the orb in my pocket, which I couldn’t trade. And knowing my luck, he probably wouldn’t take it anyway.

	“Rings? Jewelry perhaps? Anything of value,” he urged, looking me over as though I were a store and he was shopping. I didn’t wear rings, or necklaces, or even hair pins, but I remembered the rose gold bracelet on my wrist. I pulled my sleeve up, wondering if I could really let it go for a measly fish, but my face fell.

	“It’s gone!” My gaze shot back towards the train platform as the realization sank in. So that was why the man at the platform had come to help me. “That man took my bracelet!” I pointed.

	“Well, if you’ve got nothing to trade, I’m afraid we can’t—"

	“Oh hush, Gandy! Every time I come out here, you’re weaseling people out of their precious things like an ashworm.” A woman with dark ringlets down to her hips hustled out of the tent with her finger raised. She grabbed a small box and slid a cooked fish into it, then snatched a dull knife and stabbed it into the middle of the fish like a savage. She brought it over to me. 

	“Here you are, sputtlepun. Don’t grow unmerry over these greedy pirates. I wish you good tidings at the festival,” she said, taking my hands and shoving the box into them when I didn’t accept it right away. 

	“Thank you…”

	The woman turned and pointed at the redheaded man before retreating into the tent. “Your whipsteaming is the reason we’re getting a scotchy reputation this quarter!” Her mutter was almost too quiet to hear over the hollering in the street. 

	I weaved around a tall creature in bright peridot trousers and hurried down the path in case the man with the earrings tried to hustle me again after the woman left. Bodies crammed all around, turning me into a speck in the crowd, muffling the angry grumbling of my stomach. 

	The box of fish warmed my hands. The scent wafted up and I couldn’t wait anymore; I grabbed the knife, hoisting the entire fish up with it like I’d seen the other pirates do, and I took a bite. 

	Hot, citrusy flakes melted in my mouth. It was gone in moments; five large bites at most. And then I scraped the box clean to get every juicy particle out. 

	I studied my surroundings, thinking about getting back to Waterloo to find my siblings.

	Around me the colourful party raged on; leis of dove and claret flowers were placed over people’s heads at a tent nearby. Beyond that, two short gentlemen were handing out popcorn necklaces. People chewed on them as they walked. 

	Where was I? A parallel realm? Were these invisible places intertwined into the particles of my own world? Or had I ventured deep into the heart of another world entirely that only overlapped with mine in downtown Waterloo? I turned back towards the platform where I’d been dropped off, but I froze. 

	A pointed crimson hat bobbed above the heads in the crowd, its silver bells dancing.

	“Out of my way. I dare say, you need to shave, you gangly thing.” The madman’s unmistakable fluttery voice rattled off at people on the path. No one was stuck in place like they’d been when he showed up in Waterloo. His incessant talking made him appear unfocused, but his silvery eyes worked quickly, searching everyone and everything. 

	I darted behind a burgundy tent flap and pressed against it, but the fabric wasn’t fastened, and I tumbled through with a shriek. My back smacked the cold ground, and I looked up to find two of the tall creatures staring down at me.

	I glanced through the tent opening as the duo lowered their voices and bickered amongst themselves about what I was, with my odd clothes and unusual eyes. My skin tightened as the man in the jester hat appeared past the entrance. 

	I scrambled further into the fabric, blending into the shadows until he passed. When he was out of view, I crawled out the flap at the back of the tent. 

	A streamer brushed my face as a tall creature danced by in a pearl bodysuit with black tiger stripes. Dozens of tents cloaked the view to my left, and to my right were a hundred more tents. I ducked into the crowd, panic rising with the realization of how difficult it was going to be to find my way out of this rainbow camp. 

	The madman’s startling laugh broke over the stringed melodies, and I whirled. 

	I couldn’t see him; the spikes of his hat no longer bobbed above the crowd. My body and brain spun, trying to find a hint about where to run, where I was, where he was…My pulse pounded in my neck, surging panic warped my intellect, until a hand grabbed my arm and my throat flexed to scream.

	His fingers clamped over my mouth and my wild stare found the edges of Zane’s pecan hair peeking from beneath his pointed black hood. 

	“Stay right beside me, Trite. Don’t let a single folk move between us, got it?” His stern voice sounded beneath the rowdy celebration. His electric eyes settled on me for a split-second to make sure I wasn’t going to yell before he released his hand. His gloved fingers wrapped my elbow, and he tugged me with him. I didn’t know how Zane had found me, but he was a knight in shining black armour against this terrible web of colours. 

	I glanced backwards every second, certain madman claws were going to latch onto my ankles and drag me beneath the stomping hordes. 

	Zane doubled his speed and I had to run to keep up until he swept me up and broke into a slide. He spun around creatures and made tent flaps flutter, weaving beneath silk banners and between costumed dancers so fast I could no longer make out sharp lines in my vision.

	A loud crack! rippled over the path and Zane twisted, tossing me into a pile of snow. My body doubled over, sharp cold stabbing the gap between my collar and my neck. I scrambled to my knees as Zane pulled around his staff; ice spiking out like tentacles. He swung at a dark creature—the same kind that had bombarded the streets in Waterloo with red and black armour. 

	Their weapons clashed, a steely boom over the tent-city, and an icicle on Zane’s staff shattered like glass. He sprang, jumping high above the tents, and descended on the opposite side of the gray-skinned being.

	The being swung to catch him on the way down, but Zane flicked snow into the creature’s eyes as he landed and plunged his staff into the creature’s armour, sending the gray thing flying back through three layers of tents until fabric swallowed him whole.

	Screams erupted over the crowd, and no one ran in the same direction. Zane appeared in front of me, pulling me to my feet, but a speeding icicle scathed his arm, and he whirled to lift his staff like a shield, icicles crumpling into a pile of sharp crystals at our boots.

	He wound up and slammed one of them back at the madman in red who’d finally shown himself. The jester hat was gone, but even without it the madman looked like he belonged on a deck of cards. He leaned to avoid the icicle, his hair falling out of place. 

	Zane shoved me into the nearest tent as the young man twirled his staff and sauntered into the middle of the street. After two deep inhales, Zane turned to face him. 

	Most people had scattered but some still ran, slipping into tents to hide, ducking behind barrels or snowbanks. A brave few were pushing forwards to watch. 

	I stumbled backwards and fell behind a meat oven like a coward. 

	“Patrolman, I hear you’ve been granted a new charge.” The young man pulled his hat from his coat pocket and slipped it back onto his head. “A second chance maybe.” His bright white teeth glimmered with a handsome smile. 

	Zane’s mouth tightened. His hood had come down in the chaos and a handful of ice grinds rested on his shoulders. “A second chance at you?” he returned. “That’s to die for.” 

	The madman threw his head back and laughed, showing how perfectly straight those white teeth were as the bells on his hat clinked their own musical chorus of merriment. “More of a scotchy burden, all of this, wouldn’t you say?” He opened his arms to everything around him, the train of his coat whipping. “Especially for you.” He winked a black eyelid.

	Zane didn’t reply this time.

	The wind picked up, dragging snow over their boots. This new storm felt unnatural, and goosebumps ran down my flesh as torrents of snowflakes slithered by like white snakes.

	“Well,” the madman paused, puckering his lips in thought, “shall we do this the old-fashioned way?” He pulled his staff around and jutted its stub into the ground. Ice exploded from the end—a flame of glassy needles spiralling into twisted ice fingers. 

	“It’s about bloody time you met your match, Cheat,” Zane said. “I’ve wondered for a merry measure what this would be like.”

	I thought a slight smile flickered over Zane’s expression.

	“That’s Mister Cheat to you, little Cohen. Come now, I know you were taught to respect your elders.” The young man waved him forwards with taunting fingers. 

	Zane tapped the bottom of his staff against the ground and the snow at his feet began to quiver. The madman’s smile grew as he raised both arms at his sides. 

	A rumbling sensation moved up my legs and suddenly all the snow in the street came alive as though jolted from a deep sleep, whisking into waves on the street sides like the madman was parting a sea. 

	Zane waited, his bright blue eyes one of the last things I saw before the wall of snow surged up between us. Zane sprang into a jump—knees bent, feet tucked in, staff poised to strike.

	The wall consumed them. All that was left was the drowning noise of rushing snow and the thudding of my pulse in my ears. 

	Around me, people exchanged confused looks, some with anticipation of what was happening in the roaring cove where they could no longer see. I touched the snowflake barricade and burns broke across my fingertips. 

	Murmurs lifted from the tent behind me. Clattering tins made me glance over my shoulder to see a pair of short creatures unfastening a rope to escape through the back.

	A frost-covered figure burst through the snow wall, and I yelped. Zane scooped me up and broke into a slide, sending my hat flying off. My hair became a wild creature, slapping my face until I held my bangs back, but a scream ripped from my throat when we soared up an icy embankment and flew off the end into nothingness.

	My stomach lurched—I gripped Zane’s arm in terror as we hung in limbo. 

	“Hang on, Trite!” he told me, as though I wasn’t already. My screams got swallowed by the fall. 

	“Zane, you dummy! Are you insane?!” I scolded as a snowy dune below us quivered.

	An enormous timber ship plunged through the powdery hill, a gliding mansion creasing the dunes with the wind in its sails. My heart pounded as I anticipated our bones snapping when we hit the deck. 

	The loud moan of creaking floorboards echoed, and I braced myself, all the significant events of my lifetime burning through my brain as a long white sail slipped out like a net. Our backs hit the material and we plummeted down the cloth slide until we tumbled onto the deck in a tangle of limbs. I rolled over twice before I caught myself, a strand of my hair stuck in my mouth. 

	Our loud panting filled the space between us. After a beat, Zane glanced over. “Did you just call me a dummy?”

	Sharp metal touched my throat. My gaze drifted up a curved silver blade to a man with dark eyes and a bushy beard.

	A dozen men stood behind him with cutlasses drawn, dressed in a mixture of both torn and silky clothing, well postured, but foul smelling; a confusing appearance of being possibly wealthy, but hygienically careless.

	Zane’s staff rolled back and forth on the other side of the deck as the teetering ship plunged through the snow dunes.

	“Season’s greetings, trespassers. You better have something to trade.”
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	Chapter, The Tenth

	 

	I wondered what sorts of cruelties from hell this man could conjure. I considered begging for mercy, but my tongue was an oversized knot in my mouth.

	“Do you really think I’d fall aboard if I had nothing to trade, pirate?” Zane spoke before I could. 

	A sneer pressed into the man’s cheeks. “Up,” he demanded in response. 

	His beard was a tangled garden of black and silver, covering his chest and nearly reaching his waist. I was sure a bug moved between the curly threads.

	Zane and I rose, the points of the blades lifting beneath our chins. The turbulent ship left me confident one of them might prick our necks by accident. 

	“I’m not easily bribed. What makes you think you can steal passage on my vessel?” the pirate asked. 

	I glanced at Zane. 

	Beyond him, the festival shrank into a speck of lights and colours in the distance, along with the madman in the hat. 

	“I bring good tidings. Consider what payment I have before overtossing us.” Zane’s voice was calm but there was an edge to it, like a child digging in their heels against the orders of a parent.

	“Payment. Now that’s the merriest idea I’ve heard all quarter.” The pirate smiled, a few gold teeth revealing themselves. 

	My eyes flickered over my own attire as I considered anything I might be able to use as payment, even though I’d already established I had nothing to trade back at the tent with the fish. 

	But Zane reached into his pocket and pulled out a maroon satchel. “I have twenty gold rings, plus one. That’s enough to buy you a fast escape through the Forest of Bleeding Needles in the Red Kingdom,” he offered. 

	I waited to see if the man would take it. I had no idea where this dreadful forest was, but it must have mattered to the pirate because his eyebrows lifted. He leaned in to study the satchel, reaching for it, but Zane pulled it back sharply. 

	“Take us as far as the White Blossom Fields.”

	The pirate retracted himself. He eyed Zane, sizing him up as though wondering if he could just take the satchel by force. 

	The man’s shoulders relaxed. “Alright, you frostbit sputtlepuns. Deal.” But he mumbled to himself after, “Though, I’ll never see the appeal of that dust garden.” He held out his hand for the payment, a thick copper bangle clattering at his wrist. 

	Zane hesitated, giving the man a warning look. But he handed over the satchel. “Don’t try to outmaneuver this deal, pirate. Or I’ll burn this bloody ship on my way off.” 

	Zane marched past him to snatch his staff off the deck and came back to tug me through the foul-smelling group. Their odour was worse than a boy’s locker room after gym class on the hottest day of summer.

	“What if he breaks the deal?” I whispered. 

	Zane shook his head. “He won’t. Deals are binding. He can’t break it even if he wants to.”

	The ship was a long crescent moon of chiseled-out logs stapled together with brass and copper, sheets of white flags overhead casting blocks of shadow over us. The fence of wood rail around the deck was missing spindles like a long smile with teeth knocked out.

	At the far side of the deck, clusters of supplies were tossed into disorganized heaps; frosted glass bottles of rose-red drinks fastened together with fraying rope, crates of forest-green fruits, and a large sack with stitched on letters that read: PEPPERMINT. 

	Zane grabbed a green fruit from a crate and handed it to me. I stared at it. I was still hungry, but I was worried about stealing from the pirates.

	“They won’t stop us from eating,” he said. “The measure of rings I gave the captain will give these ashworms passage to the richest storehouses in Winter; a kingdom packed to its brim with treasures. Trust me, that’s worth a lot to a thief.” Zane nodded back to the pirate who was pulling the gold rings out of the satchel one by one.

	“What about the Red Kingdom? Won’t they lose their valuables?” I asked, but a smirk glimmered at the corner of Zane’s mouth.

	“I certainly hope so.” He extended the fruit again. This time I took it. 

	The shadow of dimples lingered as Zane grabbed a fruit for himself and sat on a crate to eat it. 

	Snow drifted over the edges of the ship, bringing up deep shivers from my core as I took the crate opposite him. Sweet and sour juice exploded when I bit the fruit, dripping onto my coat. 

	Zane eyed the spill down my zipper. “You need different clothes,” he said. “Something that’s not so bloody obvious.”

	“Maybe the pirates have something,” I pretended to agree. But really, I was putting together a convincing argument in my head about why he needed to help me sever my connection to this invisible place and deliver me back home. 

	Zane laughed then, a high-toned slew of amused chuckles that drew me away from my thoughts. Laughing seemed natural for him, something I wouldn’t have guessed after his cold first impression, and all the things I’d seen him do since. 

	“I’ll be dead before I’m seen defending someone dressed like a snow pirate.” He rolled his eyes. He grabbed another pale fruit. It took him a while to peel and eat it, but once he had popped every celery-coloured slice into his mouth, he sat back and folded his arms. 

	My fingers were covered in sticky fruit juice. With a grimace, I hid my hands in my pockets to cover the mess I’d made. Zane was watching me when I looked back up, his spellbinding eyes trapping me into a staring contest. “You shouldn’t have run.” 

	It was no mystery he was talking about my escape back in Waterloo.

	“That pointy-hat-man would have found the glass ball if I’d stayed. And besides, you were about to get pummelled by one of those big, dark-red-armoured creatures,” I reminded him. 

	He blinked. “I really can’t decide if your terminology is adorable or annoying.” He bit his lips and leaned forwards to rest his elbows on his knees. “The dark-red-armoured creatures are gnomes. They’ve worshipped many masters, but they serve the pointy-hat-man now, also known as Jolly Cheat. And Jolly Cheat serves her. Mara Rouge,” he informed me, saying her name quietly as though speaking it too loud might inflict a curse.

	Mara Rouge. Jolly Cheat. Gnomes.

	Good grief.

	“Jolly Cheat. There’s no way that’s his real name.” I tried to make light of it, but I was shaking in my boots. Putting labels on the monsters had given them working minds, beating hearts, and breath in their lungs.

	“He was known as Nicholas Saint back when he was Patrol, though a saint is the furthest thing from what he is. His name didn’t suit him, I’ll give him that, even back then. People started calling him a jolly old cheater because he would win every game or competition and never tell how he did it.” 

	Leaning back, Zane picked up his staff and began tossing it back and forth between his hands. It was an irritating habit; I had half a mind to kick the rod away to make him stop. He didn’t seem to notice the exhausting zigzag of my gaze.

	“He wasn’t always such an ashworm though. There was a season or three when he used to deliver toys to the village kids in the Eastern Plains, before he got greedy and his mind grew twisted,” he said. “But all those merry memories have been replaced with what he’s become now—a hat-wearing lunatic decorated in bells and a red coat.”

	“How did he freeze everyone in the street?” 

	The blush of cold in Zane’s cheeks paled. “That wasn’t him. Jolly Cheat can’t freeze people,” he said. “That was her.” He swallowed as though he couldn’t find it within himself to say her name again. Like he’d uttered it too many times already and might pay for it. 

	“She was there?” My limbs weakened at the thought. A woman able to blend into the shadows and be unseen—that was worse than the tacky theatrical madman who stood out from the crowd like a sore thumb.

	Instead of answering, Zane stood and latched his staff to the contraption on his back. Then he extended a hand to me. 

	“Where are we going?” I rose. 

	His hand was warm around my frozen fingers. He didn’t comment on how sticky they were.

	“To the White Blossom Fields. We need supplies. And then we need to hide until the hunt passes over us.”

	“Hide?!” 

	Winston. Kaley. Grandma. 

	“We only have two options now, Trite. We can enter in the footrace to Wentchester Cove to try and spark a light before we’re caught, and hope that gives us an advantage, or we can hide.”

	“That’s it? You can’t just whisk a magical spell and cut me off from this world? You can’t make things go back to normal and send me home?”

	“No.”

	My gaze shifted past him as the ship splashed through a powdery wave, revealing hills upon hills of smooth white flowers as far as I could see. The blossoms sparkled; a blanket of tinsel under the sun floating back and forth in the breeze. Mist hovered over everything like an early morning fog. 

	“Why not?” It was barely a question. My voice was defeated, just a squeak in the wind.

	Zane put his other hand on the rail like he was about to jump over it. “Because you’re underestimating how badly this cold-souled witch wants you,” he said as he kicked snow off his boots. “She doesn’t just want to capture you so she can watch your orb crumple to dust and silence its voice of Truth. The sky darkened in the intersect, which means a summons was delivered by a Timepiece.” He was staring at me like I was supposed to know what that meant. 

	When I didn’t respond, he turned to face me fully. “Don’t you get it, Trite?”

	I blinked.

	Zane inched closer, sparkling eyes darting between mine, his hand squeezing mine. 

	“She wants to fight you in a traditional duel called the Quarrel of Sword and Bone. A matchup that never ends well for her opponents. And now she knows what you bloody look like,” he said. “You have a choice to make. Come with me and take this one shot at flicking a light on in the darkness. Or try running on your own and see how far that gets you.”

	He waited. 

	“You…want me to choose right now?” I stammered.

	“Yes.”

	I glanced back to the waves of white separating us from the madman who was probably regrouping with his gray-skinned gnomes to search the dunes. I was starting to think Jolly Cheat didn’t intend to stop his hunt for me, even if I miraculously found a way to get home. I imagined him showing up at Grandma’s door and opening her eyes to all these horrors the way the scarf girl had opened mine. Or dragging Winston and Kaley into this.

	A slow huff seeped from my mouth as it sank in. “I guess I’m coming with you.” 
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	Chapter, The Eleventh

	 

	There were a million reasons to be terrified, to cry, and to curl into a ball and wait for the end. But the depth of my own denial assured me I’d be home soon and that this would just be a bad dream.

	Plus, there was something remarkable about the fields. 

	The petals were like velvet; a cushion of blossoms beneath my feet soft enough to trick me into forgetting about the icy earth below. Sugary scents with a sour twist were potent in the air like rhubarb pie. It was an entire valley I wanted to put in the oven.

	Zane’s march was imperial like a soldier on the move, oblivious to the field’s charm. I tried to keep up but every time I managed a few steps I had to stoop down to smell the blooms again. A shimmering substance lingered on my fingertips as I brushed my hands over the petals. I was sure I could lay back in this field contently for the rest of my life and never move. 

	Crouching over, I soaked up the sweet aroma, telling myself this would be the last time. I began to wonder if I was intoxicated, if somehow the sweet fumes were giving me an other-worldly sugar-high.

	Zane huffed. When I looked up, he was standing right in front of me. He must have doubled back.

	“I’m sorry,” I breathed, though I wasn’t sorry. “I’ve just never smelled anything like this.” My fingers danced over the warm petals, and I rubbed the shimmer together, even clapping it between my hands to watch it puff. 

	“You’re covered in it,” Zane complained. 

	He pulled his hood off, dispensing flower dust everywhere as he glanced up the next hill. His stare darted back to me, and a crease formed between his brows. “What do you think?” he asked in an odd tone. 

	“They’re amazing. I wish my grandma could see—"

	“No, not about the flowers. About…” He glanced up to the hill again and nodded towards the open air, “…that.”

	My gaze rolled over the hills, absorbing the millions of pearl-white flowers. It was the perfect landscape for the grandest wedding in history. We were so deep into the fields that I couldn’t see anything but blossoms in all directions, apart from a collection of glassy blue mountains in the distance. 

	“What exactly am I looking at?” I asked, hoping to get a better indication so I could give him the answer he wanted.

	Zane’s face fell. He folded his arms, pulling them tight against his chest. “I’m looking at the library. But as I suspected, you can’t see it.” 

	I pulled my focus back to the empty hill, a rippling white canvas unblemished even by colour. 

	A library? Was he joking? “Do you think I can’t see it because I’m common or whatever?” I guessed. 

	When he shook his head, it was slow. “You can’t see it because you don’t believe.”

	 “I don’t believe what?” When I finally stood, I realized the pale powder had transformed me into a glittering life-sized diamond.

	Zane unhooked his staff and rolled it between his palms to spin the hook at the top.  

	When he didn’t answer, my gaze moved back to the place he claimed a library rested. A thin whirlwind lifted a handful of petals into a twist. My eyes went in and out of focus. I tried squinting them. 

	There was nothing there.

	An invisible library inside an already invisible world?

	I rubbed my temples.

	Zane placed a hand on my shoulder, ushering me to sit amidst the tall stems. I obeyed, and he sat across from me, petals licking his cheeks. 

	He pulled his staff over his crossed legs and cupped his chin. “You must know it.”

	“Know what?” I sighed. Talking to him was like trying to navigate the twisted streets of Waterloo—you never really knew where you were going to end up.

	“The Truth. You must have heard it at some point during your timestring, or seen it in a dream, or felt it in a moment. You need to remember,” he said.

	More of this sacred truth nonsense.

	“Your truth stuff isn’t in my world.”

	“Yes, it is.” He made a face like he was insulted. “A good measure of the dead world no longer knows of it, but it shows itself to everyone a time or three.”

	I didn’t remember any big event similar to the revelation he spoke of. No messages written across the sky, no theoretical bombs dropped onto my lap, no light bulbs flicking on over my head. “You’re wrong about my world. There’s nothing like what you’re talking about.” I hoped to derail this therapy session before it even began.

	“It’s the same everywhere, Trite. The Truth is still the Truth, regardless of where it lands. Sometimes it falls on deaf ears, but it’s always speaking. Try to remember,” he urged again, swatting a blossom away from his ear.

	Zane’s voice was smooth as glass, high in a masculine way. It was odd of me to assume, but I wondered if he could sing.

	Shaking the absurd idea from my mind, I dove back into my ocean of memories, sifting through experience after experience, sinking to the bottom of my tub of ideas. All I was getting was fluff. Unrelated moments. This felt silly and I was sure we were just wasting time.

	“Go further back, to the early seasons of your timestring,” he soothed, trying to relax me with his magical tenor. But a ticking thumped through my head as though a noisy clock was stealing my seconds to think. It was distracting, and I huffed. 

	“Sorry, but I really don’t know what you’re talking about. Can’t you just explain this truth thing to me so I can see the library?” I tried my logic.

	“Knowing isn’t the same as believing,” he said. “This needs to come from your memories. Your heart. Not mine.” He picked a flower, twirling it between his fingers, trying to distract himself to give me more time. But I didn’t know what else to do.

	“Zane, I don’t know,” I gave up. I couldn’t unlock a box of memories that didn’t exist. Theories, formulas, facts—that stuff came easy to me, but there was no how-to guide for this snow-world nonsense. 

	However, Zane’s confidence made it seem unlikely he’d be swayed by my views. He was positive there was something I wasn’t remembering, enough so that I wondered for a split second if I was the crazy one.

	So, I tried one last time. My eyes drifted closed as I conjured all kinds of moments from my past, digging them out of the dirty folds of my life—each with a stack of side notes a metre long. Some brought me joy, and others made me shift in my seat. There were several brief, disordered memories of me sitting in classes at school, absorbing my teacher’s speeches like they were the bread of life, and memories of my first days of grade nine, being taunted for reasons that eluded me. Familiar pangs hit my gut as I recalled asking the same questions over and over about why the whole world wanted me to be alone.

	A glimpse of my mother making a birthday cake spilled in, the dark waves of her hair hanging over her face where it had escaped the knot at the back. Her hair was rebellious, like mine. Flour speckled her apron, the way it did on Grandma’s. She hummed quietly; an old song I couldn’t remember. Her oven mitts were worn in places, but it didn’t stop her from pulling the cake from the oven and bathing the kitchen in the gentle aroma of warm chocolate. I’d always loved chocolate.

	“I can’t…” A speck of heat rolled down my cheek. I didn’t know I was crying until the tear turned cold in the breeze. “I don’t want to do this.”

	None of this made sense. There was no direction this was going in; I was just sitting here scratching at old wounds. 

	“Ignore the noise, Trite. When the Truth calls, it’s not in the manner of a giant shouting in the daylight. It’s a whisper; a quiet tug on a silent night. If you aren’t listening, you won’t hear it.”

	Zane’s lyrical insight reminded me of things my grandmother used to say back when she would read us stories before bed. She had all kinds of little pockets of wisdom to share on those quiet evenings when my siblings and I would sit at the foot of my bed awaiting her tall tales with wide eyes, giddy that she’d allowed us to stay up an hour past bedtime to hear the end.

	A strange thought crossed my mind.

	Suddenly I could hear it all again: the muffled noise of my extended family in Aunt Sylvia’s living room, the smoky flicker of the candle in the study, the smell of my grandmother’s perfume mixed with the faint aromas of the turkey we’d eaten for dinner. Grandma had set the book on Sylvia’s antique coffee table when I came in. The action had been subtle; not meant to draw attention. Something about that book had felt familiar, and I tried to imagine that same book in her thin fingers all those years ago as she filled my bedroom with her animated storytelling. 

	My eyes flew open. The soft floral pastures, the spirals of wind tunnels pulling at the flower salts, and Zane’s black coat against the blanket of white velvet blooms filled my vision. Then I saw a reflection, nothing more, of the sun beaming off a tall arch upon the hill. It shone for a second, and then it was gone.

	“Zane!” My fingers were around his forearm before I knew what I was doing. Maybe he wasn’t crazy after all. “I saw something!”

	The blue of his eyes brightened like the sun had escaped from behind a cloud. 

	“Do you see the door yet?”

	“No, but I can see a reflection!” Even as the words left my mouth, flickers of sunlight danced off other parts of the hidden structure, peeking at us and then hiding again. It wasn’t plausible, but I couldn’t deny there was something there. 

	I expected Zane to tell me to wait it out, to have the patience to let the rest of the building form, but he jumped to his feet and headed for it, re-latching his staff as he did. “Good enough.” 

	The front door was still nonexistent but when Zane turned a lever I couldn’t see, heavy-sounding doors scraped open, and I saw the inside of an old structure with dirty floors. My breath caught in my throat. 

	Shelves upon shelves of books created an intricate labyrinth that filled the right side of the building with faded spines, partially hidden by stars of cobwebs. A long table rested at the far end of an open space, a glorious staircase beyond that, and several levels of balconies—five stories high—led to long, shadowed hallways. 

	Possessions were sprawled over every surface like a village-sized garage sale. Smaller round tables were pushed into a huddle on the left, most having three or four chairs set around, though some were tipped onto their sides. 

	I stepped in after Zane and a loud boom echoed through the wide room, making me spin to find the doors sealing behind us. 

	Pressed into the wood carvings on the doors was an inscription that looked to have once been in gold, but most of it had chipped away. I could still make it out: 

	 

	GLORY AND HONOUR AND POWER

	TO HIM WHO SITS ON 

	THE THRONE OF WINTER

	 

	“Who’s him?” 

	The doors had other gold patches too, patterns and small pictures. Cruel gouges scarred the wood, some as deep as my pinky finger.

	Zane glanced to see what I was looking at, but he barely let his gaze settle on the doors before diverting his focus to a ladder. He trotted up to reach the top of the nearest shelf. 

	“He was a king. Obviously.”

	“Was?”

	Zane was good at ignoring my questions. He pulled off his gloves and stretched to run his fingers along the books on the top of the shelf, clumps of dust drifting down and sticking to his jacket.

	Old paper and rust fragranced the air with a musty and metallic meld. Light cascaded through a faded window that stretched all the way to the high ceiling of the library, and particles danced through the room, floating down from whatever hiding places they’d discovered over time. 

	Clutter littered every corner. Stacks of paper formed an uneven castle atop a long table that looked like it was once used to host a massive group for meals, and heaps of ripped banners had become a tangled carpet over the floor, as though they’d been torn down from the walls. 

	The ruin before me reeked of loss and havoc, and I wondered why this library had suffered such consequences.

	“What are all these old books?” I took one from the shelf. The cover texture was rough. 

	 Zane tugged on a thick tome, tearing strings of cobwebs to get it out. It seemed he’d found what he was looking for. He hopped off the ladder, landing on his toes, barely making a noise in the quiet room. 

	Never had I seen so many vintage books in one place. Some were a deep burgundy, others the richest emerald, and the spines had inscriptions in a strange language. 

	Despite knowing so little about this building, I could tell it was important. The history in this silent place was deafening; a million memories aching to speak, trapped in floorboards, tucked into shelves, and left forever. Every inch of the stunning design was etched and notched, fingerprinted and scuffed. 

	“These are the Volumes of Wisdom, written by folk who fought for the sacred truths a good measure of seasons ago. Only one of the scribes still lives.” Zane finally answered my question. He stopped by a round table like something had caught his eye. He leaned over it, his bare fingers touching the tabletop.

	I flipped open the book in my hand and paused when all that stared back at me were blank ivory pages. Further into the manuscript, I found more of the same.

	“Where’s the writing?” Turning the book onto its side, I let the sheets roll open from front to back. It was all bare.

	Zane glanced up from the table. 

	“You might remember a thing, but you don’t believe yet. So, you can’t see the wisdom. Like I told you, sometimes the Truth falls on deaf ears.” He turned his attention to something past the shelves and started in that direction. He was like a toddler, incapable of focusing on anything for longer than three seconds. 

	“I’m not deaf,” I objected, closing the book. 

	When I returned it to its place, I tilted my head to study the spine where the gold glyphs taunted me for not being able to read the beautiful words within.

	As I followed Zane, I glanced at the round table that had caught his attention. Upon it, names were etched into the surface—not in a decorative way, more like vandalism. The table was covered in sketches telling years of stories through poorly constructed pictures and scribbles. 

	Names curled around the edges, spaced evenly apart like people had once sat around this table. The one closest to where I stood was scribed in a messy script as though the carver was little and had an unsteady hand. It read: 

	 

	Zane Cohen

	 

	My eyes drifted over the table to other names, people from a time passed, and my gaze fell upon one at the far side that stood out among the others: 

	 

	Nicholas Saint

	 

	I tried to imagine what this place might have been like before it was mistreated to this state, with all the lights on and the space full of bodies, the building held up by the shoulders of the archways for people coming and going, and the beating hearts in those people keeping the building alive.

	A scratching metal sound came from somewhere beyond the shelves, and I hurried to find what had become of Zane before he grew impatient with my fascinations again. 

	I found him in a narrow room of wooden lockers, lined side-by-side like at school, only these ones were hand-carved with the same details I'd noticed on his staff. He stood in front of one locker rusted shut on silver hinges.

	Piles of grime covered the room, and I stifled a cough. “What happened to this place?” 

	“We used to train here. But even the Patrols don’t come here anymore. Ragnashuck, I’m not sure half of them could even still find it,” he admitted.

	“They stopped believing?” 

	“Do you have any objections to tossing that coat?” Zane changed the subject. “That scotchy thing draws attention.” Finally, he wrenched open the rusty locker, disturbing its peaceful slumber. 

	Clothes, books, a few loose papers, and a small pile of bronze figurines rested on the top shelf, along with an old jar of dried out flower buds. Zane began pulling things out and handing them to me. 

	First was a backpack. I pulled out the orb and slid it into the front pouch. Then Zane held up a black, long-sleeved shirt. Seeming satisfied, he handed it to me and pulled out a pair of tall boots with ribbon laces like his, and a thin jacket with the same glossy buttons—all black.

	“These should work for you,” he said, taking the jar of dried flowers and staring at it for a moment before tossing it back into the locker. The noise echoed through the chamber when he slammed the door. 

	“Not much colour,” I commented. 

	“Then you won’t be noticed.”

	“Unless they think I’m a Patrolman,” I pointed out.

	“Doesn’t matter. She won’t bother with Patrols unless they make a point of getting in her bloody way.” 

	I reluctantly pulled off my well-used coat with all its shameful holes. In a way, I was relieved to be rid of it. 

	“Besides, most people will know you’re not Patrol as soon as they get close to you,” he added, flicking dust off his shoulder. 

	I looked up in surprise. “How?”

	“Because your eyes are boring.”

	I stopped what I was doing. Offense rose to the surface as a dozen different insults from the girls at school climbed out of the graves I’d stuffed them into. I’d always had plain pale-brown eyes. They made me look washed out. But to call them boring…

	Zane shrugged when he saw my reaction. “It’s the truth.”

	“That doesn’t mean it’s a nice thing to say.” My hands found my hips, fingers curling tight around the jacket he’d given me.

	But he did have a point—as his electric sapphire eyes settled on me, I could see the obvious, magical glisten I was missing. Those irises had tricked me once or twice into thinking their colours changed with his state of mind.

	I huffed and picked up the rest of the clothes to go change. 

	“You care too much about what I think,” he told me. 

	“I don’t care about your opinion in the slightest,” I said. 

	He folded his arms, but his dimples gave away his stifled smile. “Good. You shouldn’t care what I think.” 

	Zane turned to leave the locker room so I could switch out my clothes. I watched him until he disappeared, his coat a replica of the pure black jackets hanging on a row of hooks by the door. 

	I glanced down at the outfit in my hands. Maybe it would be good to change. Everything I wore was covered in dust from the blossoms.

	When I came out, Zane was swinging his Patrol staff from side to side as he stared out the wide window. He turned at the sound of my feet sliding across the floor in the slightly oversized, curled-toe boots.

	“Ugh,” he made a disgusted face at the sight of me in the new outfit, bringing me to a halt. “Just kidding.” He grinned and tossed his staff into the air, catching it as he headed for the door. 

	I huffed, sure I would smack him at least once before the day was over.

	Zane scooped up several items on his way. He held the wooden door open and began sticking things into my backpack as I went by. A sweet and sticky smell wafted to my nose, and I glanced back to see what he was doing.

	“Peppermint. It will supplement our meals,” he said. 

	I made a doubtful face, but I didn’t argue with him as he slid the cylindrical container into the bag. I’d eaten plenty of peppermint candies in my life, and they’d never filled my stomach like a regular meal. “Where are we going now—" My words were cut off as something large was dropped into the bag on my shoulders.

	“For some light reading,” Zane explained, zipping the bag shut.

	A scowl distorted my features. The book was bigger than an encyclopedia. But to my surprise, it began to feel as light as a block of foam when I shook the bag around to test it. There was something extraordinary about this backpack.

	The doors slid over the grainy floor again when Zane closed them behind us and turned the latch. The entrance started to fade from my sight, leaving just a hint of its presence, and I wondered if Zane could see it perfectly or if he only saw what I saw—faint outlines.

	“And to answer your question, we’re going to hide with the librarians. And then we’re going to the key room in Wentchester Cove to unlock the truths in your Revelation Orb before she can catch you. Our only hope is to rally the faith and give Winter another chance to fight back—something the last Carriers weren’t able to do for too many bloody quarters because of the guards stationed at the entrance to keep us out.”

	Parts of Zane’s words were swallowed by the whistling wind, but I heard. I heard everything, even the things he didn’t say—that I could end up murdered like the other Carriers. That I might get caught and forced into a public fight against the witch.

	That he wanted to attempt something that plenty of other Carriers were unable to do.

	“Seems like a pretty big sacrifice to make for a truth I don’t believe in.” Even the library knew I didn’t belong to this fight, concealing itself from my faithless eyes. I chewed on my lip. “Am I going to make it home?”

	Zane glanced back. After a moment, he turned to face me. My knees throbbed with frailty as he looked back and forth between my eyes. No one ever looked at me so directly—I was used to the repetitive cycle of others glancing over me, forgetting I existed, and pushing on by.

	I realized it was because he couldn’t promise me anything. 

	“I’ll pay whatever it costs to bring you back,” was all he said. 

	But no. He couldn’t tell me for sure that I’d make it home. 

	For some reason, I hadn’t considered that I might actually have to run for my life across this ice park until this moment. I felt there’d always been the option to go back, to toss the orb away and stay home, and to act like I’d never crossed the scarf-girl in the street. It seemed that opportunity had evaporated when this queen who collected Carrier souls discovered I had the orb and had seen my face in Waterloo.

	“I didn’t get to say goodbye to Winston and Kaley.”

	Zane shrugged. “I’m sorry.” He said it as though he considered such simple salutations to be insignificant. But my face grew wild. 

	“No, you don’t understand. My father chose not to say goodbye, and my mother was taken before she could. I have to make it back. I can’t disappear forever without saying goodbye.”
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	Chapter, The Twelfth

	 

	The mountains were a grayish blue, brimming the edge of the blossom fields like a fortress wall. Overhead, the sky fogged with a blanket of cloud as though evening was approaching early even though it was still afternoon. 

	The flower’s faces slapped our legs, refusing to let us escape without first smothering our pants in sparkling kisses. I would have loved to pick a bouquet for the road if Zane wasn’t in such a hurry. 

	We didn’t travel back the way we’d come, instead we pressed on towards the mountains—a lengthy walk over a hundred ridges of blossoms. Every time we tipped back a mouthful of the ground peppermint, my energy regenerated as though the powder was made of magic white coffee beans. I had to admit that Zane was right about it. Suddenly it made sense why he smelled so potently of mint.

	“Can we stop for a rest?” I asked when my legs began to wobble at the field’s cusp where the flowers shrank into unborn buds.

	“There’s no time.”

	“I don’t think Jolly Cheat knows where we are.”

	“That’s not what we’re outrunning, Trite. The clouds are troubled,” he told me.

	I made a face at his back. Once again, I had no idea what he was talking about. Somehow he must have known because he glanced backwards and shot me a look. “The snow globe’s been shaken. A storm is coming on the Winter wind, and we need to make it past the frost giants. Getting stuck in giant territory is bad enough without a storm. Trust me, we want to avoid both of those disasters hitting us at once.”

	Giants? For real?

	“Whatever,” I remarked. “Snowsquatches. Pirates. Rabbits. At this point who cares about crossing giants?” He wasn’t facing me anymore, but his cheeks rounded like he was smiling. 

	It put a funny smile on my own mouth. 

	“Frost giants,” he corrected. “And we could go around their valley but it’s faster to go through. It would take a day or three to walk around.”

	“Whatever you say. You’re the tour guide.”

	He seemed confused about what a tour guide was, but I chose not to explain. There was a part of me that still resented him for everything that was happening. It was hard to tell if Zane noticed. 
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	Originally, I planned to act like I didn’t care about the giants. But I did. I definitely did. I would have done anything to turn around at this point if it meant I would never have to see this world of nightmarish snow monsters and ice terrains again. 

	From the corner of my eye, I saw Zane glance over at me as we crouched behind a boulder. But I was fixated on the enormous creatures with shaggy braids, blueish skin, and gross feet that towered before us like four-storey buildings with tree-trunk-sized legs. The ice crystals dangling from their nostrils where their nose hairs had taken on moisture slapped together like off-tune wind chimes in a horror circus. They were so much bigger, so much uglier, and so much hairier than what I’d pictured.

	Zane started laughing so hard he had to steady himself against the rock.

	“I’m not sure what part of this is funny,” I accused. My temples felt hot with budding nerves.

	“Ragnashuck, I’m sorry, I just..,” his chuckles rolled under my skin like bugs beneath bedsheets, “I’ve never met someone that hasn’t seen a frost giant before.”

	“Well…good for you.” My politeness had evaporated the moment the valley came into view, replaced with anxiety and the unexplainable desire to be rude. I tried to recall everything I’d read on breathing techniques.

	“These brutes are idiotic spinbugs,” Zane said. “Trust me, they’re slow and won’t realize we’re here until we’re a good measure past them. It’s the females who are the real unmerry monsters.” 

	I studied the filthy creatures; some had hair down to their ankles, and others fashioned short hair that stuck out in unusual directions. It was impossible to discern gender. 

	Zane stood and tapped the rock with the heel of his staff, sending a clink echoing down through the valley. He bit his lips together, but his eyes were still smiling. 

	The earth shook and the snow around us began to curl forwards like rolling waves on a white sea, tumbling down the side of the mountain; the once healthy hill now vomiting its guts in protest of our presence.

	“What are you doing?” The snow propelled me towards the slope’s edge where I was sure I’d tip into a long and unforgiving fall if he didn’t stop this nonsense

	“Creating a distraction,” he said. “Now, I think it’s time you stopped hating me for all these bad tidings and started trusting me instead.” 

	My eyes shot up in surprise. In return, he gave me a knowing look. Apparently, I hadn’t been so subtle about my doubts on our walk through the blossoms. 

	Without further discussion, Zane latched onto my waist, his fingers curling around the sleek fabric of the Patrol jacket and through my belt loop. 

	Clearing my throat, I opened my mouth to try and form a witty response, but the breath was sucked out of me as he took off.

	My hair whipped back as we arched down to the valley—a pair of mice about to navigate across the giants’ kitchen floor. Zane hopped off a ledge, spinning like an aerial dancer and making my stomach leap. His arm was a harness against the turbulence, the only thing keeping me from screaming. 

	The giants shuffled in confusion, trying to find the source of the avalanche. They stared up the mountain where we’d just been, gaping and stupefied, just like Zane had promised.

	Zane scooped a handful of snow as we moved and hurled it at the closest blue-skinned giant. It clunked off the creature’s head, and chuckles filled my throat.

	We zigzagged through rocks and trees and flew off a snowy ramp into the air. For a moment, all I could see was a hundred thousand sparkling, undisturbed snowflakes below. But I collided against a cold boulder and the vision ripped away as my body crunched against itself. 

	Zane’s arm broke loose; he fell in a different direction. Snow filled my collar and sleeves as I landed awkwardly and rolled, wincing at the shock. 

	When I finally stopped, I stared at the sky for a moment, powder landing in my eyes. “W…What…was…?” The chattering of my teeth chopped the words. I felt like I’d just been tossed off a bridge. 

	A rumbling beneath me sharpened my focus, and I scrambled to my knees as the rock we’d struck began to rise. Zane was on the other side, elbows in the snow, staring up at the shuddering heap. 

	He rolled to his feet and sprang onto the rising peak, sliding over it in a fumble of limbs. He came down on the other side and extended his hand to me, but a pillar of boulder flung out and swatted him to the side like a fly. 

	My shrieks were a song of panic as I scrambled backwards. Zane hit an icy ledge and fell into a stack of snow where he disappeared. 

	All the cold in my collar melted against my furnace-skin as the rock unfolded itself and turned to face me; a giant with ocean-gray skin and orange nails as long as carrots, no more feminine than the others, but only something this startling could be the dreadful female Zane had mentioned. 

	She peered at me through slits in her fuzzy hair, growling. I swallowed, too afraid to move in case she grabbed me just as quickly as she’d swatted Zane from the air.

	“Hello…” I tried. 

	I climbed to my wobbling feet, hands raised. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t see you there.” The she-giant leered down at me, and I felt like I might be the sort of thing that she ate for breakfast with crunchy bone-boiled tea. “Can I…um… offer you some peppermint?” I tried to reach into my backpack, but it was all twisted from the fall. 

	The she-giant cackled. “I eat…” she studied my outfit, especially my boots, “Patrolmen,” she decided.

	“Then you’re going to bloody love me.” Zane’s voice carried over us. The giant looked to where he stood on a ledge with water dripping down his face in pebbles from his hair; a dark cake-topper figurine on a hill of pastel icing. 

	He stuck his staff into the snow and a dozen shimmering worms of snow rippled towards her. 

	I sank back down to my knees as everything started to shake, bracing for another theme park ride I wanted to get off. The giant stumbled backwards, then forwards, then to the side. She almost folded over rearward before Zane jumped sky-high and landed beside me. 

	“She’s going to be rather angry in a pinch,” he said as he slid his arm beneath me. He took off before I could reply. 

	A loud, ground-shaking growl erupted from behind us, and I gripped his shoulder as beats of thunder exploded over the valley. 

	“What’s happening?” 

	“She’s running!” Even over the noise I could tell his voice was strained from the hit he’d taken against the ledge, but even so, I was pretty sure Zane was grinning. 

	The thundering grew louder, pounding against my brain until it was right over top of us.

	“Zane!” I begged, or warned, or accused.

	We broke through a line of bushy trees, but up ahead I could see thicker stumps—branches that towered to the size of apartment buildings with pine needles as long as my forearms. 

	Greenery was uprooted behind us; full spruce trees soared through the air in both directions like toothpicks. The speed at which the she-giant ran was unreal.

	“Hang on!” Zane jumped and I almost lost my grip as we tilted vertically and went up the side of an enormous evergreen. The treetop was too far away to see; its branches looked like trees themselves—a sideways forest into the sky.

	Rose-red burned across my vision. And then mauve, and pea green. Glimpses of shiny things, flashy things, multi-coloured things; it all came together like a puzzle and I realized this tree was decorated. It wasn’t decorated well; random strands of dirty rope were woven into the pine needles, and a handful of rocks weighed heavy on the hand of a branch, but still, this was unfathomable. We were climbing a hideous, larger-than-life Christmas tree. 

	Scraps of ribbon tickled my nose, licking up my face like tinsel and drawing a sneeze that nearly shot me from Zane’s latch. He slowed, running out of places to slide as the snow grew sparse this far up. 

	Below us, snarls from the giant echoed like a hungry hog, and the whole tree wobbled as she climbed after us. And what was worse, Zane decided to stop. He set me against the trunk and held his staff out in front of us.

	“I’m going to be honest with you, Trite,” he said, blue eyes dancing.

	“What?” My breathing was heavy even though he’d done most of the work. He glanced over and I saw a wildness in his face I didn’t want to see.

	“These are some bad tidings,” he confessed.

	My chest erupted in flurries. “You told me to trust you!” I jabbed my index finger against his chest.

	A loud squawk filled my ears as a moose-sized brown bird burst through the pine needles with its talons outstretched. Zane’s staff sprouted ice as he swatted the bird aside in a tangle of wings. Dislodged feathers floated down through the needles, spinning like samaras.

	“Come back for some pebble talk, sputtlepuns!” The giant’s voice was deeper than any man’s. 

	“I think I’ve found the perfect spot for a conversation right here! You look ravishing today, by the way. Did I mention that yet…?” Zane yelled back down. 

	My face contorted. He was a liar. She was uglier than a goat.

	A cackle boomed below.

	“The females have a strange relationship with the mountain’s cave-birds. I’ve never understood it,” Zane then said to me, stating a random fun fact as though all of this was okay. 

	The branch rattled beneath my boots, and I tipped forwards to steal a look down the tree’s torso, but Zane pushed me back against the trunk. 

	He stared out at the pale sky, then down at the giant, then back at the sky, then at the giant again.

	“You said we needed to come through here.” My whisper was loud. 

	He rubbed his face, leaving rosy streaks. Then he had the audacity to laugh about it. “Ragnashuck. I know.”

	“How could a snowstorm be worse than this?”

	“You’re underestimating the snowstorms.”

	I made a face, but he ignored it and grabbed the branch above, pulling himself up with one arm and latching his staff to his back with the other. 

	“Where are you going?!” 

	“You’d better keep up or you’re going to become the midday meal, Trite!” Zane climbed and disappeared; a black shadow dissolving into the greens above.

	The giant’s yellow teeth appeared through the web of branches below. My gaze shot back up to the empty space over my head, disbelief soaring through my hammering soul. 

	That irresponsible little traitor. He was going to let the giant get me.

	I grabbed the overhead branch like Zane had done, struggling to pull myself up. My arms shook, but I managed to get onto it. I pressed a hand against my spasming heart, sucking in as much air as I could as my lungs strained like tight balloons about to burst. 

	Devastation sunk through me as I realized how pitiful I was. A clumsy, unathletic shame.

	I looked up to evaluate the strength it would take to climb the next branch when a black-gloved hand appeared in front of me. His blue eyes were nearly a light against the branches’ shadows. 

	“It’s not far, I checked. We can make it,” Zane promised. 

	I didn’t know his destination, but I took his arm, and he yanked me up. 

	“The frost giant will give up eventually.” He jumped for the next branch, his light toes dancing over it with perfect balance. “They’re bloody terrified of heights, if you can imagine that.” Zane held out his arm again. 

	I stole one last look down the tree. Fragments of the giant shifted back and forth as the horrid creature pursued us, but Zane was right—she seemed to be slowing down. 

	“We still have to outrun her,” he pointed out when I didn’t move. 

	I was basically dead weight, but it didn’t take long to maneuver through the rest of the tree with him tugging me along. The shaking of the trunk fizzled out as the mammoth below made the final decision that we weren’t worth the trouble.

	Zane pushed a curtain of needles aside, revealing a snowy cliff a few meters away. The branch that held us created a crooked bridge. 

	I had to admit, it was remarkable he knew this was here, possibly remarkable enough for me to forgive him for nearly leaving me to be crushed up and stirred into the giant’s soup.

	Zane hopped off the end of the branch with a twirl, making it flap up and down and almost throwing me off. I crept to the edge like a snail, and after a while, he held up his arms in mockery, offering to catch me.

	“No way. I’m not completely helpless,” I remarked, though I was. The climb up the tree had proven that.  

	When I slid off the end, I collapsed into a heap of snow and grimaced at the shocking cold biting my wrists and dampening my shirt sleeves. 

	Zane crouched beside me. His hood was up again to combat the flurries lifting over the cliff’s edge; the first whispers of the storm. “I wasn’t really going to let you get eaten, you know.”
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	Chapter, The Thirteenth

	 

	The mountain sneered down at me, absorbing our frames in shadow, inviting us to try and brave its vast slopes. My muscles were pockets of jelly stuffed into my skin; I was positive I couldn’t walk another step, let alone climb. 

	Surprisingly, my thin Patrol jacket won the award for the warmest coat I’d ever had—the fabric was like a second skin, cozier than my puffy winter coat with the holes. But even so, I doubted it could withstand freezing temperatures if we got stuck on this mountain overnight. 

	Zane twirled his staff between his fingers. 

	“Can’t we use that to slide over the snow like we did through the valley?” I suggested. 

	He stopped twirling. “The trail I leave with this is distinct. It’ll be an obvious sign we were here.” But he eyed the flush of exhaustion in my face. “I suppose we could glide under the trees.”

	Instead of grabbing me like before, he extended his arm and relief soared through my aching bones. 

	I could feel the temperature drop as the storm Zane spoke of breathed over the peaks during our skate. The entire climb took less than ten minutes, and by the time we reached the top the wind had picked up so much it was difficult to breathe. I shielded my eyes from the tiny ice pellets shooting from the sky like catapult stones.

	All I could see were Zane’s footprints in the snow. I followed them until I spotted a log cottage resting in a wide crater at the top of the mountain. Dozens of rooms linked off the main house—some stacked like building blocks. A golden glow leaked distilled light onto the snow from a multitude of foggy windows and frosted lanterns, and smoke billowed from a dozen chimneys of varying heights before dissolving into the ferocious wind. 

	Zane broke into a jog. His black garments were powdered with white, turning him into a dexterous snowman. I scampered after him, using his deep footprints to keep from getting stuck in the drifts. He slid right up to the front door on his heels, and after all his flailing he stopped to knock like he was suddenly civil. 

	When I caught up, I was so out of breath I could have collapsed on the front step. 

	The door swung open and a woman half my height with a turned-up nose stared out at us with beady eyes. Her strawberry-blonde hair was twisted into a wild garden of braids. 

	Zane opened his arms in greeting. “Theresa! It’s me, Zane!” he exclaimed. 

	The stubby woman blinked her cocoa-brown eyes. “Little Cohen? By the sharpest wind! Is that you?” It sounded like she was plugging her nose when she talked, and though my polite Canadian heritage forbade me from ever pointing it out, her voice resembled a squealing pig. 

	Zane swooped down and pulled her into a hug, ruining her dry knit shawl with snow while she hollered into the next room at whoever was listening. I watched as she patted Zane on the back, rubbing his shoulders with motherly care. 

	Short people began filling the low-ceilinged space—mostly women. Noise erupted from the group like a pack of fangirls at a concert. They sucked Zane further and further into the house and I followed uncomfortably until one of them noticed me.

	“A girl Patrolman? Well, that’s unconventional,” the first woman, Theresa, commented. Her dark-chocolate eyes shot up and down my black outfit as she studied me.

	“No, it’s not. You remember Patty Cross.”

	“And Wanda Thermichael.”

	“And Kara Windspeed. May she rest in peace.”

	“Plus there was another girl or three, and now her.” One nodded to me. 

	“Yes, but Wanda, Patty, and Kara were older and… thicker.”

	“She’s not Patrol. Are you? Are you Patrol?” A stubby man with a wispy rust-red beard leaned in to study me. 

	My eyes shot up to Zane who’d assured me that no one would think I was Patrol because of my dull irises. He just shrugged.

	“We knew every Patrolman. I don’t remember her,” one piped up.

	“Mikal would have told us if he was training again.”

	“She’s pretty,” a short man remarked with a toothy grin. 

	At that I did smirk—out of discomfort, not gratitude.

	“Well goodness gracious, you look like you’re freezing to death. Come inside and drink some orange-peel tea with cinnamon,” Theresa finally cut in, ushering me with chubby hands.

	The moment the teacup was between my fingers, the warmth soothed my icy hands. I sat at a table so low, my knees barely fit beneath, with eight short women taking up the rest of the stools. They stared and asked questions.

	“So, you’re not Patrol then?” 

	“No.” I’d already answered this question several times. It seemed they couldn’t get it straight.

	“You just dress like one?”

	“Why’d you run your merry scotchers here?”

	“Which village do you come from?”

	“The more I look at you, the more I’m sure you’re a Trite.” 

	“Where did you say you came from?”

	“How do you know our Zane?”

	“Has she told us where she came from yet?”

	My gaze wandered to Zane who, after refusing tea with a grimace, was downing his second cup of hot chocolate, only taking breaks to laugh at the dwarf men around their far less populated table—at one point he nearly fell backwards off his tiny stool. After feeling so small compared to the giants, it was odd being the biggest creatures in the room.

	I didn’t know what story I was supposed to tell these chatty people. I’d already been scolded for bringing out the orb in Lola’s shop. I didn’t want to make that mistake again, but Zane seemed relaxed among this community. 

	“I am a Trite,” I finally told the ladies before they could catch their breath to ask more questions. By now I’d gathered enough ideas about what a Trite was that I felt confident using it to describe myself. 

	A few of them stared, unmoving apart from rhythmic blinking. But one of them, Annabelle they called her, slapped the table. “I knew it.”

	“I’m merrily ubbersnugged. Explain how you can see us, then.”

	“How did you get all the way out here?”

	“Couldn’t you find anything better to wear?”

	I raised my hands, hoping they’d let me explain before my ears fell off. 

	“I guess I can just tell you the story,” I said. 

	The women squealed in delight, pulling out yarn and knitting needles. It took me off guard—powder pink, tangy orange, and soft ivory yarn began bobbing around the table as they worked, nestling in to listen to my story against the soundtrack of their clicking needles. 

	I cleared my throat. “This girl knocked me off my feet in the street a few days ago and gave me an orb. I didn’t actually want it, but now I can’t seem to get rid of it. Zane told me I had to bring it to a key room in this place called Wentchester Cove. Honestly, I don’t really get it, but it’s the only shot I have to remind the people here about something called the truth, and it might also be enough of a distraction for the witch that I can get back home. So here I am,” I explained, realizing I was probably the worst storyteller they’d ever met.

	The knitting was rhythmic when I started, but now all the needles were still, yarn hanging limp.

	“Which orb, love?” Theresa asked peculiarly. But the look on her face told me she already knew. Suddenly I wondered if maybe these people were worried I’d bring trouble, like Lola. 

	I shuffled, ready to change my story, but one of the short women, Bertra, spoke first, “A Revelation Orb. A Carrier’s Orb.” She pointed her knitting needle at me. “That’s what you are. It only makes sense—little Cohen showing up here after such a measure of time. And a Trite being able to see us and walk among us.”

	My skin warmed. I wondered if they would tell us to leave because of what I’d said. The wind raged against the windows with a howl and I glanced towards the dark night outside.

	“Not to worry, love. Zane was right to bring you here where we can hide you until the storm blows over. There aren’t many safe places left for those who believe.” Theresa reached over and put her hand on mine. 

	“Those who believe?” I had to ask. Every time someone from this world spoke I felt like I needed a translator to decipher it, and it was no longer because of their accents.

	“We used to be the librarians. We got to know the Volumes of Wisdom well. We taught it to the new Carriers and young Patrol recruits; the ancient stories and legends. The historical places. The living words.” Theresa paused as gloss coated her eyes. “Those books used to dance, you know.”

	I blinked. “The books would dance?” I couldn’t imagine that. 

	“The stories, yes. They used to sing, too.”

	Everyone fell silent; a table full of warm spirits reflecting on another time. 

	“We were close with the Patrol. We were their family, a part of their fight. Now,” Annabelle looked around the table, “we knit.” She held up her work for me to see. The others did too, until half a dozen sets of eyes were blinking up at me, awaiting my approval. 

	“Very nice,” I commented, though I wouldn’t have known a bad knitting job from a good one. 

	Bertra though, boiled my insides with her stare from across the table where her sugar-stained fingers gripped the base of a needle. 

	“Sugarmelon?” A short lady appeared with a tray of sizzling pink-orange fruit drizzled in a sugary coating. 

	“No, thank you.” I shifted under Bertra’s gaze. 

	“You’ll have one,” the lady decided anyway, plucking one off the tray and setting it in front of me. The warm, gooey scent reminded me of hot peach pie with maple syrup.

	Finally, I lifted my eyes to Bertra who stared at me like I’d committed a heinous crime. 

	“My dear,” the dark-skinned woman started when she had my full attention. “What in the Winter winds would possess you to willingly partake in this race of spirits and blood against the clock?” 

	Theresa shot Bertra a look as if to say: Shut your mouth!

	I felt like I was stuck in one of those bad dreams where a teacher would call on me to answer a question in front of the class, and no matter how hard I tried to speak the answer, no sound would come out of my mouth. 

	“Zane…” I jutted my thumb back towards the Patrolman, my words getting stuck on my swelling tongue. 

	“Blaming our little Cohen for your choice to enter into these deadly games where shadows wait around every corner and monsters stalk you even while you sleep…It’s cowardly. You aren’t built for this, skinny Trite. You’re our last hope, and you don’t stand a chance!” Bertra got up and left the table, tossing her knitting down as she did; a pile of ivory spaghetti tangled in knots. 

	Words hung on my lips that I didn’t dare say aloud. My cheeks were oven-hot. 

	For the first time since I’d made the decision to partner with Zane on the pirate ship, I wished I’d refused to be a part of his plan—a plan that revolved around some truth that still didn’t make sense to me. But there was no way I could navigate back through this globe to go home without getting lost and freezing to death.

	“Bertra, have you lost your mind?!” Theresa shouted after her, but Bertra slammed the door. 

	I bit my lips and looked at the women around the table. 

	“I don’t even want to be here,” I clarified. “If I had it my way, I’d have tossed the orb to the rabbits by now. He is making me do this, I swear.” I was grateful Zane was too far away to hear. I didn’t want to start a fight with him about it, but I didn’t want to take the heat for this choice either. 

	The women regarded me with more compassion than I expected since it was clear they were at Zane’s defense regardless of what I said. Finally, Theresa put her knitting down and folded her hands upon the table.

	“Be careful, love. Don’t hate Zane for what he must do. You don’t understand his reasons.” 

	I melted back down into my seat. It was the look in her eyes; she held a hurt deep in her heart that wasn’t her own—a moment from the past that reflected in her vision and filled the room. 

	I glanced over at Zane, his jacket and hood drenched from melted snow. He reached across the table and flicked one of the short men in the nose, laughing when the man swatted his hand away and tried to poke him back but couldn’t reach. 

	The familiar stab of shame meddled in my gut. I wasn’t even sure why I’d been so quick to blame him for whatever was happening when he wasn’t the one who’d given me the orb in the first place. 

	“I’m sorry,” I muttered, not sure what to feel anymore. 

	But Theresa smiled. “Thousands of souls hang in the balance, love. Don’t be afraid to fight for them.” She glanced out the window at the black night cloaked by vicious squalls. 

	For once, I wished they would just speak the language of books, and science, and logic. 

	“Many have drawn lines in the snow and chosen sides. They think division is the way to survive. But that’s all backwards,” she said, her creamy brown irises sinking to the hue of black coffee. “They’re bound by ancient shackles, and they do not even know it.” 

	A beat of silence ticked by. The moment evaporated when Theresa nodded down to my fruit dessert. “Eat your sugarmelon. You’ll be merrily ubbersnugged by it,” she winked with a smile. 

	I glanced at the spiky pink treat that looked like a failed science experiment. But Zane appeared beside me, pulling me from my seat and making my knees bang the underside of the table.

	“Come on, Trite!” There was a glimmer of purely devilish starry light in his eyes. He grasped a large, round wooden disc in his other hand. 

	“What are—”

	“Hurry! We only have a pinch before the storm picks up again!” he cut me off, nearly lifting me as he rushed for the door.

	We burst outside and Zane took off up the nearest hill illuminated by the lights of the cottage. I tried to keep up, but it was a lost cause with him being a feather, and me, a boulder. 

	He tossed the disc to the ground, spinning to catch me as I reached the top, grabbing my waist and jumping onto the wood with me in his arms. The action forced the disc forwards and everything around us became a speeding tunnel.

	His arms were a buffer, but I still squealed and flailed for the whole five seconds it took us to spill down the slope. Zane’s laughter flooded my ears until we hit the bottom and tumbled off into the snow, rolling away from each other. I lifted my head with a snort, a mask of white flakes on my face.

	The wind had been knocked out of me, but a chuckle bubbled up from my throat and Zane sprang to his nimble feet. 

	“Let’s go again!” he said.
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	Cocooned in a warm blanket with a steaming goblet of cocoa between my fingers and a fire crackling a melody over the gathering, I huddled in to listen to a tale spoken by an elderly dwarf as night crept over the cabin.

	The man’s long white beard shuffled as he spoke, his eyes widening and squinting with animation, making his wrinkles waltz along with the story. 

	Something touched my head and I turned to find Annabelle taking my hair into her gentle hands, catching every one of my defiant locks that had broken loose from my ponytail. With quick fingers, she twisted them into braids like the ones she wore.

	It was a simple thing. Something my mother used to do. 

	Theresa knit; her fingers moving even though her stare was fixated on the storyteller in the timeworn wooden chair. Apart from the old dwarf and the sizzling wood on the fire, the room was silent, every presence breathing in and out as one body.

	Zane sat closest to the fireplace, a silhouette against the bright flames, leaning back on his hands. He hung onto every word the man in the chair spoke and I was certain he believed this old dwarf had all the secrets to life. His Patrol jacket dangled from a hook on the fireplace mantle, drying off by the tongues of heat radiating from the steaming logs. Spritely Zane didn’t look like a snowsquatch-battling Patrolman now. He looked like a kid, listening to his favourite story before bed.

	Drawing my stare away, I found the dwarf man raising his hands to act out the pinnacle of the tale. His fingers were aged with dark spots, and white hairs spiralled from his knuckles. 

	He talked of many things: hope in dangerous times. Powerful kings. Mysterious magic. He spoke of a dazzling star that once burned across the skies of Winter; a sign to the Rime Folk that the Truth was near. The way he talked of this truth; it was as though it had a beating heart of its own. 

	As the old dwarf rattled on in rhythmic tones, I glanced out the window to the midnight sky where the stars winked from their places. A sign would have been helpful right now, one as brilliant as the star in the story. One I couldn’t miss. One that would lead me to this truth. Maybe then I would understand what all these people knew that I didn’t.

	A whisper lifted through the group, and I tilted to spy on a fur-cloaked dwarf leaning over to share a secret with Zane. Zane ducked down and feigned excitement to hear the gossip.

	“The birds have been delivering strange messages these last quarters. Have you heard the good tidings, little Cohen? They say Elowin is alive!”

	At the rumour, Zane held himself still, his face draining of its playfulness.

	“I haven’t heard, but you’d be silly to believe such rubbish, Horpus. There’s a measure too many tricks at work. Now, ragnashuck, stop your chatting and listen to the bloody story,” he pretended to scold, nudging the dwarf with his elbow as the humour returned to his face. I went back to the tale too, wrapping my arms around my knees and locking my fingers together. I was certain there wasn’t much in all of Winter these dwarves loved more than gossip. What else would they have to talk about all the way up here in this mountain cove?

	An ache clung to my thighs. I shifted my weight, realizing how sore I was from the adventure on the snow hill with Zane. We’d gone down a dozen times on that brittle wooden disc before the storm became too aggressive to continue—my abs even hurt from all the laughing. It had been years since I’d laughed so hard. 

	In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time.
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	At the toes of a mountain, pale fingers point high

	A path, it seems, draws their stares to the sky

	The howls of the gales aim to lead them astray

	But the pale ones cannot keep their appetites at bay

	Beings of white flesh, but hearts black as ash

	Stomachs that hunger for what lies up the path

	A whisper they make, barely a sound
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	“How old are you?” 

	‘Twas the question little Kaley Bell hated to be asked above all others, as she was often mistaken for a thing she wasn’t. So often people fed the youngest Bell girl with a dismiss, or a shrug, or a pinch of her cheeks, calling her insults such as cute, sweet, or, heaven forbid, adorable.

	“She’s thirteen.” Winston Bell answered the man whose brunette trousers were fastened by a set of preposterous gold-buckled suspenders. A man who claimed the name: DETECTIVE JEFFREY STROMER, as was scribed o’er the bronze nameplate adorning his desk in the fanciest of copper block letters. 

	“I’ll be fourteen on January ninth.” Kaley straightened her pose and crossed her tiny legs as the trendy lady at the reception desk had done. 

	“Right. How can I help you…children?”

	A flinch stole Kaley’s posture. 

	The detective’s russet stare of pink veins and prudish presumptions dragged back and forth between the Bell siblings. At the lifts and squeezes of his leathered face, Kaley became conscious that the pompom on her hat was too large and that Winston’s sports jersey did not fit him well. Things she presumed the police detective had also noticed.

	“We’re not here to discuss our age.” Winston came to her rescue. Stress sizzled the Bell boy, and when Kaley stole a glance her brother’s way, she spotted the flush needling up his otherwise pale cheeks. “We’re here because our sister has been missing for a long time.”

	“How long?”

	“Nearly the whole day.” 

	The boy’s fingers curled tightly over the armrests of the uncomfortable metal chair. 

	Kaley had witnessed this look on her brother a time or three—tight bleached fists, purpling cheeks, the stare of a thousand carefully aimed pins. On an ordinary day, Winston Bell would storm down to his humid bedroom in the unfinished basement of their home with a dozen clunks of his boots on the stairs, alerting the neighbourhood of his mood. Here though, there was not a place to rush, to beat doors senseless, or punish walls. 

	And, anyway, this was not an ordinary day.

	Even with his temper, Kaley was grateful Winston was here. She hadn’t the cheek to come confront the detective alone; she couldn’t conceive a soul taking her seriously with a voice that fit a toddler or a mouse who came upon the genius of language.

	“Well I appreciate your concern for your sister. But it sounds to me like she might be out enjoying the Christmas festivities,” Jeffrey Stromer decided as though he hadn’t heard a peep of what the Bell children had said. “Are you hoping to file a Missing Persons Report with the department?” 

	As the investigator leaned back in his much more comfortable chair, his suspenders gripping tight to his plump pastry-swelled belly, he clasped his fingers behind his neck. 

	He was a man without a care in the world, it seemed.

	“Yes.” The Bell boy’s answer was instant.

	“I’ll need to speak with your parents. Is your mother or father around for me to talk to? Because unless one of you is eighteen, you aren’t able to file a report.”

	Silence thundered through the room. It hung so loud that Kaley shifted in her seat to break its dreadful roar. 

	Beyond the dull office window, misty squalls transformed the sun into a sheet of yellow fire over the store tops, a vision of gold Kaley might have considered splendid at a different time. She spied on it as she braced herself for the dreadful eruption from Winston who was already a basket of fatigue from all the searching, and quite possibly too ruined by hunger to behave rationally. But when a series of ticks thrummed from the antique clock on the wall and no yelling swelled the room, Kaley Bell glanced back to find her brother somber.

	“Our parents are unavailable,” she finally countered on Winston’s behalf, her high voice meant for birdsongs and baby giggles betraying her ability to be taken seriously once and for all.

	“Well, that’s too bad.” Jeffrey Stromer lifted from his restful stance, folding his hands like a proper grownup and arranging them atop his desk where ten plus three loose papers were lobbed into disorganized piles—trotted with smears of tea-brown and lettuce-green from whatever meal he’d fancied last. “I’ll need to speak to an adult if you want to file a report.”

	And that was that. 

	“You know what?” Winston Bell raised to his height. “We’ll go find her ourselves!” With the tip of his boot, the Bell boy kicked his chair onto its side—a gesture certainly meant to shake the detective more than the things in the room. 

	“Winston!” Kaley stood also, the girl’s cheeks as rosy as ginger snaps. But her brother was already storming out of the office with a glorious jangle, leaving Jeffrey Stromer behind, who had warped as pale as pudding. 

	“I’m sorry.” Kaley squeaked as she shuffled after her brother, kicking the corner of the tumbled chair in a dreadful accident, adding to the already hot and sticky torment of the room.

	So, that was that, indeed.
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	Chapter, The Fourteenth

	 

	Four days. That was how long the dwarves roasted hot pastries sprinkled with icing sugar, sought unsuccessfully to teach me how to knit, and peppered the evenings with old tales. It was as though our sprint had been put on hold. Zane had said we needed to hide and wait out Jolly Cheat, but there were moments when I wondered if he’d forgotten he had dragged me from my Trite world into a race. I thought to remind him once or twice, but truly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to step out from this pocket where time stood still, sweets were considered meals, and it seemed like nothing could ever reach us.

	Tales gushed from the dwarves—some I was certain were entirely false, especially the ones Old-Jymm told me about his days as a hunter. Apparently, he had speared a red sea boar the length of the gathering room and wrestled a nest of blue wasps to fetch an inch of nectar all in the same day.

	But at night, as people took turns telling their favourites, I learned of a young boy who slayed a brutal frost giant with only a slingshot and an ice pebble, an army of three hundred men who claimed victory over a legion of five thousand war elves by the power of clashing instruments, and a man who tamed a pit of vicious snow cats. Every night was a new telling, a warm gathering. It was odd at first to see the dwarves rush in like children. But I found myself falling into the pull of it all, waiting for the evening with anticipation of the hot cocoa nestled between my fingers, the howls of the wind against the windows, the knit stockings warming my feet, and the flickering fire that lapped at the logs.

	There was no place like this hidden cabin in my world. No traditions this lovely. No time for it.

	Every night I fell asleep at the gathering by mistake, but I always ended up in one of the spare rooms upstairs in the morning, on a bed of cushions and under a heap of yarn blankets. An odd transportation, considering I doubted the dwarves’ ability to carry me up the stairs on their own.

	As I came in for the evening gathering on the fourth nightfall, I decided this would be the evening I stayed awake like everyone else. My gaze swept over the room to find my usual spot beside Laney-Laura, but Laney wasn’t in her seat—and neither were the others. They all stood around the room with the blankets pushed to the side in messy piles.

	“I believe we have an anniversary to celebrate,” Norman announced, pulling out a complexly woven branch-wreath lavished with honey-pink blossoms. He hobbled over to Delma and placed the wreath on the elderly woman’s head. Several dwarves pulled out instruments—animal skin drums, long tubes like oversized wood clarinets, and round ones that resembled tambourines with strings. By the breath of them, the room filled with light, rhythmic music. Everywhere, people jumped to their feet to dance as the strings were plucked and beads shook in small cups. 

	A throat cleared beside me, and I found Islan—a red-haired dwarf with a wide, turned up nose—extending a boney hand with ample drama. 

	“May I offer you a dance this evening, Trite?” he said. 

	I made an amused face, partially because of how tall I was in comparison to him, and partially because I’d never mastered graceful dancing, even after the classes I’d taken as a child. Avoiding school dances had become a way of life for me, with good reason. But I lifted my face and pressed confidence into my features, taking his hand with a smile. I would learn.

	He tugged my gangly frame, surprising me with his core strength, and whisked me into a twirl. When he clapped, I startled. But I caught on to the pattern and started acting out the steps myself. 

	Everyone in the room spun like they were part of a stage performance folk dance and clapped on beat; even Zane knew what he was doing. His light-footedness gave him a graceful advantage and he added extra spins and hops between beats. 

	Other dwarves took my hands at different intervals and led me in hop-skip-and-clap dances, but it was Zane who took my waist mid-song and lifted me right off my feet into a twirl, sending an unexpected burst of warmth into my stomach. None of the others would have been able to do that with their height. 

	He spun off and grabbed another dwarf lady, doing the same to her. She squealed and slapped his shoulder to put her down, drawing a laugh from the boy in black.
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	Flecks of light warmed my cheeks in the morning when I awoke beneath a stack of woven blankets tugged up to my chin. The early sun leaked through the holes in the pattern of the knit draped over my nest of bedding like a canopy. Half a dozen memories of electrifying tales from recent days lingered in my mind like the leftover scents of a flowery perfume.

	Someone came through the door, and I rubbed my eyes. Zane carried a tray piled with sticky cinnamon buns, a glistening glass of peridot juice, salty meat slices on wood-pick skewers, and a dish of berries in peach syrup. This was the first time he’d come into my sleeping quarters that I knew of—though I still wasn’t sure who’d been carrying me to bed each night. 

	He plopped the tray down at the foot of my makeshift bed, which was two dwarf beds pushed together, and hopped onto a cushion to cross his legs. “I think we need to leave, Trite,” he said. His Patrol jacket was back on after several days of it roasting by the fireplace.

	I was barely awake yet, but I pulled myself to a sitting position, imagining that my braids resembled wild animal fur after I’d slept on them. I yanked out the ribbons and raked my hair free, then pulled it all back into a ponytail.

	Zane nodded to the tray. “You’d better eat. So we can get an early head start.”

	“A head start on what? I thought we came here to hide.” I obediently reached for a cinnamon bun, but I wasn’t objecting to leaving. I’d dreamt of home last night. My heart had pulled me back there even in the moments I’d been happiest here.

	Zane glanced away with a troubled face, the blues of his eyes thawing to misty gray. “I don’t know for sure. I just have a bad feeling.”

	I watched Zane curiously while I ate. Even though he wasn’t one for animated expressions, he did seem off. Distant. Fidgety. But the dwarf women had told us we were safe here.

	“It’s all the sugar you’ve been eating,” I joked, and he shot me a doubtful look. 

	But I paused. “Is it because I told them about the orb?” He must have heard by now I’d let the secret slip.

	“No. They would have figured it out even if you hadn’t told them. They know the unmerry burdens of the Carriers better than most, and they’ll look out for us now that they know.” Zane stood again and went to the window. He stared out, shifting. His hand pushed against his heart in a circular motion like he was massaging an old injury in his chest. “It’s just a feeling. I get them sometimes.” 

	I stopped eating, wondering about that. The cinnamon tickled my tongue as I reached for the juice, ready for the zingy citrus to wash it down. “Do you know something I don’t? Or is it like that spooky feeling when you’re being watched—”

	 My words hitched in my throat as the window burst into a thousand pieces, shards of glass shooting in every direction, and the cup tumbled from my hands. 

	A silver icicle spiralled through the window into Zane’s shoulder, and a scream ripped from my throat as he flew backwards into the opposite wall and dropped to the floorboards, icicle protruding like a nail. 

	I scrambled towards him, but Zane jumped to his feet and tore the icicle out, spitting speckles of blood and snowflakes with it.

	“Hide, Helen!” he yelled, holding his shoulder and grabbing my backpack off the floor to throw it at me.

	I was too shocked to think, so when he sprinted out of the room and down the stairs, I yanked the backpack on and followed him instead. 

	Zane scooped up his staff on his way through the kitchen and shoved out the front door. 

	The dwarves were in a buzz, rushing around, shouting, grabbing weapons from a variety of secret places. I realized they were preparing for a fight.

	“Frostbite,” Ufflin cursed, shoving a slingshot into his belt. 

	“Theresa! What’s happening?” My voice wavered. 

	The tassels on the woman’s nightgown clapped together as she whisked by. “It’s the Greed. They don’t show up this far from the Red Kingdom unless provoked. White as snow their skin is, and cold as ice too.” She shivered when she said it, pulling her slingshot from a cupboard. 

	“Are they here for me?”

	“The Greed aren’t merry to many folk, but they despise us the most, we who preserve the sacred truths. We faced off with them in the old days. We beat them then, and they slithered back to their kingdom. Perhaps their return means they’ve learned how spread out we’ve become and have come back to relive an old war. Maybe they mean to wipe out those of us that are left.” She cracked her tiny knuckles then slid a butterknife out of the kitchen drawer.

	But it was an impossible coincidence that the Greed came while I was here. 

	“Have they made an alliance with Mara Rouge?” I asked. I had no idea what else was coming to this cottage; if I should hide, if I should run.

	“I can’t say for sure. The witch is from the Scarlet City, their capitol. They could have struck an agreement.” Theresa reached for my hand. “Come, love. I’ll hide you in a pumpkin.”

	I followed, my mind going blank against the scene around me. The only thought in my head was of Winston, Kaley, and Grandma. 

	Before I knew it, Theresa was pulling me out the front door and shoving me inside a hollow, barrel-sized pumpkin. She held the top like a lid, and replaced the cover once I was in. 

	An icicle soared an inch from her face and my gasp filled the cavernous fruit. I watched through the decorative holes in the pumpkin’s shell as Theresa deftly spun back, hurling the kitchen knife towards the blankets of snow.

	They rose from the snow like glassy-haired ghosts; so white they could barely be seen apart from the glimmer of the bows they carried, and the dots of violet in their eyes. They looked like tall people, but their skin was like translucent pearls; a hint of pink flush in their cheeks being the exception. Even their draped clothing was as white as the snow, flapping against the vicious wind like milky wings.

	They moved as a small army, unshaken by the sight of the dwarves assembling for battle. Zane emerged out front, sliding into the space between the two forces, raising his staff over his head and piercing it into the ground. Ripples of ice lifted like a claw, rushing over the snow and bringing the Greed to a halt. One of them pulled out a long sword and struck the swell, smashing it to pieces like it was glass. 

	The rest of the Greed lifted long bows. Sharp icicles crawled into existence, filling the cove with cracking sounds as they drew back on the wires.

	“Incoming!” Old-Jymm called as a series of stumpy, round shields were pulled around the dwarves to deflect a shower of icicles raining down from the sky—the shards beat against the wood, throwing both male and female dwarves off their feet.

	“Get to the library!” Zane yelled at the group as ice burst from his staff in a twisted flame. He turned to face the Greed on his own and my lungs tightened. 

	More icicles fired through the space and Zane slammed one aside with his weapon’s hook. 

	“You forget that we are warriors too! We’ll fight with you, little Cohen!” Old-Jymm pulled out his slingshot. “Prepare to return fire!” the dwarf called to his fellow men, all of whom loaded and raised branch-slingshots skyward. 

	The Greed responded by drawing out long shields—ovals with points at the top and bottom like a sideways eye. 

	The dwarves fired their pellets—bright blue moons of colour catapulting over the snowy landscape. They burst into powder when they hit the Greed shields, and the blazing dust began to eat the metal like acid. One of the ghost-white beings caught a spray up his arm and he crumpled to the ground, shrieking as the blue smear stained his elbow. 

	The Greed broke into a sliding rush in unison—dropping their bows and pulling around the same sleek swords. The dwarves fetched their knives and kitchen utensils; a pathetic defence against the long blades. 

	A Greed jumped into flight like a bird ready to devour brittle-boned Delma. Zane’s staff collided with the pale being, sending it back over the hill tangled in its fabric robe, but a swinging bow thrust Zane onto his back. His shoulders slid over the ice, his staff rolling until it was buried beneath the drifts. 

	I couldn’t watch. I sank back against the pumpkin’s shell, squishing the backpack. My hands pressed over my eyes as the sounds of clashing metal and ice swallowed my quiet shivers. 

	Light spilled into my hideaway, and I was grabbed; I stifled a scream. 

	“It’s me!” Zane’s voice snapped me from my hysteria. 

	I scurried out of the pumpkin. “We’re leaving them?” I croaked, but when I looked back, I found a remarkable sight: the dwarves swatted with wooden spoons, stabbed with kitchen knives, fired pellets, and threw the ghosts into the snow with calculated tactics.

	“They know what’ll happen if the Greed captures us, Trite! The dwarves will make whatever sacrifice is necessary to make sure we get away.” 

	I reached for him, bracing against his shoulder, feeling like I wanted to cry. His arm held tight, and he took off sliding, flooding the scene behind us with blowing snow; a powdery curtain closing to mark the end of a terrible show. 

	The air whipped cold against my eyes, but I watched, right up until we disappeared over the mountain. “Will they make it?” I asked him. My dry, sunken voice was quiet. 

	A long pause hung between us. I could feel Zane’s heart pounding through his jacket. 

	“Ragnashuck. I hope so,” he finally said in a tone too low to offer promises. 

	My finger brushed the frayed fabric at his shoulder where the icicle from the window had pierced him. I wasn’t sure how deep the dart had sunk in, or how severely injured he was, but I knew he wasn’t going to be able to sprint like this for long. 

	“Zane,” I whispered through the twisting in my chest. Somehow, I could feel his agony as though it beat through his jacket and into me. 

	He tilted his head but didn’t reply. 

	“I’m sorry about the dwarves.”
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	Chapter, The Fifteenth

	 

	A thousand moments could have gone by as we raced, or a mere few, and I wouldn’t have known the difference. My thoughts spun like a derailed compass.

	Zane didn’t stop until we reached a forest where we continued on foot, his hand gripping the spot on his shoulder that had started to leak ruby streams through his gloves. 

	Even walking, we moved so fast I became dizzy and out of breath, desperate for even a drop of water. It had been obvious right from the beginning that Zane could endure being on his feet much longer than I could, but now I knew he could also outlast me even when he was injured. 

	Finally, he glanced back to see what had become of me. 

	When he processed my pale-faced condition, he veered left to bring us into a small town that bustled with Winterblood elves—as Theresa had called the tall creatures in one of her stories. A small herd of goats trotted along, guided by a man with a handful of seeds spilling from his rattling palm. 

	The moment we entered the cobbled street, Zane tugged his blood-soaked gloves off and reached to pull my hood up to cover my face. 

	“Just in case your description has reached this town.” His murmur was quiet. “A bird visited Old-Jymm with a message last evening past. He said the reward for your capture is seven hundred and fifty plus five gold rings. A good measure of Rime Folk would trade us for a pinch of that. Don’t trust anyone. Don’t even look them in the eyes.”

	Scents of hot meat in broth and herbed vegetables seeped from a diner along the main road, and I realized our peppermint stash was back with the dwarves.

	Lumber buildings reached for the whitish sky on both sides of the street, an ivory sheen tinting hundreds of windows bound by gold-rimmed frames. All the woodwork was ridged with carvings, glossed over with lavish pearls, white stones, and glass, as though this town was built by wealthy artists.

	“Come one! Come all! Set foot in the nets, if you dare!” A voice boomed over the street from a hairy elf waving a golden flag. Behind him was a tall wood structure with rope nets draped between like hammocks—a wide one in the centre cradling a collection of men and creatures who wrestled to push each other off. 

	I ignored the hairy elf as we walked past, but as the crowd parted in the street, I spotted a weathered sign hanging by two fraying ropes that read: 

	 

	THE NETS:

	FREE TO TRY

	BUT IF YOU LOSE, YOU PAY THE PRICE OF ONE GOLD RING

	WINNER RECEIVES HALF THE RINGS

	 

	The distraction sent me walking into Zane’s back. My mouth hit his coat and I spit out a long loose hair, probably left there from me to begin with. 

	Zane was looking in the same direction, sapphire eyes hovering on the sign, and I watched his mind work.

	“Zane, you can’t possibly—"

	“I’ve won this before.”

	“But you’re injured,” I objected.

	“I was last time too.” 

	Without further discussion, he unbuttoned and shrugged off his Patrol jacket, revealing a black long-sleeved shirt soaked scarlet at the corner. He handed his jacket to me along with his staff and my fingers curled around the weapon as I glanced both ways, positive I wouldn’t be able to keep it safe if someone tried to take it.

	The elf raised a bushy brow when Zane approached, and they exchanged a few quiet words. The match ahead of Zane’s came to its conclusion, one man atop the wobbly net raising his arm in victory. The rest of the partakers that hadn’t been so lucky dragged their feet over to the hairy elf, hands deep in their pockets.

	I tapped my forefinger against the Patrol staff, imagining getting dragged into the crowd while Zane was busy. Sticky smears of orange pumpkin guts and one glistening seed clung to my elbows and knees from Theresa’s pumpkin hideout. I craved a shower and fresh clothes.

	“Are you ready?” The voice of the hairy elf lifted over the streets as he addressed the new contestants. My eyes shot up to find Zane already on the inner net along with a dozen opponents, some much too large for me to feel confident about his odds. One dwarf with thick fingers began crunching his knuckles beneath a set of diamond-studded rings. 

	I gaped at the rope webs that trapped every entrant into its game. What in the world was Zane thinking? Blood was already escaping from his body. 

	“Three…two…one…” Every second of the countdown worsened my fidgeting. “…Go!”

	All the contestants moved for each other. It was unexpectedly humorous as the toughest creatures wobbled and slipped through the holes as they charged. The big dwarf with the rings got his hands on a smaller dwarf and tossed him over the edge of the net. The small dwarf plummeted down to a lower net and let out an annoyed grunt as he rolled out of the ropes to his feet on the snow.

	The rules seemed simple: don’t get tossed over or you’re out. 

	Zane stood off to the side, watching in amazement as the rest of the group demolished each other. There was punching, growling, pulling of hair…

	My nails came to my teeth—I chewed them as a topless dwarf moved for a thick woman with a gold nose ring. The dwarf’s big foot slipped on a piece of rope, and he fell into a gap, his leg dangling below.

	Zane burst out laughing, drawing a snarl from the topless dwarf who could do nothing but inch his way across the rope hammock on his stomach to free himself.

	Zane’s chest filled and deflated like he was letting out a long sigh. Then, he walked to the edge of the net and hopped off.

	My chin dropped, but the electric-eyed boy snatched the underside of the net on his way down and continued grappling handfuls of rope like a monkey. When he reached the centre, directly below the action, he glanced over at me and smirked at the wide barrels my eyes had become.

	His legs began to kick—forward, then backward, mimicking the sway of a metronome. The net jolted with his swinging, turning him into a black-cloaked trapeze artist. 

	Above him, creatures began to toss about like fish out of water; falling into piles, faces clapping against limbs, legs wobbling and arms spinning like windmills. I blinked as I watched them reel over the side, one by one, creatures raining down to the rhythm of Zane’s rocking, until every contestant was shaken off.

	The angry hoard picked themselves up off the ground and glared at Zane with clenched fists and red faces. I didn’t know whether to be proud or worried, but I bit my lips to hide a petty grin. Taking the rise of grumbling from the hoard as my cue, I rushed to the foot of the post where Zane was scampering down its pegs.

	“Time to go, Trite!” he said the moment his heels hit the mud. He took his staff in one hand and grabbed my fingers with the other to tug me with him.

	“You little ashworm!”

	“You’d better watch your scotcher!”

	“Get frostbite, Patrolman!”

	The hoard was inching after us; an army whose pride was covered in bruises. Zane approached the hairy elf, letting go of me to extend his flat hand in expectation. 

	“I bloody won, didn’t I?” he said in response to the elf’s silent blinking.
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	Traders flooded the streets in disorganized chaos, holding out beaded necklaces and hand-carved wood figurines. One man latched onto my arm to force me to stop, offering to make a carving in my likeness, but Zane tugged me back and warned the man, “Mind your manners!” He kept an arm around my shoulders after that.

	We walked through the howling market, everyone selling something, trying to catch our attention.

	“What do you do for fun in the Trite world?” Zane asked over the noise of the town. Whether he was trying to forget about the dwarves we’d left to face the Greed, or simply trying to make conversation to ignore the traders, I wasn’t sure. 

	“I don’t know. I like to read,” I offered. “Books are more interesting than people.” 

	Zane’s eyebrows shot up, “You really think so?”

	It was impossible not to notice that Zane was the sort of boy who girls at my school would have flocked to like seagulls at a picnic—his dazzling eyes were only the first of his notable features. He had the kind of nicely aligned face that belonged on billboards or standing beside the prom queen at a high school dance. After seeing him browse the old library, I figured he had a soft spot for books, but he didn’t strike me as the same species of book nerd that I was.

	“You seem surprised. Did you think I spent my weekends at parties gossiping with girls and chasing boys?” I almost rolled my eyes, but I figured my sarcasm was enough. It wasn’t his fault I didn’t have a social life, even though he should have guessed it the moment he saw me in my ratty, hole-punched coat in Waterloo.

	From the corner of my eye, I saw him shut his mouth. I could feel his stare on me. It lingered for just a little too long and I pushed my bangs behind my ears to cut the hold of his gaze. 

	Zane’s focus fell to the snow and a funny smile cracked the edge of his mouth.

	An old woman sat in a rocking chair at the side of the road beading a long nut-shell necklace. Her dexterous old hands worked as she swayed, a chilly breeze clanging the strands of nut beads and bones hanging from the ceiling of her covered porch. Her eyes had a certain golden hue, catching my attention when she looked up. And it seemed that once she saw me, she couldn’t pull her eyes away.

	“You!” she called from her chair, setting her beads aside to rise with all the strain of old age. I put my hand on Zane’s arm to stop him.

	“Don’t go see her. She’s just an old mystic,” he said.

	“She looks like a sweet woman.” I’d always found it difficult to ignore people when they spoke to me. I was sure the salespeople in malls loved me for that.

	The woman pulled out a wide smile, all the strands of colourful beads around her neck clapping together as she waddled to the table stretching along her porch where a cantaloupe-sized glass ball rested upon a copper pedestal. Glistening gray smoke danced inside the glass.

	“That looks just like the orb,” I said, my hand drifting to the strap of my backpack. The old woman’s glass ball was bigger and seemed to have a raincloud trapped inside; it was fascinating. 

	“It’s not the same.” Zane had a peculiar look. “She can’t be trusted. She tells the future.”

	“The future? Then we should definitely talk to her.” I’d never believed in psychics, fortune tellers, prophesies, or any of that unscientific mumbo jumbo, but in the past days everything I thought I believed had been turned upside down. If this woman could give us even a hint of what was to come, maybe I could figure out a way to undo what the scarf-girl had done to me and get back home.

	Before we could discuss it further, I pushed through the crowd and approached the old woman who’d already placed her hands over the glorious glass moon.

	“Hi. Can you tell me what’s going to happen? Can you tell me if I’ll make it home?” I asked, forgetting to introduce myself. Zane appeared on my right, hovering, eyebrows furrowed. 

	A low chuckle rumbled in the old woman’s throat. “That’s not really how it works, Trite.” 

	Zane and I exchanged a look. 

	As the gray in the ball spread out and split into spirals of jet black and pure white, she closed her eyes and inhaled. A strange feeling trickled up my spine as I watched, wishing I wouldn’t have to endure the theatrics, but also knowing nothing came easy in Winter. 

	The black and white curled off into shapes inside the glass. It started slow; shapes clashing against each other like they were at war, making pictures I couldn’t interpret until everything sped up so fast the colours bled into each other, black inking into the crisp white like paint. Zane’s grip found my elbow as lights flickered through the globe in snaps of hot lightning, and the black pushed the white into a corner where it writhed. 

	“Helen,” Zane warned as my back heated, my heartbeat turning to claps of thunder to match the storm in the globe. The old woman gasped, glistening tears soaking her wrinkled cheeks, and she yanked her hands back like she’d been burned. 

	Zane grabbed my waist and dragged me down into the snow just as a shrieking cloud of birds clattered over where we were standing, engulfing the table so I could no longer see anything above me but a river of silver wings and feathers. The current was inches above my startled face where Zane’s hand covered the back of my head. 

	Without warning, the swarm dissolved, the birds dislocating from each other and returning to the sky. But one bird dropped into the snow before me, and I craned my neck, fearing it might peck my face. The bird didn’t advance, and my stare locked onto the most unusual blend of hues glittering in its eyes—a rainbow of maple, violet, meadow grass yellow, and rippling olivine. 

	It watched me for a moment, and the strangest feeling came over me like I was seeing an old friend, someone from a dream I couldn’t remember. It looked at me; I looked at it. 

	It flew off with a flash of its silver wings. 

	My orb rested in the snow where the bird had been, glistening under the sun with steam ascending in spirals. The gentle pools of ivory and gold brewed in its centre.

	“Ragnashuck, it burned right through your backpack.” Zane’s voice rattled me from my trance, and I realized his arm was still wound around my waist.

	“You!” The old woman’s accusation was shrill as she slammed her fist down on her table. “You have ruined my livelihood, Trite! What trick is this? What have you done?” In her hands she held jagged chunks of glass. Gray liquid bled down her arms where it pooled at her elbows, and the copper pedestal stood empty.

	Breaking from Zane’s grip, I reached for my orb and snatched it from where it had melted the ground, leaving a hole in the frost. A single stalk of green grass uncurled from the icy dirt where my orb had been, out of place amidst the hard ice and prickly evergreens.

	Zane pulled me to my feet, repurposing a lace from his boot to sew the backpack together. “Ragnashuck, we should have ignored the aged woman,” he muttered. “I bloody know better.”

	“I did see your future, Trite!” The woman threw the remainder of her glass globe at my feet and pointed at me with a stained finger. “You’re going to die! That’s what I saw in your future: a weak, empty end to your timestring! Your lack of Rime blood will work against you when you’re caught, and you will die!”

	My heart froze over. 

	Zane pulled me away, but I didn’t feel him do it. I didn’t see the people reaching out to offer me their wood crafts, their jewels, their promises. I couldn’t hear the animals snorting their complaints from their wagons and pens. 
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	Chapter, The Sixteenth

	 

	We were walking into a diner before I registered that Zane was bringing me somewhere to eat. 

	Creatures sat around tables chewing on meat: some dry, some juicy. Cranberry sauce dripped off the steaks onto their clay plates heaped with pickled nuts, spiced bread, hot tea in bowls, and mud pies.

	Lanterns warmed the room, strung across the ceiling by ribbons and illuminating the tables along with the fingerprint-stained windows. Stacked stones formed the back wall with hollow pits for open-flame ovens, where strips of sizzling meat draped over wiry grills, filling the diner with the scent of juicy, peppery roasts. 

	“She was lying, Helen,” Zane finally said when it seemed he couldn’t take it anymore. He pulled off his gloves, revealing the nine gold rings he won from the nets stacked on his fingers.

	But I shook my head. “I don’t think she was.”

	He huffed, the blues of his eyes leaking to misty gray. “Those mystics don’t tell the real truth,” he said. “They tell a pinch of it when it’s convenient. But it’s tainted, drawn from a dark power that won’t rule in our favour.”

	“How do you know that?” I argued, drawing in my hands and shoving them deep into the pockets of my jacket. 

	His jaw twitched. Zane took several breaths to speak but closed his mouth on each one of them. He crossed his arms before he finally spit it out. “My mother was one. She guided our ship by looking into the future.”

	“Your ship…?”

	 “You can’t trust a fortune teller,” he said. “It’s their job to make you think they know things you don’t. They’ll twist the messages so you keep going back to get the rest of the pieces of the puzzle they make. It’s how they get their riches.” He unfolded his pretzeled arms, moving to a table and yanking out a chair for me. 

	I sat, mind twirling over what he said about the old woman who’d seen my future. As I did, I noticed his Patrol jacket was still perfectly clean apart from the bloodstain, even though he’d fought the Greed and won a rope battle. I’d faced no one and I was soaked with mud and pumpkin sap. 

	“Are you hungry?” A woman appeared in a white apron marked with patches of burgundy sauce. 

	I brushed the hair from my eyes to reply, but Zane spoke first, “Very.” 

	“What’ll it be?” she asked, hoisting a small black chalkboard from the pocket of her apron and digging for a stub of chalk. I looked around the room at what everyone else was eating. I wasn’t even sure what kind of meat it was. 

	“Two shuck-a-berry plates, please, dressed like his,” Zane nodded to a man several tables away whose chin was stained with berry juice. 

	“As you wish.” The woman winked and headed away, scribbling a note on the board without looking down at it. 

	With the anticipation of food coming, Zane whistled and fiddled his cutlery, seeming to have already forgotten about his frustration over the mystic’s claims. He tapped the spoon to the rhythm of his song. It seemed the net-brawl was long gone from his mind now too, along with the bird attack, and the dwarves we’d left behind to fend off the Greed alone.

	“Zane, what if that woman was right?” 

	He stopped whistling and made a face like he was accusing me of ruining a good moment. 

	“About me dying,” I clarified.

	“She’s wrong, Helen.” It seemed he had no trouble making promises now, even though he hadn’t been able to make such bold claims outside the library when I asked him if I was going to make it home. I wondered what had changed over the days we’d spent sledding on the brink of snowstorms, consuming heaps of baked sugarmelon, bonding over long stories, and drying our socks by the fire.

	“But what if she’s not wrong?”

	“I’m your Patrolman. I won’t let that happen.”

	I closed my mouth. I wondered if Zane even knew how ineffective his assurances sounded. He reminded me of the captain of the football team at my high school, David Boram; a guy who always marched with his head high simply because he’d been deemed the best player on the team.

	“If you’re wrong, you’re not the one who has to pay for it,” I said.  

	At my words, he went still, the spoon in his hand hovering by the edge of the table mid-beat, his gaze cast down towards the stone bowl of salt between us. 

	The hiccup of silence lasted too long. 

	“Yes, I do.” He carefully returned the spoon to its place beside the oversized meat knife. 

	When his eyes lifted to mine, he looked different. The youthful boy who’d just been playing with tableware was gone. “I’m telling you I will protect you because I have to. Because I can’t go through failing again.” 

	Another beat passed between us, and I curled my toes in my boots, willing normalcy to come back to the table.

	The story he’d first told me in my room filled my mind—the one where the Patrols had stood frozen while the Carriers were crushed in front of them. 

	Zane sighed and rubbed his face, leaving red streaks by his temples. His eyes shed their overcast, and for a moment I was jealous that he could shake things off so easily. 

	“I’m certain you can’t run through the night. Do you want to try and wait out the Greed like we did with Jolly Cheat?” Zane rested his chin on his palm.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted, pulling my hands below the table and clasping them. He was right about me—I’d barely been able to keep a steady pace throughout the day. I felt like I was a stubborn donkey he was herding along at this point. 

	As my gaze drifted out the foggy diner window, it occurred to me that the Carrier girl I’d met in Waterloo probably could have travelled for days without stopping, like Zane. 

	I realized Zane was watching me again as he returned to fiddling with the cutlery, possibly thinking the same things I was about the difference between me and the old Carriers. 

	“I think you could use a pinch of rest. But just for one night. Tomorrow, we’ll run before the clocks catch up with us.” His knuckles went tight around the meat knife. He gripped it for a few seconds before dropping it; it clattered on the tabletop. 

	“What will we do until nightfall?” I asked, wishing for all the things we’d had with Theresa and the dwarves—tarts and tea, blankets and old tales told in a theatrical voice. We wouldn’t find those comforts out here.

	Zane thought about it, then reached for my backpack and pulled out a thick, weathered book with a navy cover—the volume he’d taken from the library. 

	“We’ll read,” he decided. 

	“But I can’t see the words.”

	“Then I’ll read it to you.”

	The woman in the apron came with two plates of hot, shaved meat, still sizzling from the stone ovens. 
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	Darkness swallowed the town, bringing a chill with it like a cold hand weaving its fingers between the buildings. Outside, the street had turned quiet, leaving only the voice of the wind to howl at us.

	Shadows danced over Zane’s cheeks from the flickering candlelight, illuminating the tear in his coat that exposed the leafy herbs he’d stuffed down to try and patch up his wound. 

	In a room above the diner, we rested on our stomachs, facing each other on a mountain of pillows covering the floor. I stared, captivated by the animation his smooth voice created when it dipped low and wrapped around a story. I was only now aware that Zane should have taken turns telling stories with the dwarves. 

	My heart did flips with each word he spoke as though the verses were lifting themselves off the page. He read from partway through the book, his finger following along on a blank sheet of ivory that to him was wisdom-filled.
 

	“All was still on the meadow hill,

	Upon which sheep would graze,

	The shepherds chattered, chuckled and battered,

	Until the sky was of sudden blaze.

	Struck with awe the shepherds saw,

	The sky filled with heavenly hosts,

	Proclaiming a wonder, in voices of thunder,

	A hero of the highest, the most.

	An end to an age this hero did stage,

	And a beginning of ages to come,

	After the toils, troubles, and foils,

	The battle would surely be won.

	The prophets did say, there would come a day,

	During which a hero would rise,

	Seeking no tower, no authority, or power,

	As a servant he would surely disguise.

	A veil would tear and a load he would bear,

	At dawn he would climb his tree,

	The sun would rise, the sky come alive,

	Mankind would look up and see.

	A chain does break, so withers a snake,

	The horizon fills with royal blue.

	A kingdom rises, an enemy despises,

	For now, none can conquer the Truth.”
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	Chapter, The Seventeenth

	 

	My head was heavy from the steel helmet. My breathing was uneven—loud and strained as though grains of sand filled my lungs. A chill in the air crawled over my flesh as I stared across the white sand at a shadow. 

	It shifted, side to side, watching me. A being I couldn’t put a face to. A dark silhouette beneath a charcoal sky, mirroring my stance. A cold sword was heavy in my hand.

	 

	Zane’s heel crunched against the floor, and I gasped, startling myself awake. It took multiple beats of my heart for me to remember where I was, and to notice the sweat pooling inside my jacket where I lay in bed in the room above the diner. 

	Zane was pacing, running a path into the ground.

	I sat up, clutching the sheets and blinking the night terrors away, but the dream lingered. 

	That shadow… Who was that shadowed face?

	“You’re awake,” Zane said, my loose thoughts reeling in.

	“Have you been up all night?” I rubbed my eyes, forcing down a shudder. 

	“I’ve been thinking.” 

	“About what?” My fingers scraped through my mess of hair where sweat tickled my scalp; I hoped Zane didn’t notice. 

	“About a riddlesome thing one of the dwarves said to me,” he said. “About the Greed showing up so far from the Red Kingdom, and about the birds that attacked that mystic we never should have gone near. I can’t get it off my bloody mind.”

	It was remarkable he didn’t look tired even though he hadn’t slept. Dried, pale footprints created a pattern over the floor and his pecan hair was tousled like he’d been pulling at it, but apart from those bits of evidence, he looked able to run a marathon. 

	I rubbed my eyes again and climbed from the bed, surrendering my sheets into a pile. “We can start moving if you want. I feel better.”

	“Good.” He opened the door and disappeared into the hall. 

	My feet began an uncoordinated trot as I scrambled after him, realizing he wasn’t going to give me a second to finish waking up. I pulled my backpack on as I speed-walked, scrubbing away the remains of the eerie dream from my mind, and I stuffed my boots under my arm to carry them. 

	The soles of my socks picked up dust as I went down the stairs to the diner where we’d eaten the night before; the smells of sweet fruits and salty meat being fire roasted for breakfast filled the air. I took in a long sniff and sighed. If only Zane wasn’t in such a hurry to leave.

	Something rolled over my back when I bent forwards to put my boots on, and I stiffened. The Revelation Orb fell over my shoulder and hit the ground with a thud, revolving across the grainy wood floor. I watched it slip beneath a table and come out on the other side between groups of guests elbow-deep into their breakfast and tea. 

	My gaze shot to Zane who’d gone perfectly still by the counter, a ring resting on his palm for the woman there to take. 

	Time froze as curious onlookers tried to figure out what the glass ball was. 

	Everyone realized all at once—the couples at the closest tables sprang to their feet like it was a grenade about to go off; a man with an animal-skin hat whirled towards me and pulled out a club. “You’ve brought bad tidings upon us!” he shouted.

	“Wait! Stop!” Zane yelled, holding up his ring-filled hand in protest and edging his way between me and the man. 

	People rushed out of the diner, some climbing over each other to do so. 

	Heat spread over my palms as I scrambled through the stampede to grab the orb.

	“Trite!” Zane called after me, but I was already jumping over a chair and landing between the tables. I stooped to grab the orb when something struck me across the shoulder and sent my body barrelling sideways into a chair. My gaze stayed on the orb even though my arm buzzed with shock. 

	Zane heaved the man with the club backwards over a tabletop and kicked the orb in my direction; I scooped it up and slid it into my backpack as I lifted from the chair. 

	Seconds later, our boots crunched over heavy snow, our panting coiling into fog around us. I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t believe I’d been so careless. 

	“What do we do now?” I asked. “Everyone knows where we are.” The realization was devastating—whatever distance we’d put between ourselves and the madman, and the Greed, had just evaporated the moment the orb slid over the floor. My weak spirit told me to give up and bury myself in the snow.

	Zane took in a deep breath and scanned the spread of roads splitting into a fork ahead. Stone signs hosted chiselled text labelled with arrows.

	“Now we’ve officially entered the footrace to Wentchester Cove,” he said. 
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	Three more towns were at our backs by mid-afternoon, along with a forest of trees sprouting silky strands that fell from their bent arms like hair. Ice clung to the threads, making it feel like pushing through glass curtains when the beads swung back and clapped together behind me with light music.

	I’d grown familiar with every trace of Zane’s back. All the time spent in his shadow had given me ample time to measure his shoulders, catch his habits, and watch his light feet prance over the obstacles of the forest. He was quiet while he walked, but jittery when he got distracted by every little thing. His jaw hardened and relaxed, his eyes grew focused for short increments until a bird flitted overhead or a clump of snow fell from a tree.

	Over the hours of trudging, our boiling worry had simmered down to pools of fatigue. No one had approached us, no one had looked suspicious. I hoped everyone who’d seen the Revelation Orb back at the inn was too afraid to talk about it. However, if my ankle had its own tear ducts, it would have been sobbing. The running hadn’t only burned holes through my lungs, my weak ankle had taken a beating—yet another treacherous flaw of my body I’d acquired in a rainstorm recently when I hadn’t been careful enough on my bike.

	I couldn’t complain about my injury to Zane though. It was my fault we were running.

	Also, I was hungry again.

	Zane stopped at a town’s edge to chuck snowballs at rabbits peeking from behind a fallen log. He chuckled when they ran away in a frenzy, then he turned to me and began fastening a wreath of red ribbons and white blossoms to my hair he stole from a gilded fence. 

	“Keep your head down, Trite. These people aren’t kind to folk who aren’t loyal to the Red Kingdom,” he said. 

	After finishing with my hair, he glanced at a line of conjoined buildings whose scarlet roofs curved in arcs like waves on a cherry ocean. He scowled. “Last time I was here, this town hadn’t chosen a side. It seems they have now.” 

	He didn’t explain why I had to wear a wreath, or why he fastened a crimson belt around his waist. But I did hear him mutter under his breath, “I better not die in this scotchy colour.”

	Fresh snow sprinkled the main street past a big oak sign hanging above a golden entrance: 

	 

	HERE LIES HOLLYTOWN

	 

	It was larger than the last town—a sparkling glass city of crystal pillars lining the streets that curved inwards and held up large glass boxes. Red ribbons floated like sea snakes inside, slithering around each other and rippling in a choppy ballet. Villagers wore wine-coloured headdresses of cranberries, rosettes, and crimson bulbs, and one village girl had dark hair like Kaley’s with red buds braided in. 

	My thoughts wandered back home, imprisoning themselves around Kaley’s high laugh and Winston’s sour remarks. Grandma’s warm hugs. Emily Parker’s quiet hospital room.

	But when I spotted the ice rink at the edge of town, empty and glistening like a gemstone floor, I knew exactly what Zane was about to do even before he grabbed me and rushed for it.

	“Have you ice skated before?” he asked, and I made a face.

	“Of course. I’m Canadian.” 

	Zane thrust me onto the rink, and I slid sideways on my boots, wobbling and swinging my arms until I skidded to an ungraceful stop. 

	He, on the other hand, slid like melting butter on bread. His boots had turned to figure skates, his jacket to a cape that flapped in a quiet purr. 

	“Zane,” I called, but he acted like he didn’t hear. I turned to try and face him, which proved to be difficult as he skated in tight circles around me. “Zane…” I said again, nearly slipping off my feet. 

	He was there, catching me, and then he was gone again. 

	I huffed. “Zane!” My voice snapped over the ice. 

	When I finally twisted my body to see him, he was leaping into a spin higher than the treetops, a floating vision in black. He landed perfectly and slid backwards in a wide arch, far away from my reach, gloating. 

	He was smart not to come too close. I would have grabbed onto him and forced him to stop, though he would have probably just dragged me around. 

	I paused for a moment and imagined that scenario playing out all the way through. 

	“Gah!” A snowball slapped my stomach, and I crumpled forwards so I wouldn’t fly off my feet. My eyes fired up to where Zane was tripping over himself laughing. 

	“Come here so I can smack that grin off your face!” It sounded like my tantrum-brother’s words in my mouth. I was only half joking. 

	I tried to walk towards him, to demand that he get me off this horrid ice, but my boots just shuffled back and forth on the glassy surface. 

	Zane finally stopped skating, but only because he was doubled over in laughter at my predicament. 

	Finally, I gave up and sat down on the frozen floor. Being trapped in the middle of a pond might have been funny to me on another day, one where my stomach wasn’t groaning to be filled, my bones weren’t ready to break beneath my weight, my ankle hadn’t turned numb with prickles, and I wasn’t being hunted over things that were out of my control. But today, it was beyond frustrating. 

	Zane dropped to his knees and slid over, winding around me in a circle and slowing to a stop a few inches away. He leaned forwards on his knuckles, his face coming provocatively close to mine. 

	“I suppose we should get you something to eat before you bite my head off,” he thought aloud. 

	“What did you just say?” I glared at him.

	“I suppose, we should get you something to eat, before you bite my head off…” he said it again, slow and articulate like I was stupid. 

	I imagined slapping him, but he must have guessed my thought because he drew away to where I couldn’t reach and bit his bottom lip against his grin. 

	“Come on, Trite. If you can get off this rink on your own lazy legs, I’ll buy you cake.”

	“My…what?” 

	Lazy. 

	He thought I was lazy?!

	He’d dragged me onto an ice rink where he knew I couldn’t escape, thrown a snowball at me I couldn’t deflect, insulted my agility, and then called me lazy. After I’d just walked across half of cursed Winter for him. 

	My unblinking glare watched him climb to his feet and scoot further back to prove he planned on giving me no help. To prove that this was a game to him. That ridiculing me was a game. Like everyone else in my life.

	In that moment I decided I didn’t care what happened to Zane, or his world, or his sacred truths. If Jolly Cheat wanted the stupid orb, he could have it.

	I stood and did my best to march off the rink, losing my balance two or three times before I reached the snowbank.

	“Trite...what did I do?” Zane asked, appearing beside me. But it was obvious he knew—he couldn’t even keep the smirk off his face when the question came out. 

	“Don’t follow me. And I don’t want your cake,” I stated. 

	His taunting fell away as he realized I was serious. 

	To prove my renouncing of his snow-religion, I stopped walking and pulled off the backpack. I tossed it at him, but he refused to catch it. He let it fly past and hit the ice where it slid away. 

	“If you can’t see that making fun of me is…mean, then I’m not carrying that thing around for you anymore!”

	“Helen, don’t do this. I was just being a whipsteamer. Don’t be selfish.” His expression became apologetic, then hard when I kept walking.

	“Selfish? You think I’m selfish too?” Snow sprayed when I whirled around. 

	“Ragnashuck, yes. That’s what I bloody think.” He folded his arms, too honest to deny it, and I gawked in disbelief.

	I pointed at him. “Get over yourself, Zane Cohen!” I said. “You’re so wrapped up in your own agenda that you don’t care about anyone else.” I hoofed a boot-full of snow at him and it powdered up to his chest. “So, take the stupid orb to the key room yourself for all I care.” I turned and trudged through the snow drift back towards the town, my ankle on fire and my stomach angry with hunger.

	“Hey!” he shouted after me. “I told you to never give this to me!” His voice reached me loud and clear, but I chose not to reply. I crawled over another drift like an ant stuck in mud. “You said you don’t care what I think!” he added.

	Still, I ignored him. 

	A moment later he caved. “Fine.” 

	I glanced back to see him reluctantly reach for the bag and sling it over his shoulder. I considered giving him sarcastic applause; it was the closest I’d ever seen him get to the orb. 

	But I turned back to the street, yanking the itchy wreath from my hair and inhaling the scents of the bakery across the road with sugar-crisped croissants in the window. It occurred to me that Zane still had all the rings on his fingers.

	At the thought, I glanced over my shoulder again. But the rink was empty, puffs of snow drifting over it, and my heart sank deep into my empty stomach. 

	Zane had left.
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	Chapter, The Eighteenth

	 

	Part of me felt bad, but even that small piece of my soul couldn’t see reason past the lions of starvation roaring in my abdomen. My hunger wasn’t even my biggest problem though; painful, extreme thirst crisped my insides into a desert.

	Even though it was difficult to focus past my need to guzzle down an Olympic-sized pool, my skin tingled with nerves at every shadow that moved across the street, every critter waiting beside a building, and every set of beady eyes that noticed me as I passed. I should have been relieved that my burden was gone, but my back felt exposed without the backpack, like a turtle without a shell.

	Or like a peg out of its shell. 

	Every time I looked over my shoulder, I thought I’d see Zane there, following me. But every time I scanned the packed street of unfamiliar faces and found no black Patrol uniform, my soul withered a little further into itself. 

	I arrived at a triangle shaped store where mist spilled from a crack beneath the door, and the windows fogged with humidity, reminding me of The Steam Hollow.

	One last time, I stole a look back at the street. On the outskirts of town, a storm was rolling in over the forest. I imagined Zane getting caught in it on his journey, although he was probably almost to the key room by now with how fast he could slide without me.

	With that in mind, I pushed my way into the shop and entered a blanket of fog, biting my dry lips together in a silent prayer. Getting free water and food seemed unlikely, but I had to try. 

	Guests were sparse around the cozy space. Glass teardrops hung from the ceiling on thin chains, like a crystal constellation of stars peeking through a misty night. 

	A young woman in a faded dress drifted behind a well-worn wood counter. She glanced up and offered me a faint smile like the long hours of work were getting to her.

	“Can I get you something?” Her voice was calm and quiet, soothing the intensity of my inner dialogue. She seemed less than a decade older than I was. Her plain sandy-blonde hair and grayish-blue eyes blended into her pale skin and dull features—it was like looking at a blue-eyed version of myself. Her normalcy was refreshing after pushing through the thousands of unfamiliar creatures in every town.

	“I don’t have any way to pay,” I admitted. 

	I expected the girl to send me out, but instead she grabbed a glass from beneath the counter. “This one is on me. Happy Red Holiday.” She pulled a rusting metal hose from behind the counter and sprayed something into the cup. Fizzy bubbles in a deep gold-black liquid filled it right to the rim, and the girl put the glass on a square of red cloth and slid it over to me. I was so thankful I couldn’t even find the right words to tell her. 

	Noticing my stuttering gratitude, she let a chuckle fall between us. “Don’t worry about it. The holidays are about gifts, right?” For a moment, her eyes hovered on me from beneath pale eyelashes. 

	I looked down to hide my Trite eyes and slid onto a stool, taking the cup between my hands faster than I should have. The drink was as cold as the air outside, but I didn’t care; I began to guzzle before I collapsed from dehydration. 

	Half the glass was gone before I even stopped to catch my breath; it burned my throat on the way down and I snorted a cough. The girl watched me with a smirk. “Sorry, I was really thirsty.” I wiped my mouth, certain she thought I was homeless.

	“I’m glad it brings you cheer.” A twinkle lit her dull eyes. All I felt now was stupid as I pulled one side of my face into a smile. Drowsiness began to creep into my limbs, and I blinked. 

	“So, what is the Red Holiday?” I asked, sucking the syrupy flavour off my lips. My collar began to itch around my neck; I pulled at it to give myself space to breathe. I hadn’t realized just how hot it was in this shop—I’d be the one producing steam soon if I didn’t get my jacket off. 

	“Seems strange you wouldn’t know.” The girl carried on polishing glasses, rinsing the sinks, wiping the counters. She ventured off to pour another drink, but then returned to me as I fiddled with the latches of my jacket. My insides had turned into a bonfire.

	“Every half-quarter is a new holiday to the Reds and Red devotees, though most holidays aren’t worth celebrating, really,” she said. “The Red Holiday is the half-quarter of receiving—the time to celebrate with gifts. To throw parties and make ourselves sick with sweet flavours—cocoa candies, peppermint drops, butterwisps. It’s the most wonderful time of the year, everyone knows that.” She smiled. “That’s why there are so many decorations.” She nodded towards the fogged window where the street was laced and tied and painted and prettied with bows. Even the evergreens were crimson—dehydration must have distracted me from noticing it on my walk.

	“It sounds a lot like Christmas,” I remarked. 

	The girl made an odd face. “Chris-t-mas,” she tried rolling the word off her tongue. “Who is Chris? And is he loyal to the red or the green side of the snow globe?” Her eyes danced down my wardrobe, seeming to notice for the first time that I wasn’t wearing anything red now that I’d discarded my wreath.

	“Never mind.” I shook my head and pulled the cup back to my lips. 

	When the girl lifted her eyes, a new glow was behind them like a light switch had been flicked on. Subtle wrinkles around her mouth appeared when she smiled, seeming to tell a story of a long history, which distorted my guess of her age. My eyes were set on her as I drank and drank and drank, overtaken by a thirst so strong I couldn’t stop.

	When the cup was empty, I pulled it from my mouth and stared at it while I caught my breath. The glass mug went in and out of focus: sharp lines one second, blurred smears the next. I shook my head, completely forgetting what I was looking at as dizziness crawled over my brain. 

	The girl poured me another, not taking her eyes off me as she did. She watched intently. Curiously. Fixatedly. 

	A strange thought leaked in, and I studied the full glass in my grip, watching as the bubbles drifted to the top. 

	The girl leaned forwards against the counter and clasped her hands together patiently. “This drink is my favourite for a reason or three,” she said, her voice turning crisp. My eyelids felt heavy, but I pulled my gaze up to her, wavering as I tried to keep my balance on the stool.

	“Do you actually drink this?” My words no longer came out right, but I had to ask why she, or anyone for that matter, would choose to feel this way.

	The girl’s laughter drifted over the counter. 

	“No, pathetic little Trite. I would never drink a thing so rotten. This drink is my favourite because it’s tricky.” She tilted her head. “I like to call it a ‘gag-gift’. It takes a pinch of time to work, but I’m a very patient woman.” The girl stood tall and leered over me as I slid off the stool and onto the floor, my mouth inhaling dirt where my lips shook against the cold tiles.

	Chills erupted over my body. My hands and arms were shaking, but I couldn’t feel them. I opened my mouth to tell her something was wrong, but no words would come out. 

	My eyelids closed against my will, my strength leaking from my skin as I plunged into a dark sea where my sanity sank so deep it hit the bottom of my brain with a rattle.

	The girl’s voice, deeper now, oozed through waves of consciousness, “Find her orb and smash it to dust.”

	Low chatter in a foreign tongue drifted in and out, along with shuffling stools, the sounds of grunting creatures, and the sensation of my body being turned over as I was searched. And hard as I tried, I couldn’t call for help. But even amidst the thoughts I couldn’t strap down long enough to make sense of, one thing managed to ring clear as a bell. 

	That was no ordinary tavern girl. 

	I’d just stared into the eyes of Mara Rouge.
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	Chapter, The Nineteenth

	 

	Emily Parker and I weren’t friends. We’d spoken civilly on two different occasions at school, both for class-related work and nothing more. Her kind avoided people like me; the quiet, awkward sort, poor by unfortunate circumstance. A boring caterpillar in a school filled to the brim with colourful butterflies. And that’s exactly what Emily Parker was—a cannibalistic bug-eating monarch with bronze wings. 

	Emily was notorious for marching the halls at school in her high-waisted skinny jeans and using her sling-back heels to kick in the lockers of shy grade nines on her way, just to see if they would jump. Her scoffing laughter was the music of a haunted mansion, amplified by the choir of her friends. But even though Emily was the girl who hosted the biggest party of the year in her family’s iron-gated abode, and possessed more friends in her grade ten year alone than what I’d had over the course of my whole lifetime, she was by herself at the creek that day—collapsed in the mud beneath a vicious thunderstorm with lightning snapping dangerously close to the water her legs floated in. A gash the size of my palm leaked dark fluid from her forehead. 

	When I saw her, I thought she was dead.

	I should have been more ashamed that my first thought was how easy it would be to leave her there and act like I never saw her lying in the reeds with her dark hair sprawled over the mud. I was already drenched when I noticed her on my run through the trees after I’d ditched my bike at the side of the slippery road several metres back.

	It wasn’t like I owed Emily Parker anything. She’d never done a single kind thing for someone like me. But still. No one should be left alone in a storm like that. 

	It had been a long journey back to the road, and I’d wasted time trying to flag down a passing car. I was positive I looked like a criminal; drenched, filthy, and dragging a body through the mud.

	When no cars stopped to help, I ended up back on my bike, balancing Emily Parker’s sodden body over my lap. It wasn’t an easy ride—all the rainwater turned her skin slippery and I almost lost her to the curb a handful of times. At least four cars had honked at me through the busiest part of town for getting in their way. 

	When I finally made it to the hospital parking lot, my bike tire slipped out from under us. I stuck out my foot to catch myself but was too exhausted to properly aim. Even with the loud applause of the rain, I heard my ankle crack before I felt it.

	A triad of paramedics jogged over to help when they noticed us and slid Emily off, finally relieving me. I was too exhausted to speak when they asked me a dozen questions about Emily Parker, most of which I didn’t know the answers to anyway. All I could think about was going home to shower and change. But I assumed waiting for her parents to show up was expected of me, so I took a seat. 

	It took two hours for Mr. Parker to arrive at the hospital. The doctors had already finished assessing Emily; they had bandaged up her forehead and hooked her up to a few machines with soft beeps and blinking cobalt lights. I’d taken to wringing the rainwater from my hair and sweater while I waited.

	When Mrs. Parker made her grand entrance, she didn’t look pleased. After bickering with her husband for nearly ten minutes and passing all kinds of blame, threatening to sue the hospital, and answering a hasty call on her phone, Mrs. Parker left, muttering on about having to get back to work. A short while later Mr. Parker left too. Neither of them had even noticed me sitting there. 

	My toes were soggy. I wanted to wrap my swelling ankle and go to bed. But I couldn’t bring myself to walk out after them. With my ankle in a freshly sprained state, I wasn’t even sure I could walk.

	No one else showed up to check on Emily for the rest of the day. 

	That seemed to be the case for the next several days as well when I stopped in to bring her an extra set of notes from the classes we had together so she wouldn’t fall behind. 

	The week after was the same. Every time I asked the nurse, it was always the same answer: “Still no visitors.” 

	When I would walk past her friends at school, I wondered why none of them cared enough to at least stop in. Bouquets of flowers had shown up on the dresser in her hospital room, delivered by the florists across the city. Some had cards, others didn’t. 

	The stack of class notes I was leaving on the hospital dresser had grown too high to stay balanced, so I began reading them aloud, checking the ones with the heaviest amount of information off her list, hoping that if by chance she could hear me then maybe she could store the information and not have so much to read once she woke up.

	Apart from the occasional thirty second glance in by her mother, no one checked on the unconscious girl for weeks. I didn’t mean to make a habit out of visiting Emily Parker, but it had become part of my routine to take an extra set of notes, then read them to her once I got to the hospital. Every so often I’d tell her about what was happening at school, what little I’d gathered about her friends, the new teachers, how terrible the cafeteria food was. 

	The first few times I’d sat in the uncomfortable plastic chair next to Emily’s bed, I’d barely said a word. But the girl had been in a coma so long now, I scarcely worried about her waking up and unhinging me with her cruelty.

	Emily never had a response to anything, which over time assured me I could tell her whatever I wanted. I’d even admitted to her once that I thought my Aunt Sylvia was selfish for not offering to help my grandmother out when Grandma had so little and no job, just government support to live off which was barely enough to cover the groceries for Winston’s enormous appetite. That was something I’d never said to anyone. 

	Over half a year had passed, and Emily Parker was still a motionless dark-haired Barbie figurine in a coma. She rarely came up in conversations at school anymore, and even the teachers didn’t make mention of her. I couldn’t help but cringe at the idea that she might rot in her hospital bed alone until all the machines started to beep and she took her last breath. It bothered me because I knew what it felt like to be forgotten.

	But despite my judgement about everyone’s negligence, I wasn’t completely selfless when it came to Emily Parker. I’d discovered a haven in the still girl’s room, a place where there wasn’t noise or expectations. A place where I could sneak away to be alone, where I could escape an afternoon of Winston grumbling when he was in a bad mood, or evade one of the ten unnecessary extended family reunions we were expected to attend throughout the year. All I had to do was mention the name Emily Parker to my grandmother and she let me out of anything. 

	Frankly, there were many times when I’d taken advantage of how alone Emily was.

	Emily Parker might have died that day by the creek if I hadn’t stumbled upon her on my run home. The odds of someone crossing her in those trees had been slim, but not impossible. 

	Unfortunately, my odds were much worse.
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	Chapter, The Twentieth

	 

	Something sharp pierced my leg and I gasped, a scream bubbling in my throat and fire coursing through my veins. Bright blue eyes hovered over me when I woke—he was a black shadow blocking the foggy windows. A gloved hand gripped a long needle that stuck out from my thigh. It jolted me to focus, and he tore it back out again. 

	The scream erupted—an ear-piercing melody that scratched my throat raw. 

	I know you… My mind spoke to him through the tears that pooled over my eyes; it was barely a real thought against the slap of agony.

	His gloved hands reached beneath my shoulders and lifted me from the floor, but I was as limp as a worm as he wrapped his arms tightly around my body: a hug. The meaningful sort one might use to console a friend at a funeral.

	He swept me off my feet and carried me out, the cold air startling my senses as we burst outside. Before I knew it, we were speeding through a channel of melting colours. 

	I blinked. Everything moved too fast. Prickles bit at my fingertips and crawled their way up my arms like ants with daggered feet as feeling returned to my extremities. I brought a shaky hand against the side of my head where my thoughts were starting to crisp. 

	“How did you…find….” I couldn’t finish over my heavy tongue. 

	“How do you think? I bloody followed you!” Zane’s voice was hoarse. “But then she came out of the steam shop…” I could feel his heart racing; his fingers curled tighter around my ribs. 

	My head didn’t want to stay—instead it waved like a bobblehead and turned my lapping hair into a beige paintbrush against the wind. I tried to close my eyes to keep my stomach from writhing with motion sickness when a voice lifted over the gales that sent chills up my arms.

	“Cohen, brother!” The taunting words rang like alarm bells, filling the air with the smell of sage and madness. My gasp got caught in my swollen throat and my fingers grasped Zane’s collar as we collided with a timber baton. I was torn from Zane’s hands, the fabric of my coat sliding through his gloves as we flew in opposite directions. My body skidded across a bed of ice, rolling over once before I dug my nails into the ice to stop. Fire rushed through my fingertips as I looked up, searching for him, for that twisted voice, for Jolly Cheat.

	But I saw her first. 

	Zane rushed for Mara Rouge before the snow could settle. His staff thrust to impale until his body jerked to a stop—trapping him in a swinging motion like a statue, his staff a flag of sharp ice over his head. Terror bound me to the ground, and I didn’t move a muscle. 

	The woman was tied in red silk ribbons. Her face was as blank as a porcelain doll, but her once pale eyes now glowed like moons. It was hard to tell if she was upset or fascinated by Zane’s rush to crack open her creamy, pottery skin. Finally, she moved to encircle him, studying his stance from head to toe. 

	Jolly Cheat stood off to the side tapping his fingers along his polished cane, his spirally hat tilted on his head. He smirked.

	“Zane Cohen-Margus-Bowswither.” The name left Mara Rouge’s crooked mouth and confusion brushed in. 

	She knew his name?

	The train of her ruby coat followed her like a blood-coloured serpent, slipping its tail through claws of ice. Mara Rouge had a presence that hadn’t been there back in the diner; a cold, eerie spirit looked out from behind her steel-blue irises. Her true age was obvious now with her pearl-blonde hair twisted in a knot, her strawberry shaped lips painted a striking red, and her eyelids stained obsidian.

	Numbness still jailed parts of my body, but I scrambled to the nearest crimson pine tree on my dead knees and used the branches for cover. Maybe she didn’t realize I was there since she hadn’t glanced in my direction once.

	A moment of silence hung in the air. 

	“Does she know?” Mara Rouge’s creamy voice brushed into my ears as she hovered over Zane’s bent form. 

	Does who know? Was she talking about me? 

	I stared through a split in the branches, gripping the pine needles until dots of red pooled on my palms. Mara Rouge was a tower, swallowing Zane in her shadow. 

	My hand pressed to my chest to feel the pounding of my heart. I didn’t know what to do—my legs had turned to fishtails and I couldn’t stomach the thought of sneaking away and leaving Zane again. 

	Mara’s eyes shot to the tree where I hid, a frightful iridescent hue flashing beneath the feathery brush strokes upon her lids. I gasped and hit my back against the branches, their wood limbs digging against my bones. Mara Rouge didn’t call for me though—she seemed much more interested in Zane. 

	“It takes a trick or three for a disgraced Patrolman to lift himself from the mire,” she said. “I didn’t expect to see you again. I thought I buried your soul with your last Carrier.” When Mara spoke, it came out as whispers, a duo of high and low voices lacing together like needlework. 

	But it was her words that made Zane’s face change, the hardness draining as though a dam had been broken, replaced by anguish.

	“It’s easy to distract the young sputtlepuns. Young souls are curious and impatient.” Mara’s eyes flickered. “But you don’t seem young anymore. Don’t worry, Patrolman. Little Thomas Borrows was brave right until he shattered to snow.” My heart muscles clenched, and I pushed my fist against my mouth to keep my cries inside. “Only a fool would set themselves up to be damaged by the same loss twice,” she added. 

	Her glower floated to me as dozens of gnomes emerged from the trees at her back, their dark red armour gleaming in the sunlight. 

	I drifted from the tree, knowing it no longer mattered if I hid. I considered pleading for Zane’s life, trying to strike a deal. But I had nothing to trade, no promises to offer. I didn’t even have the orb.

	“Shall I do the honours?” Jolly Cheat begged, nodding towards me. 

	“She doesn’t have the orb. And what’s a Carrier without her orb?” Mara Rouge’s words were slow and cutting. It was as though she’d read my mind. “Right, Patrolman?”

	My stare snapped back to Zane, who I knew had the orb. At least, I’d seen him take the backpack. I didn’t see the black Patrol bag now, but there was nothing to stop Jolly Cheat from searching for it the way the gnomes had searched me. 

	Zane’s legs faded white as a coil of frost crawled up from the ground and latched on like pasty leeches. 

	“Find her orb and grind it to sand,” Mara Rouge said. “Once the loss of her orb weakens her, she and I will honour the Quarrel of Sword and Bone in the final duel of the saints.” But she watched Zane as she spoke, offering dry kindling as the spark in his eyes turned to flame.

	“Very well. Can I at least snuff out his timestring then?” Jolly’s silver stare pointed to Zane. 

	“Not yet.”

	The madman bit his wide lips together, his gaze growing sharp. “Why not?”

	“Because the little snow pirate is going to tell you where he’s hidden the Carrier’s orb.” Her satin tail slithered over the uneven terrain as she left through the snarling hoard of gnomes. “Bring them to the Scarlet City,” she said. “The Patrolman will tell us his secrets once you submerge him in paint and put him on display for a day or three. He is weak on the inside.” 

	A screech tore through the air as a shadow rippled over the snow. A beast soared from the sky with antlers as big as trees spreading from behind its ears, each branch a blade sharp enough to slice through flesh and bone. Silky dark fur coated the rest of its body where a saddle was strapped to its back. 

	The beast landed in a trot, halting beside Mara Rouge who brushed aside the smoke coiling from its nostrils. The woman’s glassy, pale leg emerged from the split of her dress as she climbed onto the creature and pulled at the reins, drawing it around to race back over the plain. It kicked up snow and lifted into the sky in a sweep.

	“As you wish, my lady,” Jolly Cheat muttered and turned back to Zane. The madman pulled out a rope; the twinkling in his nickel-coloured irises was a revolting stab in my gut. 

	Gnomes blocked my vision as they encompassed my Patrolman and bound his hands, wrenching his frozen limbs into submission. Some turned towards me. 

	But when Mara Rouge’s reindeer became a black speck in the sky, Zane bashed his head against Jolly Cheat’s, making the bells on the jester hat ring. The heel of Zane’s staff struck the ground and a bomb of snow erupted, taking out a dozen gnomes. Those that had kept their balance grabbed him by the ropes and kicked his legs to buckle him, but Zane looked up at me with his frost-bound pallid eyes and shouted, “Helen, ruuun!”

	My legs burst into a sprint towards the forest, my adrenaline dissolving whatever prickles of numbness remained as I broke through a series of juniper bushes and jumped over a fallen log. 

	Behind me, earth-rattling pounding of feet told me the gnomes were swarming around me in a pack. Grinding metal armour echoed through the trees as I tumbled over a branch and came to a sliding halt before I could spill off the snowy edge of a ravine. 

	Far below, a river bubbled over scattered rocks. The sound of branches snapping filled the forest, telling me I had no time to debate. The water’s temperature would send me into shock once I hit—I had seconds, maybe minutes, before my body would become immobile and I’d freeze to death. My chest fired through three fast breaths, and I jumped. 

	Terror burst through me. 

	Air tore at my clothing. 

	My breath got stuck in my throat as I begged the rocks below to move out of the way so I would only collide with water.

	The cold engulfed me with a splash, stunning my senses. For a moment I thought I couldn’t move, but literature I’d read on hypothermia shrieked through my head, reminding me I had to swim, or I wasn’t going to make it. 

	My bluing hands pushed through the water, and I broke the surface, gulping in air and the freezing river. My breaths were short and strained and wrong. My body was shutting down. 

	My foot scraped something below and I realized the water was shallowing. I kicked myself off, bouncing against the current until I reached the shore where white ice crumbled off like shards of eggshells. From there I ran, splashing water and clutching my arms to myself as my chattering teeth sent a clicking song into the woods. 

	Zane’s last shout haunted me, and I wondered, amidst the thoughtless stumbling of my rubber legs over the drifts, if this was the same terrible cold he’d felt when he was frozen into a sculpture by Mara Rouge. I wondered if this was what he would feel forever.
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	Chapter, The Twenty First

	 

	Panic was a disease. It could start as something small like a simple fear—something that might not have been enough to stir logic from a mind and spread sickness into the rest of a body. But my panic now bled into a monster of tunnel vision, erasing my memories and all thoughts of the future.

	The Patrol jacket had acted like a seal skin. There was no way I would have lasted through the escape if the dense fabric hadn’t contained my body heat. But still, nothing in me was functioning as it should and the shallow bead of warmth I had left was sizzling away.

	My muddied brain couldn’t guess how long I’d walked, breathing out smoky puffs as the temperature dropped. All I knew was I’d become a lump of ice in the snow if I stopped.

	When the view up ahead rippled with movement, I pulled the frozen pillars my legs had become to the brim of the quiet setting where dusk was kissing the mostly empty streets of a town with a shaded orange hue. 

	We hadn’t come to this town on our journey, which meant I was somewhere way off course. Not that it mattered anymore. Zane was taken.

	Zane. My guard, my ticket home. My map, my friend. 

	My only friend. 

	The one who’d held me up for over half our journey when I couldn’t walk and had carried me to bed when I fell asleep in the dwarves’ living room each night. Who had read to me to pass the time at the inn because I said I liked books. Who had followed me through Hollytown even after I’d snapped at him, and who had dared to go into the steam shop to bring me out after I’d drank poison. Who had lashed out at the gnomes to give me a chance to run even though they might break his legs for it.

	My thigh was too cold to feel the spot where Zane’s needle had gone in, but I knew the sore spot was there. It was a reminder that I’d run away, fallen into the witch’s hands, and drank her venom—all because I was too proud to go back and apologize to the one person who would fight for me. And now Zane was paying the price.

	Pale light spilled onto the darkening street from a set of windows. I hustled my rigid limbs up the front stairs and winced at how it felt to pull them in a direction other than a repetitive walking motion. 

	The rusty hinges of the door squawked when I went in. I pushed the thin door shut behind me to be rid of the cold, shaking as I stood there, adjusting myself to the sting of warmth that crawled over my outer layers. 

	The sight of a stone fireplace in the far corner nearly made me lunge, but after coming to a stop in the entrance, I wasn’t certain I could bring my muscles to move again. 

	The lounge area hosted notched tables of pale wood, and an uncomfortable looking blue couch rested close to the blazing fire in the corner. Bundles of herbs were strung up behind a glass display case to dry beside cartons of pale pink berries, explaining the strong parsley smell and fruity sweetness in the air.

	Grunting in agony, I limped my stiff body towards the fire and lowered myself onto the floor, hugging my legs. I let my heavy head fall to my knees.

	The quietness was worse than the howling of the wind during my walk. Amongst the murmurs of the town-folk, my fears brewed into rationalities. This was all my fault, and now all the wishes I’d been casting on the Winter stars to get me back to Winston and Kaley had gone up in smoke. My hands came over my face.

	A thin weight fell over my shoulders, and I glanced up to find a crochet blanket being wrapped around me. A young man—probably in his teens like me—stared down and crossed his large arms. He glared, and my throat hitched at the sight of his beaming sapphire eyes that looked like Zane’s.

	“Hi,” I said, instead of, “Thank you.”

	“Nice outfit,” he remarked, his thick shoulders tight like he couldn’t decide if he should help me or be furious with me. I glanced down at my black uniform, and then up at his jacket which was identical to the one I wore.

	Patrol.

	We used to train here. But even the Patrol doesn’t come here anymore. I’m not sure half of them could even still find it. 

	Zane’s words in the library trickled in; the explanation of a people that had fallen away from their devotion, choosing to hide in the shadows. The cruel look Zane had given me the first time we crossed each other in Waterloo flashed in my memory too. 

	Looking at this boy with his tight mouth and scowl, I realized I had no insight into what role he’d taken up since the Patrol had abandoned their post. He could be a crook now, using his skills to bring harm to others.

	Lost for ideas on how to explain my clothes, I stood and handed the blanket back to him. Maybe if I left he wouldn’t question who I was. But he didn’t take the blanket.

	“Who in the Winter wind are you?” he demanded when I didn’t offer an explanation. 

	“I’m Helen. And I’m…a Carrier of Truth,” I told him, but my voice was too quiet to be convincing. The boy’s eyes squinted in doubt. So I stepped towards him, lifting my head and gripping the blanket in my cold fingers. “Zane Cohen was my Patrolman,” I stated with all the gusto and confidence I could muster. 

	This time, his face changed. But instead of pledging his allegiance to me like I’d hoped, he reached over and yanked the blanket back. Then he pointed towards the door. 

	“Get out.” 

	My shoulders dropped. “You can’t be serious.” 

	“Out!” He pointed again, his eyes burning like vivid blue chemical flames. I shook my head in disbelief. The fire sizzled beside me, a reminder that I was going to have to embrace the cold again. 

	I should have just left like he told me to, but…

	“What do you do these days, Patrolman? Avoid conflict and just,” my eyes shot to a chocolate cake behind the glass counter, “eat cake?” The boy didn’t waver, his arm was still suspended, finger aimed at the door. 

	So, at last, I turned and waded back through the tables. My knuckles had barely started to thaw; I stuck my hands into the side pockets of my jacket and inhaled a long breath of denial against the pending night chill as I pushed the door open with my shoulder.

	“Wait.” I almost didn’t hear his airy huff. When I looked back, he was staring straight ahead at the blank wall where cream paint chipped around uneven grains in the wood. “Is Cohen dead?” he asked.

	“He was taken. By Jolly Cheat and Mara Rouge,” I swallowed. “I barely escaped.”

	His skin tightened when I spoke the names, as though I’d cursed at him. But his chest filled, and he let the air out slowly. 

	Wind beat against the door outside.

	Finally, the boy settled his stare on me. Then he tossed the blanket back in my direction and rolled his bright eyes.

	I had a feeling I was supposed to follow when he headed back to the lounge. I quickly pulled the blanket back around my shoulders, stifling my shivers. 

	The Patrolman went to the counter and lifted the glass case. He put a berry-baked croissant on a plate and tossed it down on the nearest table with a clatter, making the elf at the next table jump. Then he faced me and folded his arms again, muscles jutting out.

	“Sit and eat,” he grumbled, and I sank onto the chair obediently. 

	After a moment of glowering, he lowered onto the seat across from mine, noticeably too large for the rusted metal chair. 

	“Does your beloved friend want tea, Wren?”

	“She’s not my beloved friend. But yes,” the boy replied to someone I hadn’t seen walk up. 

	A dwarf woman carried a pot of tea, steam escaping out the top in spirals. The mug made a grinding sound against the table as she slid it over. She started to pour without asking me if I wanted some, though all the shivering and melting pellets of ice dripping from my body might have been answer enough.

	“Thank you,” I whispered, and then sneezed, emphasizing my appreciation. I pulled the cup to my lips and squinted as burning liquid scathed my tongue, tasting of honey and steeped fruit. Though it was a pleasant taste, I fought the urge to spit it back out.

	The Patrolman—Wren—watched me. 

	“I haven’t seen a Carrier in a good measure of seasons,” he said. I set down my mug and slid my hands around it to warm them the rest of the way through. “You don’t look like any Carrier I’ve ever seen,” he added, choosing his words carefully.

	“I’m a Trite.” 

	He grunted and shook his head as his suspicions were confirmed. “You’re a frostbit Trite…You’ve got to be kidding me.”

	“I’m not lying. I was chosen by accident because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. And now my orb is gone and the only person who knows where it is has been taken by Mara Rou—" 

	“Stop saying her name,” he cut me off. After a pause, his thick fingers ran over his buzzed hair like he wanted to pull at it.

	“Sorry,” I looked around, though I had a feeling his reasons had nothing to do with eavesdroppers. 

	The Patrolman’s stare was sharp, and I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders. “You want to know what I think?” he asked.

	“What?” 

	“I think you should go back to your common-bloods, Trite,” he said. “Get out of this Winter muddle before she evaporates you like the others. There’s a chance she won’t follow you into the dead world and risk the intersect closing and trapping her there for a full Winter season. You’re brave for even crossing to our side with only a few days left before the intersect disappears,” he said, and my eyes grew wide. “You’re clearly a peg out of its shell. You should scuttle on home, and never wander into this frostbit snow globe again.” 

	What did he mean the intersect would close? 

	But I rubbed my cheeks. “I can’t go home. Not after what I did,” I realized. 

	“Then that will be your downfall. You’re a peg,” he said again, and my fingers tightened around my mug.

	“Why does everyone keep saying that?” I bit my lips to keep my own frustration from getting me thrown back out into the snow. “You must have missed the part where I said I couldn’t go home. I just ruined Zane’s life!” 

	“No, Cohen ruined his own life when he took on another charge. The rest of us have learned not to get in the way of that woman.”

	“The rest of you are cowards,” I stated, my hand slapping the tabletop.

	He stood, his chair sliding back and making a loud scraping noise that turned the heads of everyone not already watching us bicker. The Patrolman leaned over me, an intimidating steeple of muscle beneath fitted black fabric. 

	I swallowed and stood too, dropping my blanket over the back of my chair and levelling my face with his. He might be the only Patrol I would come across, so even if he wouldn’t help me, I needed him to point me in the right direction. 

	“Where would she keep him?” I asked, holding myself together even when it was clear he wanted to toss me out the front door. “Mara Rou…” I caught myself. “She said something about the Scarlet City. Where is that?” 

	But Wren huffed and walked away from the table, nudging it enough that the hot water from my tea splashed over the brim of the mug. 

	“You’d give up your life for his? That’s backwards,” he muttered as he left.

	“Zane was taken because of me. So if I had to, then I guess I would.” Even saying it out loud put a strain in my chest. But the reality trickled in like truth serum; I wasn’t someone important in my world. I wasn’t a champion for change, campaigning in the streets for a better world like a protestor. I was quiet; a soul easily forgotten, swept away as the tides changed. My thumbprints wouldn’t be found on important works after I was gone. 

	The Patrolman had stopped. He was looking back to see if I was serious, his eye colour falling to slate. “You would let yourself be killed just to save a Patrol? That doesn’t even make sense. You’re a Carrier. He should give his life for you.”

	“I don’t have the orb anyway.”

	He grunted, his hands finding his hips and his fingers digging in tight. “So, when you die trying to find him in the Scarlet City, which you will, the orb will become a silent, useless stone. I can’t believe Cohen didn’t learn that from his past mistakes!”

	“You must know of something that can give me a chance,” I begged, tucking away the mention of Zane’s past. 

	But Wren shook his head. “No, there’s nothing. Not against her,” he promised. “And without your orb, the powers of the Red Kingdom will press on you the moment you’re through that frostbitten gate, and your strength will drain. Your best shot at staying alive is to run back to the dead world and let the intersect seal off Winter, and then stay away from this frostbit place for the rest of your timestring.”

	The pebble of hope I’d been carrying to rescue Zane tumbled away. I imagined him being chained up, taunted and tormented with every mad game that spiralled into the mind of Jolly Cheat. Frozen and chipped at with a chisel. Dropped into vats of paint, like Mara Rouge had said. 

	He wouldn’t talk. Zane would endure everything they put him through so they wouldn’t get what they wanted. And I couldn’t stop it.

	Maybe I really should just go home.

	“Where did you cross?” The Patrolman asked, only a hint of sympathy flickering over his solid face as he watched my sparks fizzle out. I looked up at him in question. “Where is your intersect? Your door?” he rephrased.

	“Waterloo. My home.”

	“I haven’t heard of the Waterloo intersect. But if you chase the train, it will take you where you need to go. There are few intersects into the dead world, so eventually you’ll find the right one.” Wren paused. Then he reached into his pocket. “Here. You can have my room to sleep in and,” his gaze flickered down to my boots and back up again, “thaw. In the morning, follow the road out of Walnut Hill for an hour or three until you get into Mistletoe. The train goes by there every midday. If you don’t see it, blink twice. Then follow the sound of the horn and run until you catch it.” He handed me a large antique metal key with a dangling ticket that said: ROOM 6. I stared at the vintage iron. Maybe this really was my best option. 

	But he paused. “Blink twice and chase the train, Trite.”

	When he said it, my gaze shot up. 

	For a moment I was back in Waterloo, reliving the seconds I’d stood face-to-face with the Carrier girl who had spoken the same words over the thick scarf hugging her neck. I’d thought she was insane. Then, when she disappeared into flurries, I’d thought I was insane. 

	“Just tell me one thing, please,” I said, wrapping my fingers around the key which was warm from being in his pocket. 

	The boy waited, seeming a touch aggravated that I’d ask something else of him after he’d already helped me more than he wanted. 

	“Tell me where she would keep a prisoner in the Scarlet City. A prisoner who had information she wanted to dig out of them. I need to know.”
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	The stars had begun to disappear. Replacing them was a blueish haze, the colour between light and dark where nighttime is over, but morning still hasn’t come. 

	My eyelids felt heavy, but my mind was a chamber of chattering clock faces with a collage of information tacked to its walls. 

	The night had been filled with tossing and turning upon the hard floorboards where I had camped beneath the bed with nothing but a pillow to cushion my sore neck. It wasn’t the most comfortable choice, especially with my sneezes jolting me into a sit up where my forehead hit the underside of the bed, but it was the most logical. I was being hunted. I hoped an empty bed would make spies assume the room was vacant.

	But it wasn’t the thought of gnomes scouring the towns that had kept me awake. Every time I closed my eyes, I’d seen all the horrible things happening to Zane. I couldn’t shake the looming question—What would happen to my Patrolman if I ran home like Wren told me to?

	I brought my fingers against my tired eyes and rubbed away thoughts of sleep. Beside my coffin under the bed, my clothes hung on a string I’d tied to the bedposts as a makeshift clothesline. 

	Sunlight drifted into the room, kissing the floor with bright squares and illuminating the jet-black needle-work at the seams of my uniform. I rolled out from under the bed and climbed to my feet. 

	I’d had a lot of time to think. And I’d made a decision that would hopefully bring balance back to my existence. 

	Yesterday I was Helen Bell; the weak, by-the-book, complaining nobody. Today, I was going to be something else. I was going to the Scarlet City to get Zane from Mara Rouge. And if the result was that she dragged me into a bloody duel, so be it. 

	The full name of the Patrolman I’d met downstairs was Wren Stallone. I’d overheard him say it to the lady at the desk when he went to get a new room key last night.

	Wren had reluctantly given me a verbal map to the Scarlet City in exchange for the gold stud earrings in my lobes I’d long forgotten about. The retired Patrolman had conveniently pointed them out after I swore I had nothing to trade for the information I wanted. 

	In the hallway, I paused outside Room 11—the room Wren had been assigned to. Past the open door, his room had been entirely cleared out; only an empty bed with ruffled sheets was left. 

	Though a pang of regret hit my stomach at the thought of leaving the only connection I had to a Patrol, even if he wasn’t Zane, I was also relieved to not be reminded one last time that what I was doing was crazy. 

	My gloves were torn at the fingertips, but I pulled them out of my pockets and held each one up to study them as I came down the stairs. It was remarkable I hadn’t lost them yet. I had nothing else: no backpack, food, or currency. 

	My fingers slid into their familiar spots as I went over the directions I’d gotten from Wren Stallone. He’d told me that the Red Kingdom was only a few hours away by train. He also told me several more times that going after my Patrolman was a scotchy idea, that I shouldn’t go, and that stepping into the Red Kingdom would be the end of me.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Second

	 

	The rustic spruce-green sign outside the town of Mistletoe couldn’t be mistaken. Garland wrapped the plank of wood and a silver axe stuck out the top like a warning to keep trespassers away. Dust from whittled wood sprinkled the pines that lined the roadside, and thick slabs of lumber covered the streets like a boardwalk. The low thudding of drums lifted from beyond the treeline, promising that people watched from the shadows.

	I had nothing to disguise myself with but by hood, so I swiped a sage ribbon from a doorway and tied it around my waist like Zane had done in Hollytown, hoping it would make me look less like a Patrol in my raven-black outfit.

	Men lifted planks of wood down the boardwalks and women carried baskets of nuts and roots from the forest. All of Mistletoe was dotted with candlelight and torches, even with the morning sun beaming overhead.

	The train arrived with a loud whistle. I ran towards the sound until I found it; the same marvel I’d experienced the first time spilling in as it chugged into view. 

	The large, familiar letters naming the train to the ownership of the Britley Steam Corporation brought a strange sense of relief. Puffs of glittering dust fired from the pipes and spilled onto the boardwalk street, leaving a trail before it came to a stop and hovered at a deck. 

	I jogged up the stairs and fell in line behind an elf with metal glasses and a woman with sticks fastened into her hair like antlers. 

	With a hiss, the gold-rimmed train doors slid open and one by one we entered. I scanned the car for Cornelius Britley’s turquoise coat.

	“Welcome.” A dwarf woman stood by the entrance and handed me a blanket. She was different than the woman I’d crossed last time. 

	“Thanks.” I took the blanket but hoped I wouldn’t be on long enough to use it. 

	“Do you have a ticket for a cabin, or will you be in our community seating?” she asked. 

	A glaze came over my eyes when I realized I might have to lie about my name again. I didn’t see Cornelius Britley in the train car. In fact, the train was mostly empty.

	“Community seating,” I tried. 

	“Very well,” she nodded to the rows of bus-style seats that lined the walls. Beyond them was a door to another car where the cabins she was talking about must have been located. She didn’t try to stop me from slinking down the aisle and finding a seat.

	I’d planned to get off once we reached a city with a lot of red, but it occurred to me that with the Red Holiday marking the towns of Winter, every stop might be decorated the same way. 

	I paused and hollered back at the dwarf lady by the door, “Would you mind waking me up when we reach the Red Kingdom?” Maybe if I pretended to be sleeping, she’d poke me when I was supposed to get off. The dwarf flashed me a smile and I hoped that was a yes. 

	No fighting on the train—Cornelius Britley had stated that rule. I wondered if I could just stay on the train for the rest of my days, listening to the music of the magnificent wheels, feeling the chug of the engine, and watching the iridescent puffs of smoke float past the windows like Lady Bluebird.

	Quiet voices drifted through the train car, and the crisp smell of blistering firewood wafted to where I sat. Before I knew it, the long night of tossing and turning on the wood floor caught up with me and I dozed off after all.

	There was certainly something magical about the train.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Third

	 

	My brother once had a dream of our father hunting a moose in the northern Canadian woods. Even though Winston wasn’t the sort to care about superstitions or the significance of dreams, he was positive he’d figured out where our father was, and that he was meant to go find him in the mosquito-infested cabins up north. Our therapist told my brother that our dreams can be related to things we wish for that we can’t have. For Winston, it was a relationship with our father. For me in the present, it was an instruction manual that was just out of reach. 

	In my dream, I’d conjured a library, but not the same one Zane had taken me to in the blossom fields—one in a labyrinth of caves below the ground. 

	“Young lady!” A shrill voice thrust me awake and I bolted upright. The toot of the train horn filled my ears, and I blinked until the memory of where I was slapped me alert.

	My hands tingled with the sensation of dust that wasn’t there. In the dream, I’d been walking up and down the rows of books, letting my hands feel every scripted spine, listening to them whisper their stories from the shelves. It was as though they were trying to give me a message, but I was too deaf from mud in my ears to hear it.

	Light glimmered through the train windows, and I saw tall city lanterns, charcoal-black iron gates, and a freshly painted train platform. There were few things outside that weren’t smothered in glossy red paint or wrapped in twinkling fairy lights. 

	Massive ruby statues stood evenly spaced apart outside the gate facing outward with long stone bows in their solid hands like gemstone guards.

	The train doors slid open, letting a gust of snow through the car, and I jumped to my feet to scramble down the aisle. 

	My feet hit the platform and the train took off so fast, I almost blew over sideways in the wake of its rush.

	For a moment I stood there, doing nothing. Cold fingers of air reached into the flaps of my clothing, poking at my skin and stealing the leftovers of sleep from my eyes.

	The first and most obvious monument of the Red Kingdom was a sky-high palace made of balls and points, spades and crowns. A wide obsidian path led up to where it rested on the highest hill with pearl pillars shining like glistening mirrors. 

	Cities rolled over high hills and dipped into low valleys like quartz crystals, the opposite of flat and boring in every way. White towers glistened on hilltops with intricate marble stonework and red ribbons twisting up their beams. Gemstone statues lined the streets and were mounted atop buildings. It was amazing and terrifying all at the same time. What kind of power did these rulers carry to have images of themselves erected above cities?

	Zane was here somewhere. I forced myself to think of that as I took my first step off the platform. 

	Stone sections of the iron gate entrance were vandalized with scribbles. Some were carved in, some inked on with gray ash: Warnings. Invitations. Truths. Lies. A thousand voices all trying to speak at once.

	I approached the nearest street with caution, taking in the smooth river of black roads beneath my feet, and the enormous wine-coloured flag that lapped in the sky with a symbol I didn’t recognize—a king’s crown in the middle surrounded by nine stars. It looked like there had been ten stars once, but one of them had been blotted out with burn marks.

	Everything smelled of incense, rust, and a stale aroma that reminded me of a horse barn. 

	No, not horses…reindeer.

	Four black-furred reindeer appeared around a bend, their hooves tapping against the shiny floor as they pulled a pure gold sleigh packed with people. Not far behind, another sleigh drifted between the buildings. 

	I waved and tried to catch the driver’s attention for a ride, but he stopped on his own. The driver was standing, clutching gold chains for reins. He didn’t look kind.

	“Who goes there?” he asked, and I faltered, realizing I’d missed something that should have been obvious. The man waited, not looking around, not moving, just staring straight ahead. He was blind. 

	Perfect.

	“I’m wondering if I can get a ride,” I asked.

	“The fare is one gold ring.” 

	I bit my lips together. For some astounding reason, I hadn’t considered that I’d need rings. 

	A woman on the sleigh stood and whispered into the driver’s ear. I watched her plum-red lips, but I couldn’t guess what she was saying. Whatever it was, it made the driver flinch.

	“Why do you insult me with your offensive apparel?” his voice called out to me, bringing my eyes down to my outfit. I didn’t see anything about it that was offensive. 

	The driver’s pointed question drew stares in the street, and when a pure white head turned in my direction, heat rushed through my stomach as its sharp violet eyes locked with mine. The dreadful memory of a hundred pale-skinned beings tossing dwarves into the snow lurched my feet to slide backwards, the names of the dwarves sinking through my soul. 

	Theresa. 

	Annabelle.

	Laney-Laura. Norman. Delma.

	Bertra. Semuna. Ellimir, Bolilly, Haffleson, Mupplegrow, Rina-Lina, Old-Jymm…

	So many eyes were on me now, bright silvers and blues, sharp violet, and glistening bronze. They looked at me in disgust, as though I’d committed a crime by stopping the carriage.

	The Greed being turned to face me with an unblinking stare, the corners of his mouth curling up as he took in my frazzled state. He started towards me. 

	I turned to escape, but my heels jutted against the black onyx path when I came face-to-face with a choir of Greed; they ate me up with their stares and my heart took off—I scrambled in the other direction. The sleigh driver tried to cut me off, but I pushed through the gap between the reindeer and carriage and sprang over a white pumpkin display on the other side. 

	I wove around elf-sized copper lanterns with live flames and kicked through sparkling confetti littering the ground. Everywhere I ran was a reminder of this kingdom’s complex layout, and all at once, I knew I was a fool for coming here.

	I brushed a bead of sweat from my forehead and took a sharp left between a cart of bloodred bouquets and a glass pin board fluttering with ivory advertisements. 

	Treetops were visible over the next set of buildings. I tried to calculate the best route to the forest when I spotted three sets of wild Greed eyes on me like magnets to my soul. More emerged around the side of the cart, and I realized I was being trapped.

	I bolted between two marble buildings. 

	The Greed came into formation like a line of phantoms, their chiffon hems drifting off their still bodies. I pressed my back against the building, barely concealed by its shadow, and I panted. 

	“I knew you’d be dumb enough to come here, Carrier,” A voice came over the noise and I nearly screamed as a dark silhouette dropped from the rooftop above like a giant blackbird. 

	Wren Stallone snatched my arm. His staff sprouted ice as he pounded it against the onyx road. Apart from a claret armband, he was in the clean raven-black of the Patrol. I latched onto his wide shoulder without hesitation, and he yanked me into a slide over the thin layer of sleet edging into the city from the forest.

	Wind scathed my already burning ears as we went back towards the city street, barely avoiding a rock statue on our way. It was too loud for me to shout objections as Wren sped beneath a flag, almost knocking over an elf as we braved the Red Kingdom mob. My attention shot back to the Greed, but their glossed eyes hunted aimlessly in the alley where I’d been. 

	We slipped into a rock tunnel meant for gold sleighs, and only then did I spare a sliver of hope.

	Wren didn’t stop moving until we were deep into the forest where the ground became bumpy with fallen branches, and everything smelled richly of pine. The scarlet trees mimicked the ones I’d seen in Hollytown with bloodred needles stretching from their stems. After only a couple of rows, the forest turned green again, transforming into a woodsman’s paradise. 

	Wren slid into a narrow cavity between two rock cliffs and practically dumped me into a pile of snow. The powder puffed out in a cloud.

	“Ouch,” I gawked, wiping flakes from my face. 

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he snorted through flared nostrils. “Are you out of your frostbitten mind?!”

	“Well you should have guessed this would happen considering the questions I was asking you yesterday. Dummy. What are you doing here?” I countered. “I thought you’d be long gone pawning off my earrings by now.” My foot rotated in circles as I tested the pain in my ankle. 

	“I wanted to see if you’d really come. And I’m unmerrily ubbersnugged that you did. And in green no less!” Wren chucked his staff towards the rock wall where it bounced off like a twig.

	My eyes shot to the sage ribbon around my waist. He grabbed it and tore it off. “This will get you in a good measure of trouble here.” As if to make a point, he tossed the ribbon and kicked it under a snow pile so not a speck of it still showed.

	“A ribbon?”

	“Anything green. This kingdom is at war with the Green Kingdom—ragnashuck, how do you not know that? You almost got yourself tossed in the cages!” He pointed back toward the way we’d come, and I glanced at where the ribbon was buried. 

	Wren folded his arms, turning them into a shield of flesh-toned boulders over his chest. “I can’t help you, Carrier.” He restated it—in case I’d miraculously forgotten. His locked arms tightened even more.

	“I’m not asking for your help.” 

	I flicked a loose pine needle off my shoulder. 

	Shook out my ponytail. 

	Kicked the sludge from my boots.

	Tried not to steal a look at him.

	I felt his radiant blue eyes drilling me as I picked tiny shards of ice from the rest of my jacket.

	“Are you really going to go after your Patrolman?” He finally asked. 

	“I came here, didn’t I?” I brushed by him to the cavern entrance to peer out. No regiment of pale creatures waited outside for us, but, according to Zane, sliding over the snow left a distinct path—one the Greed had already used to follow us once. “How do you know Zane anyway? It was obvious you recognized his name back at the inn.”

	“Everyone knows who Zane Cohen is. Or who he was, at least.” Wren reluctantly slumped down to sit on a rock. He started to untie his boots with a snarly huff, chunks of snow falling from the laces. 

	After a moment, he waved a hand through the air to explain. “I mean, we all knew of each other. The Patrols trained together.” His fingers slowed and he glanced off, his face hardening. “Doesn’t mean I knew him well. We were in different classes. I only remember him because the sputtlepun made a name for himself with all the records he broke in training. And because of what happened to his first Carrier, of course.”

	At that, I turned to face him. My gaze followed the quick movements of his thick fingers as he started to retie his boots.

	Part of me wasn’t sure I had a right to ask, but I did anyway, “What happened to his Carrier?” 

	Wren’s expression turned amused. Then skeptical. 

	“Ragnashuck, I’m frostbit surprised he hasn’t told you,” he said, sitting up now that his boots were done.

	“He never seemed to want to bring it up.”

	“Well then it’s not my story to tell,” Wren shot back. But after a beat of tight-lipped staring, he relaxed and changed his mind. “I don’t even know the whole story. All I heard was that Tom and Zane got trapped in the mountains after they’d been running for a good measure of days. Some of the boys nattered on that Zane brought down over six dozen gnomes during the chase. Six dozen. Nearly broke both his legs doing it. But it was obvious Tom and Zane weren’t both going to make it out when they became surrounded on the peak.” Wren paused again. His foot tapped the ground like a heartbeat, his boot dropping back into the exact footprint every time.

	“Thomas Borrows. The boy of a million clever ideas. I didn’t know Zane well, but I knew Tom from drills. I hated that so many Carriers died in the first wave, but I was relieved that Tom was one of the Carriers that survived.” 

	I realized I was holding my breath. 

	“I was told that when the witch and her army surrounded the mountains, Tom gave the orb to Zane and told him to escape with it because Zane was so fast. It wasn’t a scotchy plan—Zane had broken records for his speed. Tom would get captured and dragged to the coliseum to fight for his life, and Zane would recruit allies and go back to rescue him before the Quarrel would start; that was their plan. It was a simple mistake; they were both too young to know better. We were all young and stupid back then.” The air was still between us, and for a moment I thought Wren had forgotten I was there, but he lifted his starry-sky gaze back to me. His lips were dark pink from the cold.

	“So, Zane ran away with the orb? And Thomas let himself be taken?”

	“Tom was never taken. That’s where it all went wrong,” he said. “The gnomes and their witch chased Tom, and he led them up the mountain, thinking he was doing the right thing by bringing them away from his orb. But with no Patrolman there, he was defenseless. The orb was in Zane’s hands a mountain plus a village away when it went cold.”

	My heart felt sick. The images that came with Wren’s story would haunt me, and not just because my own fears stared back at me from the eyes of Thomas Borrows. I’d gained insight into Zane’s soul through a crack that he may not have intended for me to find. He was the way he was because of this story.

	“That’s why this is so dangerous, Carrier. Because your orb is gone, and your strength is leaking away without it. And if you die, it dies,” he said. “We don’t just protect a lump of rock. Patrols protect the person. We devote ourselves to one living, breathing person.”

	“What happened to your Carrier?” My voice was dry.

	“Emra was lost in the first wave. My body was stuck to the ice with my brothers when the army arrived without warning. Emra was a good fighter, but she didn’t stand a chance against the witch.” He couldn’t make eye contact now. Instead he went back to fixing his boots even though they were already cleared of snow. 

	It was the most absurd thought I’d ever had, but a small part of me wished I could face off with that witch in her coliseum. I wouldn’t win. But I wished I could leave her with a scratch. For Zane. For Wren. For Thomas, and Emra, and the other Carriers.

	“Tell me how to find Zane.” My voice scratched like rusted hinges. 

	Wren shook his head with a scowl. “You are so frostbit frustrating,” he said. “You have no idea how scotchy it’s going to be to do what you’re planning. I had other things to deal with today, you know.” He muttered the last part.

	“I’m still going.” My own confidence frightened me. 

	Suddenly Wren laughed. The reaction came out of nowhere, like loud music being turned on in a quiet room. His laugh was deeper than I might have expected, but it wasn’t forced. He really found something about this funny.

	“What?” I was certain he was about to call me a peg again and point out that I was a foolish little Trite on rickety sticks for legs. 

	But he sighed. After a long, thoughtful pause, he spoke. “I’ve been running from the truth of Elowin for such a long measure.” He rubbed his temples, scuffing his short hair and resurrecting the strain in his shoulders. “I’m the last person the Patrol would expect to aid a Carrier, let alone follow a Trite Carrier into a deathtrap. I was one of the first to abandon the Patrol when things got bad.” A grunt left his lips and he stood, grabbing his staff from the snow drift. “It sounds like regardless of what I say, you’re going to stay on this frostbitten course. If I break a limb or three, that’s on you, Trite.” 

	He rattled the staff to shake off the snowflakes.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Fourth

	 

	 

	“This is stupid. This is so, so frostbitten stupid.” This was the grumbling I heard from Wren for the next two hours. “This is stupid, Trite.”

	When we got back into the sparkling city, Wren snatched a crimson blossom off a cart and told me to wear it in my hair so my loyalty wouldn’t be questioned again. 

	A storm rushed through the twisted city streets. We shielded our faces and trudged through the snow heaps coating the dark roads. The mobs had disappeared into the marble structures to wait it out, but we pressed on through the blizzard.

	As it turned out, Wren Stallone was chatty; something I wouldn’t have guessed after my first encounter with him. During the pockets of calm between swells, he told me of the Red Kingdom’s history of mistreating captured outsiders who believed in things that conflicted with the Crimson Court’s ideals—awful stories that made me want to put my hands over my ears: prisoners smothered in red paint and forced to play dangerous and humiliating games for the entertainment of the royals, prisoners being locked in cages and put on display in the palace where the Red Princes and powerful classes could cruelly mock them. 

	I imagined Zane in those situations. My lungs screamed silent calls to him, begging him to tell me where he was. Begging him to still be breathing, to be unbroken and strong. To forgive me for abandoning him the way I did. 

	The golden light of the city’s lanterns faded as we travelled over a windy meadow of snow. My fingers shook as I buttoned the collar of my jacket up to my throat. The ends of my hair had turned to a tail of glassy icicles.

	“This is her prison: the Dungeon of Souls. This is where she caged her chosen Carriers before dragging them into the arena and making spectacles of them. I’m sure she decided to store Cohen here,” Wren told me when we reached a deep ravine of rock and ice. It dropped so far; I couldn’t see the bottom through the shadows. 

	On the other side, a fortress was built into the wall: tiny dots of windows, carved out ledges, and jutting rooms. Its stone roots reached a mile downward, a structure that would have been a castle if it was raised on flat ground. Most of the fortress’s guts were lodged far inside the rock, likely built into a pre-existing cave. 

	“I hope you’re sure.” Wren cracked his knuckles as he stared at the upside-down tower. “This is…” he shook his head, at a loss for words. 

	“Stupid?” I guessed. I could feel the rays coming off the look he gave me. “How do we get inside?”

	“I’m still not sure I’m going inside,” he returned, and I couldn’t blame him.

	“Wait here for me, then.” I spotted a rope bridge about a quarter of a kilometer away. It sagged in the middle, making its stability questionable, but from what I could tell it was the only way across.

	“No, I…” he huffed. “I can’t.” 

	He led the way with rigid shoulders, and I was grateful his conscience was winning. As long as he got me inside, I didn’t care what Wren Stallone did after that.

	The bridge swayed back and forth in the wind. The planks appeared paper-thin this close—it looked like an obvious trap. I wondered how many people had fallen into that black cloud of nothing below.

	“I have a merry idea.” With his staff, Wren pointed to a flat ledge across the ravine beneath a gaping arch like a tongue in a stone monster’s open mouth. “I can skate around the cliff on that ledge. I’ll end up right…there,” he closed one eye as he tried to pin-point the spot. “I could probably toss you into the opening as I skate by. But it’s a steep slope and I’ll have to keep my speed so I don’t slip. I won’t have time to jump in after you.”

	“Just get me inside.” I headed in the new direction. Zane was close, I could feel it in the swelling of my chest. If I was wrong, I’d be clashing weapons with a sorceress in the morning.

	“I can double back and climb up over there. Wait for me, and I’ll meet you in that arch.” 

	“Thanks, but you shouldn’t follow me inside. I’m a peg, remember? Chances are I’m going to get caught,” I told him, grateful he had gotten me here and wishing he’d consider self-preservation now. But he shot me a look with his cheeks sucking in. His signature face.

	My toes inched closer to the cliff, and I leaned to peer down. The ledge he hoped to use was a long drop from where we were.

	“Wren, you can climb up to the opening and wait for me to come back if you feel like you have to, but I’m going straight in as soon as my feet hit the floor. If Zane and I don’t meet you at that arch after thirty minutes, take off and go back to Walnut Hill,” I said.

	“What are you going to do if you cross a gnome?” he asked.

	“I’ll figure it out.”

	Wren didn’t move. 

	“I asked you a question. What are you going to do, Carrier? You need to be realistic. You’re probably going to cross a good measure of gnomes. Maybe even hundreds.”

	“Are you trying to make me scared?”

	He blinked. “Yes. Obviously.”

	I put my hands on my hips and dropped my head, waiting for another argument, but to my surprise Wren put one of his ape-arms around my waist and yanked me to the edge. His chest muscles crowded me when he took in a deep breath.

	“This is a stupid idea.” His grumble got swallowed when he jumped. My breath hitched, and a squeak broke through the walls of rushing air. 

	Wren wasn’t as graceful as Zane—the bumps rattled my bones when his feet found the ledge and he sailed around the wide bend of the ravine. My toes curled in my boots as the fortress drew closer, dark stones glistening from frost, a gaping tomb below. 

	“Brace yourself, Carrier!” Wren’s gruff voice came before I was ready. My tense arms peeled open to grab the stone ledge above. I expected to catch the bottom and pull myself up, but he threw me so hard I went flailing right over and into the jaws of the arch. 

	A shriek escaped me, muffling the sound of my bent legs hitting a long patch of ice. My hands and knees burned as I slid until the elbow I raised as a shield collided with a rock wall. 

	“Ow…” It was barely loud enough to be a breath. The skin on my palms stung where the gloves had finally torn to shreds. Slowly, I raised my wide eyes to see my fate. 

	All was quiet.

	The heavy panting I could no longer contain echoed in the open space. I had no map. No knowledge about where to go. Wren had been right when he swore this was pure madness.

	My knees ached as I climbed up to stand. I pushed myself off the wall and slid over the ice, wobbling until I reached a passage. 

	Everything was as dark as night, forcing my eyes to adjust. My toes dragged, ruining my quiet entrance. Crisp stone statues lined the rock walls, chiselled to perfection like the ones in the city. Their solid eyes stared back at me, unearthing fresh nerves. 

	A clamour brought me to a halt; a sound like a bucket of nails tilting back and forth. I looked both ways, trying to find somewhere to hide when a shadow appeared on the opposite wall, magnificent in size, and I knew exactly what it was.

	I sprang behind a statue, hoping I’d blend into the gloom with my black clothes. The gnome appeared, dragging a net of bent armour, not caring about the ruckus it made. It sang to itself in a low, off-key voice, and a sweaty odour spread into the hall as it neared, pushing a gag up my throat. 

	The gnome wrinkled his nose and sniffed the air. Fear rushed in as he took two steps past where I stood and paused, the dreadful clanking going quiet. His whole body whirled around, black eyes searching the darkness, but I was already gone.

	My boots thundered over the stones as I rounded the bend. His howl erupted through the tunnel behind me, striking a cymbal of panic through my chest and causing me to stumble over my feet. 

	Lights burst through the darkness, filling the hallway. I spun in circles, shielding my eyes and trying to spot where it was coming from, but it was everywhere—spilling in from holes that dotted the walls of the caves like cruel stars. Moisture filled my eyes from the brightness, and I ran into the wall, frantically blinking to get my eyesight back.

	I knew you would come to me, Trite. You’re drawn to me as I’m drawn to you.

	 The menacing words rushed through my ears in both high and low whispers, the brush of her presence running up my limbs like a centipede. 

	Welcome to my castle of games. 

	The last word echoed—through the halls or my own consciousness, I wasn’t sure.

	An infantry of fallen Carriers breathed warnings into the air, their cries coming from where she’d buried them beneath the floor. My raw, damaged fingers clutched the collar at my neck that felt like a noose winding my throat.

	And then she was gone, the grip of her presence lifting like mist. A windy sound followed, and the warmth of tears heated my cheeks. All I wanted to do as I lifted my trembling hands to peel off what remained of my gloves, was to run away from this place and never look back. 

	“Well look who decided to show up.” A male voice boomed down the hallway and I crushed my gloves in my palm. His laughter moved in circles, coming at me from all directions, but not quite reaching inside of me like hers had. 

	I whipped around to catch him behind me, but he wasn’t there. 

	“I see you…” he taunted, and I broke into a sprint to look for a way out. 

	“Since you’re here, would you care for a tale?” That same provoking voice, the voice of nightmares that I knew belonged to Jolly Cheat, rang over the space like I was in a concert hall. “Alone in a cave, a Trite girl ran away, yet the silly girl had a game to play. And why did she have to play, per say? Well, I shall convey: to find her way, she must play, nay, to avoid decay, she must play the night away, for the only way to avoid disarray, is, if I may: a handsome display, a tempting say, a cost to weigh, a sway to obey, a price to pay, a day of decay, a gray end to stay, I say. So, I pray, Trite, come back and play.”

	The gnome behind me appeared, his teeth barred like a wolf. I darted towards a narrow hall and sprinted over a burgundy carpet strewn with pebbles.

	Wren had been right about the gnomes. I should have waited for him at the ledge. The realization worsened the growing asthmatic pins stabbing my chest.

	“Let her go, Heckle,” Jolly Cheat’s voice boomed to the gnome at my back. “She could have only come for one thing.” He chuckled to himself, the sound whipping around me like a boomerang, rumbling beneath my feet. “The event is underway, so let the girl be. If she wants her Patrolman badly enough, she’ll do our job for us.”

	I glanced back to see the gnome standing still, his wide gray chest rising and falling as steam puffed from his penny-sized nostrils. He didn’t follow me. 

	Still, I kept running, tension surging through my limbs until my hip clapped against a cart of armour scraps. The cart lurched from its perch and tilted towards the long, wood-rail slope that stretched far into a pool of blackness below. Ignoring the throb in my hipbone, I did the only thing I could think of to escape; I jumped into the cart.

	My knees buckled against cool metal and my stomach lifted into my chest as the wooden wheels of the wagon tipped forwards and began to descend the bumpy slide. I gripped the sides of the cart, splinters digging into my fingers, and a scream burning up my throat as I whisked down. 

	I couldn’t see anything as the wagon plunged into the pits of the fortress, the sticky warmth of my tears washing my eyes until the drop curved to a flat path and the wagon started to slow.

	The cart screeched over the loose track, the scrap metal settling in the carriage around me as I took a deep breath and peeled my fingers off the sides. I grabbed a gauntlet from the pile and hurled it off the cart. It bounced over the rock floor, the sound of clanking tin filling the darkness and assuring me of solid ground. I leaped out quickly. 

	My hands came against a boulder, and I waited, listening to the wagon roar for another several seconds before it continued into another tunnel where the noises faded away.

	All was quiet, apart from the thudding pulse in my head. Jolly Cheat’s words trickled through my mind, and I wondered if he could still see me down here. 

	…If she wants her Patrolman badly enough, she’ll do our job for us. 

	Zane was here. In the fortress. Jolly Cheat’s mad rambling had given that away.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Fifth

	 

	Time was an invisible push, warped by my own worries. By the time I got to a door I was so lost in the whirlpool of passing moments, I hardly had any idea what hour of the day it was, or if it was even still the same day. 

	I’d felt this way once before in the supermarket, the autumn before my mother’s last, when orange and red had begun to leak into the leaves on the maples. I’d gotten separated from my mother by running from the breakfast aisle, crying my eyes out over a box of rainbow cereal she wouldn’t let me put in the cart. Once I realized my fit had put so much space between us, I raced up and down every aisle, calling for her in high shrieks.

	“Helen,” she’d said when I finally found her back in the cereal aisle where she’d been waiting for me the whole time, “you can’t run off like that! We’re supposed to stay together.”

	We were always supposed to stay together. It wasn’t until later that I learned just how much more separation could come between a girl and her mother.

	 

	I patted the boulder to find my way around in the dark, and I edged up the sharp angles of the slope towards a slit of murky light leaking beneath a door.

	Beyond was a long, wide staircase. I passed corridors of storage trunks, and I jogged through a room of tall thrones of stone and black metal covered in damp moss and ivy as though they’d been rotting there for centuries. But after a while, every passage started to look the same, every pile of stones a twin of the last pile. 

	After an incalculable amount of time, I collapsed into the dirt and laid flat on my back. There was no way to know how far into the cliffs these tunnels clawed in. I was burrowed deep into the cliffside with an entire city pressing above me, maybe even the Red Kingdom palace itself. 

	I was sure Wren had taken off by now, back to his quiet town and cakes. I put a hand over my face, the pinch of defeat inking in and shattering whatever hope I’d carried into these tombs. “Please…” I begged the silence. 

	Somewhere in my heart I knew that these sacred truths Zane talked about were important. But I didn’t understand them like he did. If he died in this twisted kingdom, the voice of his truths would die with him, because I wouldn’t be able to use it when I didn’t know it for myself. 

	A misty darkness crept in, eating me. It tightened on the throat of my sanity as my eyes peeled open, and I stared numbly at the tunnel ceiling where moisture collected into tiny droplets. 

	“Get up, Trite. You’re almost there.” 

	I sprang onto my elbows. 

	I didn’t recognize the voice. It had been quiet—a whisper almost—as though someone had been standing right beside me. But when I climbed to my knees and spun around, only the hollow passage looked back. It didn’t sound like Mara Rouge’s witchcraft, or Jolly Cheat’s shouting. It reminded me of the way Zane told stories; stirring and gentle.

	“Who are you?” I asked back. 

	But there was only silence now. 

	Worried I’d been found, I pulled myself to my feet, my ankle lighting on fire beneath the pressure, and I limped around an outcropping of rock where black pillars held up the crusty ceiling.

	The glow of lamps burned up ahead and a surge of relief swelled my eyes. 

	I grabbed my thigh to drag my bad ankle along, and I stumbled into a space where bright lanterns were held to the walls with bronze clasps. I slid over the glass floor, and my heart leapt at who I saw beyond.

	Resting as still as a corpse in an ice cove off the bright room, was Zane.

	His body was upright, sealed to the floor by ribbons of ice over his feet, and his raven-black coat was stained white by frost up to his neck. Bluish handprints covered his cheeks, and glassy beads clung to the lashes of his closed eyes.

	His mouth was gagged, his head hung forwards, limp. 

	Memories of the day I’d crossed Emily Parker by the swamp flushed to the surface. 

	There were no guards. No gnomes. Nothing to stop me from shattering the ice from Zane’s legs and walking out with him.

	This had to be a trap.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Sixth

	 

	 

	Zane looked as dead as Emily Parker had; pale and swollen, white and silent. I worried he was just a shell of ice with a still heart, here as bait for me. The witch could already be on her way to get the orb if Zane had confessed where it was.

	“Zane!” I called into the bowl of ice around him. My boots moved towards the opening, but a searing jolt of electricity buzzed through my body, and I flew backward across the smooth floor. My breaths became ragged, and I fought to suck in air.

	Beyond the clear electric force, Zane’s statue was soundless like he was under water and couldn’t hear the commotion right in front of him. 

	Insides buzzing, I dragged myself to my feet and studied the opening. My brain fumbled through ideas of how I could get inside. 

	My eyes lifted to the wall where a black inscription stared back at me from a maroon velvet tapestry:

	 

	The chalice will grant you passage,

	If you choose to persevere,

	But let your choice not be impassive,

	For the consequences are severe.

	 

	The last word was cut into the cloth like the writer had grown impatient and carved the fabric with a knife. On a frozen ledge below, golden liquid bubbled inside a silver cup, bringing a familiar pang of nausea into my stomach.

	I knew what that liquid was. What her trick was. What I would have to do. And what would happen to me if I did.

	“The chalice will grant you passage,” I muttered in disbelief.

	The chalice would also kill me.

	…If she wants her Patrolman badly enough, she’ll do our job for us. 

	This was lunacy.

	But I couldn’t see any other way. 

	I reached for the cup and guzzled. 

	The liquid was an ice-cold pinch on my tongue. Sour cherry and potent ginger hit the insides of my cheeks, followed by a terrible bitter aftertaste and hundreds of tiny needles itching down my throat. But I didn’t stop until every last drop was gone.

	My stomach was hot when I pulled the cup from my lips and placed the chalice back on the ledge. I stared at it until weakness began to crawl through my limbs. Then, with a dizzy head, I turned to Zane. 

	I reached for the opening with just my fingers at first. When the barrier didn’t send me reeling back with an electric shock, I shoved my hand right through. 

	My gaze fired across to Zane. 

	I charged through the barrier. The buzz rang in my ears, and I could feel the current of it, but there was no shock.

	When I reached him, my bare hand touched his cheek and I shuddered at the sting of cold. 

	The gloves he normally wore were gone. Zane’s fingers were curled into a fist, as though he’d either been desperately cold or was preparing to throw a punch. I didn’t want to think about which it was. Instead, I blanketed his blueish knuckles with my fingers, my skin peach compared to his bleached flesh.

	When I lifted my gaze, I jumped at the sight of his electric blue eyes staring at me. There wasn’t an ounce of relief on Zane’s face—just wide-eyed horror. 

	I untied the gag from his mouth with shaking hands. Before I was even done with the knot, he spit it out and started shaking his head, showing not all of him was frozen.

	“No, Helen…” His normally sweet voice was a dry rasp. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

	“We’ll talk about it later.” I ignored his words. Ignored my own mind pointing out that we wouldn’t talk about anything later, because I might not be around after what I drank.

	My fingers worked their way down to unhook the chain at his waist. He went silent as I fiddled with the restraints, his familiar peppermint and pine needle aroma enveloping me.

	“I’m frozen to the floor,” he said when he finally spoke again. There was a strange look on his frosted face. I didn’t have time to interpret it. “I need my Patrol staff.” He blinked the ice drops from his lashes and nodded to the ice wall where the weapon hung on a jut by its hook. 

	I grabbed his Patrol staff and ran it back to him. His arm was extended like it was a desperately missed friend, shells of ice breaking off with his movements. I placed it in his hand, and he jammed its heel into the ground. 

	The ice at his feet burst apart like an exploding diamond and a gasp of relief escaped his mouth. He teetered forward, gripping his staff for support, the slate draining from his eyes and cheeks to reveal his proper colours. Instinctively, I reached out to catch him, and shivers swept through me as his cold body pressed against my warm one.

	“You foolish Trite,” he whispered, the smoke of his breath drifting over my ear. I wasn’t short, but my eyes still only came level with his jaw. I kept my stare on the hole in his jacket where the Greed icicle had punctured him. I didn’t want to see him look at me with clouds in his eyes, to hear him ask why I would come here. To tell me the consequences of the choice I’d already made.

	“Come on,” I urged before he said anything else, stabilizing him on his feet and heading off to march out the opening.

	“I can’t get through that,” he said, bringing me to a halt in front of the barrier. An itch bit at my arm and I reached to scratch it as I looked back. Zane glanced at my hands, his stare locking there. 

	“We’re going to have to go through the walls,” he said. “I don’t see another bloody way.” 

	When I glanced at my wrist, I noticed a mark above my thumb like a black pen had leaked ink. It was so, so itchy.

	A crack snaked out from Zane’s staff to the nearest wall with a rough popping sound. Everything began to shake—smoky mist spiralled from the sole of his weapon, and I had a feeling the fishbowl was about to erupt.

	“Zane…Are you sure this is a good idea?” My whisper mixed with the music of icicles rattling overhead; I watched a vein of cracks crawl between them.

	His arm slipped around me, and I could feel the cool frost on his abdomen through my coat. He launched us towards the wall, shielding me with his body.

	The ice screamed as it tore apart—icy splinters tumbled into my collar and down my shirt to where Zane’s hand hugged me to him, even as he hit the ground. He slid over the uneven floor on his back, turning himself into a human sled. 

	We came to a stop in the middle of a bright room, moaning. Water pooled beneath Zane’s head as he melted there under the dull glow of real sunshine. For a second, I thought we’d broken through the wall of the tower to freedom. But a thin ice ceiling muted the room, the sun peeking in through the natural window. I was compelled to stare at it after I’d spent so long trapped in the darkness of the fortress basement.

	“Keep moving, Trite!” Zane’s strained voice cut through my marvelling. 

	Grunts echoed from the adjoining hallways, and I scrambled to my feet. A large gnome rushed in with a heavy metal hammer, and I nearly stumbled backward onto the floor at the sight of his pure black pebbles for eyes.

	The hammer lifted to crush Zane as he rolled onto his toes and stiffly thrusted his staff against the gnome’s neck. The garden of icicles grew from his staff’s hook, and he scraped them into the gnome’s breastplate, leaving inch-deep dents in the iron.

	It was enough to paralyze the creature for a heartbeat as Zane yanked my sleeve to bring me back to him. 

	He slid until we reached a stone hallway where we stumbled into a run on the dry rock.

	“Jolly Cheat can see us. I don’t know how, but he was watching me when I came in,” I told him through panting breaths. 

	We stopped and pressed against a wall. Zane peered around the corner, his jacket dripping water as he thawed.

	“I know,” was all he said. Without further explanation, he moved from our hiding spot and marched down the tunnel, but it was like he carried a hundred-pound weight on his chest. Every breath looked painful, and his fingers wrapped his Patrol staff so tightly, I was sure he would collapse without it.

	This brought another thought. “Zane, I brought someone with me,” I said, trotting to keep up. “His name is Wren Stallone. He’s Patrol.” 

	Zane’s head whipped back in surprise. But he didn’t ask if he’d heard me correctly, or what the other Patrolman was doing here. 

	“Where’s Stallone now?” was all he said.

	“He was supposed to meet me at the opening—the large arch you can see from outside. But he might have left by now. I told him not to wait for us.” 

	Zane came to a stop. His breaths rasped like there were marbles in his lungs. “It’s the reindeer tunnel. It’s where they brought me in.” 

	He changed directions and veered to a new hallway where life-sized pictures of people were carved deep into the walls. They wore crowns—one or two with parts of their face or limbs broken off where the stone had chipped. One mural depicted an army of pointed-ear elves, faceless, with long bows like the Greed. 

	“It’s just around the corner,” Zane added through deep breaths, his boots dropping heavily against the floor. 

	He pushed through a circular door into a tunnel where cool wind howled high notes, springing a well of hope in me that we were almost out. Zane’s memory of the fortress was astounding, and I wondered if he had the same sort of photographic memory that Kaley had.

	“Zane, I don’t know if you heard me, but Wren might not still be here. I told him to leave if we didn’t—"

	Zane spun back and pressed a hand over my mouth, forcing my body into stillness. A rumbling lifted to my ears, and through a thick sheet of ice I could see moving silhouettes. Zane’s other index finger tapped the ice, indicating that around the wall was the opening. But his eyelashes fluttered, and a different look melted over him. He crumpled forwards. 

	I grabbed his arms and pushed him against the ice wall before he hit the ground. He slid down to a sitting position, irises paling. My fingers knotted into my hair—I needed to get him out before he fainted, because there was no way I could carry him the rest of the way.

	The roaring amplified, reminding me of bellowing winds over open fields. I crawled on aching knees to peer around the wall and see what stood in our way.

	A long red and black coat flapped like wings behind an outward facing young man, a spiked hat resting slightly tilted on his head, and my hope shrivelled. 

	Over the ravine, a beast sculpted with muscle snarled as it pumped its legs. Its dark fur was rubbed with twinkling powder, and bells were weaved into its antlers. 

	On its back rode the witch. 

	A scarlet cape fluttered behind her. Her lips were red as apples, visible long before her reindeer came trotting to a halt on the ledge.

	“I trust the icewinds whispered their merriest carols?” Jolly Cheat took the reins of the beast into his delicate hand and waved his staff towards the hall to escort the witch inside. “The time is drawing near, I dare say,” he added, his words dripping with impatience. 

	A grunt sounded below me, and I realized Zane had crawled over to see. He pulled his staff closer, holding onto it for dear life.

	“Patience, Jolly.” Her whisper echoed. “In a measure, you can satisfy your lust for revenge on the Patrol. I will aid in your purge to clean the globe of them until they’re a black stain on the snow, a thing only spoken of in old legends,” she promised in her cool, creamy voice. 

	Jolly’s nickel eyes blazed. And suddenly Zane was pulling himself to his feet, grinding his teeth. “Bloody traitor,” he breathed. “I should end him now—"

	I grabbed Zane’s arm, his jacket bunching between my fingers. His chest rose and fell, but his shoulders relaxed, and his bright eyes flickered to me, moving over my features, lingering just a little too long as though he was memorizing my face. 

	“What?” I whispered. It seemed like there was something important that he knew and I didn’t. I didn’t want to point out to him that if he had something to say, there might not be a lot of time left to say it. 

	At the thought, I glanced down at the mark wading up my wrist like black tears, but I swallowed down my worry and settled my eyes back on Zane. One of the buttons on his jacket had torn off. His collar was stretched around his throat, and his hair was saturated. Combined with the expression on his face and the pull of apprehension at the corners of his mouth, he was, in every way, the image of defeat. 

	“What should we do about the Trite? We have an hour or three before her timestring burns out,” Jolly said. “Should we scoop her up, I wonder? Dress her frilly in armour? Put a pretty brass sword in her hand?” he chuckled. 

	Zane’s eyes were still on me like he was waiting for me to catch on. He looked like his entire world had just crumbled.

	“Stop looking at me like that,” I whispered, tucking my marked arm behind my back. 

	Zane finally pulled his gaze back to the tunnel, but his body went solid at what he saw. 

	Wren Stallone emerged from the shadows, the ice on his staff long and pointed. A blue flame lit his eyes as he crept in behind Jolly Cheat, raising his staff with thick fingers.

	The sound of Mara Rouge’s dress whipping around dug a scream from my gut before I could stop myself, but Wren’s staff struck the ground and a wall of ice plunged upwards from the floor, splitting the room in two and shielding him and Jolly Cheat from the witch. But the wall shattered instantly, and Mara Rouge walked through with her crooked fingers raised. 

	Frost rushed around Wren’s calves like a python. His eyes grew wide with the shock, but the rest of his body went still as stone. 

	Jolly Cheat smiled before he turned to see who it was, and when he faced Wren, he folded his arms in amusement.

	“Well, ragnashuck, this is certainly not what I expected. Today has been full of delightful surprises. I dare say, it’s been a good measure since I’ve seen you, Stallone. You vicious bear.” Jolly grinned, showing his vivid white teeth.

	I grabbed Zane’s arm as Mara Rouge approached Wren. Zane’s white-knuckled hands tightened around his Patrol staff. 

	Wren’s arm began to inch downward, agony flickering across his determined face. 

	With a snap of her fingers, Mara Rouge released the bind on Wren’s throat and Wren gasped. 

	“Do you have something to say, Patrolman?” the witch guessed, the laces of her voice each picking their own tone in a wicked symphony. Her red nails mimicked drops of blood as she stretched them through the air in odd, angular movements. But Wren began to laugh, the same startling laugh he’d given to me in the woods, and for a moment, I wondered if Jolly Cheat really was the true madman in the room.

	“A quarter or three ago, I heard a rumour,” Wren said, and Mara Rouge tilted her head. “A little bird lured me to the woods for some pebble talk. And do you know what it told me?” There was a shift in the witch’s stance, as though she wanted to silence him. 

	But Wren spoke anyway, “Apparently the bird had seen a folk from yesteryear travelling through the Glass Mountains with rainbows in his eyes, and scars on his hands.” Wren’s loud cackles boomed off the cave walls. “Elowin is alive!” he suddenly shouted like a roar rising from his very core.

	A shudder rivalled the powers in the room. At the mention of that name, it was like a chain snapped, the same way the old fortune-teller’s glass ball had been shattered to pieces by the swarm of birds. Zane had gone still beside me.

	A shuddering revolt came over Mara Rouge, her eyes becoming as round and hollow as a well. “How dare you utter the forbidden name!” The witch’s scream was a whip, her eyes turning to a violent storm of blackness as though a new creature had rushed into her body. Zane’s fingers curled over my rash-coated skin like he was preparing to dart back into the tunnels at our backs.

	Wren’s shaking hand made it into his pocket with the strain of a thousand forces pushing back. 

	The deranged queen gasped as she shook the ink from her eyes, and the creature from her voice. “Do it, Jolly! Do it!” she spat; her composure lost.

	“You’d better hope I’m frostbit wrong, Saint.” Wren’s stiff, dry words for Jolly Cheat carried to my ears as he pulled something from his pocket, trembling under the pressure. 

	Jolly’s face was white, but the madman raised his staff at Mara Rouge’s command. Another laugh broke out from Wren. “Glory to Elowin, who overcame all the powers of Winter!” Wren slammed two medallions together and snow leapt from the floor, engulfing his thick body. I blinked as the familiar sight struck me, and Jolly’s staff went right through the flurry, hitting nothing. Snow burst outwards and fluttered to the ground where Wren had been standing. 

	The spot was empty.

	Mara stared at the void on the ledge where a perfect circle of snowflakes was left around where Wren’s boots had been. “Trite!” she called; the interwoven double tone of her voice returned. For a moment she stood very still, her cheeks pearl-white. But finally, she lifted her gaze to me. 

	“You have mere hours to breathe. So, I’ll offer a deal to ease your last moments.” When Mara Rouge turned to face us, I swallowed, unable to forget the image of her shuddering like an animal. 

	Zane shook his head. “Don’t take her deal,” he warned. “A Winter deal can’t be broken. You’ll be compelled back here to honour any deal you make no matter how far you run—" Zane’s mouth froze shut and my arm grew bitter cold where his hand touched me. My stare fired back to the witch.

	“I’ll let you and your Patrolman leave so you can pass away in whatever peace you wish instead of facing me in the duel,” she said. “But should you survive the deadly embers leaking through your veins, you must return to me. You must fight me in the Quarrel of Sword and Bone. We must honour the duel.”

	I wondered then if maybe I hadn’t drunk poison at all. If this was her way of binding me to the duel by making me believe I was going to die. My blood buzzed with warmth like I’d been bitten by a snake, but the poison was working through me slower than it had last time. 

	But if I refused her proposal, she’d take Zane back, possibly even kill him instantly. And she’d force me to fight in her duel, and I’d meet the same end. My reason for visiting this tower filled with the stench of death in the first place was to get Zane out. 

	“Deal,” I said, reaching my hand to her pale outstretched embrace where she wrapped her fingers around mine. Her smile was crooked, but she shook on my pledge. Her fingers were cold and smooth like porcelain, and I wondered if her flesh was even real. 

	Past her, Jolly Cheat’s pointed stare rested on Zane, his silvery irises lit with frustration. Had Mara Rouge not just made this deal, I was sure Jolly would have charged Zane while he was frail and tossed him from the ledge into the smoky cavern below.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Seventh

	 

	Wren. 

	Why did I drag him to this fortress? Why did I poke at his inner guilt? Why did I think only about Zane’s life and not about what it might cost Wren to accompany me? 

	The lights of the city blinked before me, but all I could see was Wren’s rigid movements as he drew the medallions from his pockets. All I could hear was his rolling laughter, and his last shout:

	“Glory to Elowin! Who overcame all the powers of Winter!”

	It echoed, striking me again and again like a bell.

	Even after we reached the Red Kingdom’s glorious iron gate, Zane pressed on, moving like we were being chased. His eyes glossed from overexertion, his staff shaking beneath his grip. I glanced behind us to find a long, empty trail of blowing snow. No one was coming after us. 

	His lashes fluttered, proving he was on the brink of fainting face-first into the drifts. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I patted his chest to get his attention. “We can stop,” I said. 

	But he bit down on his lower lip. “No, we can’t.”

	A forest engulfed us; tall evergreens and icy willows in the shape of fountains—a perfect cover from the wind and watchful eyes for us to stop. But Zane kept going. 

	“Zane, it’s not a race,” I tried again.

	He shook his head instead of replying, and my eyes shifted down to the infected skin that crawled around my wrist like a dark cuff, creeping up to my elbow, and masking my hand as though I was wearing fingerless gloves.

	But even as another argument filled my mouth, the words were numb on my lips, and the landscape before me wavered, spinning in circles like I was the arrow of a disoriented compass. I shook my head, trying to pull myself together.

	It didn’t take long for my toes to lose feeling. Snowflakes hit my cheeks, but their cold was lost on the skin that no longer felt like my own.

	This was it, and I knew it. 

	“Zane,” I whispered. “Take my body back home to the Trite world. Find a way to tell my grandmother…” 

	He glanced down at me just as my head fell against his neck. He scraped to a stop, spraying flecks of ice into the cove of a willow. His arms came beneath my legs, and I was carried, a blanket of flesh over his arms. 

	“Hold on, Helen. Just hold on.” The thudding of Zane’s heart against rough breaths was the music that sang me to sleep.

	
[image: A glass of wine

Description automatically generated]

	 


 

	[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

	A prayer from long ago, one just the measure of a button, tumbled into a withered heap, trembling from its toils and troubles. It had been dreadfully bruised, nibbled by a swarm of starving feastbeggars, snatched and pinned down by a shadow or three, closely strangled to its death by a sip of poison it stole on behalf of another…

	In the quiet, pulses of light wriggled to stay aglow as the prayer found itself leaked perilously close to empty of its powers. One last push, it had. One last gift for the girl it had gone before, stood behind, and was always beside. 

	And when it was finished, a whisper found the prayer, saying, “Well done, good and faithful one.”

	 

	[image: Shape, icon, arrow

Description automatically generated]

	 

	Just a pinch and a dip away, a Patrolman clung to his last hopes.

	“Hold on, Trite.” He was not the sort to beg, but that did not stop him now. “Just hold—" A stab pierced his heart and he buckled, dropping Helen Bell’s paled frame into the grass. The Bell girl’s eyelids had collapsed long ago.

	The Patrolman gripped the girl’s hand as his eyes rained water, salt, and apologies, staining his flesh all the way to his collar.

	It lasted for a short measure.

	And then it was over.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE END.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE END?

	 

	(A COMISSIONED PRAYER MIGHT SAY OTHERWISE)
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	Chapter, The Twenty Eighth

	 

	My grandmother used to read me stories from the wrinkled, old books she would haul to our house in her leather bookbag. The tales kept me lying awake in bed at night, staring at the stars, dreaming about great warriors, brave queens, giant killers, and a magnificent ship packed with animals that triumphed over wild flood-seas. I used to clutch my pink stuffed bunny as she read; a worn stuffy that had one of its ears torn off and was so discoloured that my mother often tried to sneak it away to put it in the wash.

	Amidst the storytelling, there was one tale that had always stood out to me. It was one Grandma had read a hundred times over, letting me stay up late so we could have secret talks about it afterward. It was about three rich men, so prosperous that some even considered them royalty. Geniuses in the sciences, mathematics, and astronomical mapping; trades that filled their pockets with precious treasures like myrrh, spices, frankincense, and pieces of gold and silver. 

	These men beheld an enormous star unlike any that had ever existed before it. Being gifted in reading the signs of the heavens, the men decided to follow the light in the sky, determined to discover the meaning of this astonishing sign. And what the three star-mappers found hidden inside an old barn in the heart of a quiet city, was something that made them lay their theories of the stars aside. Because nothing they knew could compare. 

	What they found in that ancient barn was the Truth.

	My grandmother’s stories had fizzled from my memories like pages crisping in a fire, buried in the ground, and sealed in a tomb. Only resurrecting to my mind when the clock had struck its last.

	I’d never realized how similar my favourite childhood story was to a tale told by the old dwarf in the cabin on the mountain. That story shouldn’t have been hidden away, lost over time, tucked beneath a bushel. The dwarves needed to sing out that story. They needed to go tell it on their mountain, over the hills, and everywhere.
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	Chapter, The Twenty Ninth

	 

	 

	A pair of whispers wove a sea of conversation. They were just murmurs, rocking back and forth. Amidst them was a low, clean, comforting voice that pulled me into a dream of waves gliding in off an ocean and a gentle breeze drifting over fields of sprouted wheat.

	A warm glow hovered upon my eyelids. They peeled open, slowly. 

	The first things I saw were antique books with brown, beige, and olive spines. Tight bookshelves boxed the room. 

	Light from the early sunrise cast a complex pattern of vibrant shapes onto a table littered with loose papers and scrolls, and a desk much the same. It spilled in through a faded stained-glass ceiling, transforming the surfaces of the room into colourful artwork.

	Soft wool brushed my fingertips. A knit brown blanket was spread neatly over my body. It reminded me of the dwarves, and for a moment, hope lit my chest as I imagined I was back in the cabin of a dozen smoking chimneys.

	But when I raised my hand to touch the temple of my groggy mind, triangles of green, gold, purple, and blue patched my hand like underwater treasures in a clear pool. The light ran along my fingers as I moved them, and I became puzzled. The dwarves’ cabin was made of beams, mud, and chatter. This place was something different. Glass. Copper. Quiet.

	To my right, I noticed the pair talking, though I could only see their silhouettes against the bright glow that burned against the windows behind. Zane’s unmistakable wisp of hair moved into a slow nod. His head was tipped forwards. He was silent now. Listening. 

	The man with him continued to murmur in a gentle voice like music. I didn’t recognize it. He stopped talking when I lifted to my elbows to see better. Their heads both turned toward me.

	Zane darted across the space, hopping right over the table. He appeared by my side, his face visible to me now. There was something new in his expression. Something profound. A stamp of shock.

	“Helen Bell.” The man spoke in the thick accent of Winter as he approached the bed, stopping beside Zane and blocking the worst of the light so I could see. His swept gold-blond hair reminded me of a lion’s mane. It matched his short beard, and the soft buttery brown of his eyes.

	“Hello…” My response was more of a question. 

	They were both dressed for summer weather; Zane’s Patrol jacket was nowhere in sight. Instead, a loose white tunic clothed him, revealing a skull and crossbones tattoo on his forearm I hadn’t seen before. The skull had snowflakes for eyes and a bloom for a mouth. I stared at it until Zane folded his arms, drawing himself in and sealing it away. It didn’t take away from the blue fireworks in his eyes. He cleared his throat. “Helen, this is Mikal. A scribe of the Volumes of Wisdom. The last one living,” he said. 

	My gaze darted to study the man, Mikal. His feet were fastened with stringed sandals below a short-sleeved robe that brushed down to his ankles. I spotted a staff leaning against the table behind him. At first, I thought it was Zane’s, but the engraved patterns of spirals and triangles made me think it belonged to this man.

	“Why are the words in the volumes invisible to me?” I asked the scribe about the thing that had bothered me the most at the library. My question drew a slow smile from Mikal.

	Zane huffed through a smirk. “Ragnashuck, I guess you’re feeling better,” he remarked, dropping his hands to squeeze the bedframe like he was trying to keep himself at bay.

	“Would you like something to eat, Helen?” Mikal used my name like he’d spoken it a hundred times before. 

	My stomach lunged towards his offer. Suddenly nothing else mattered more than food. It felt like I hadn’t eaten in days.

	“Of course we’ll eat,” Zane answered for me. 

	My arms shook as I pushed myself up to sit. Mikal offered me one last smile and left to go make preparations, his robe lapping softly behind him.

	Past the row of thin, rectangle slits for windows, I noticed greenery floating by, brushing against the glass to peek in with pale buds and pink petals. It explained Zane’s new wardrobe. The petals blurred, going in and out of focus as my vision adjusted to being awake.

	When I reached to rub my eyes again, my arm came to a halt in front of my face. A pure flesh-toned wrist hovered before me. It was like the dark rash had never been there. 

	“Some ink marks can be removed,” Zane commented. He didn’t acknowledge his skull tattoo though. Instead, he moved around the coppery bedpost to sit on my bed, pulling his legs up to cross them and leaning back on his palms. He looked like a little boy again, the way he did when he listened to stories. 

	“Where are we?” I asked. “And what happened? I thought I was…” I looked down at myself, at the yellowing bruises on my arms and the scathed skin on my knuckles. My hair had been pried from its elastic and now hung over my shoulder in a whiskery tail of dark blonde—

	“Dead?” Zane finished for me, and my eyes shot up. But he glanced at the floor, hiding the marvelous colour of his irises. “I should have brought you right to Mikal from the beginning. He’s the one I tried to run you to after we left the Dungeon of Souls. I didn’t make it. I lost you.” He swallowed, finally lifting his eyes to mine, guilt brewing them gray. “But the birds spotted us and rushed ahead to tell Mikal we were coming. He met us in the field. He’s the reason you’re…back.”

	For a moment, I could only sit there and let that sink in.

	Dead.

	“Okay…” I brushed a hand along the loose hair tickling my neck. The memory of an old fortune teller screaming at me with chunks of broken glass in her hands filled my mind and a shudder ran up my spine. 

	But how was I here then? The world of Winter didn’t have the science or the machines to revive a still heart like the ones at St. Mary’s hospital where Emily Parker slept soundly. What sort of wizard was this Mikal, to be able to reach into the pit of the dead and draw someone back out of it?

	Maybe Zane was wrong. Near death, maybe. But not dead.

	“Who is Mikal?” I glanced to where the man had disappeared, leaving the scent of oil paints and fresh-cut flowers behind. 

	“I told you, he’s a scribe. An ink whipper,” Zane said. “And a measure ago, he was the Commander of the Patrol.”

	So that was the man’s story. He was the one who raised hundreds of young Patrols, only to watch their souls wilt under the squeeze of Mara Rouge.  

	“Did he leave the Patrol when things got bad?” I thought of Wren Stallone.

	“Mikal never left the Patrol. The Patrol left him.” Zane’s gaze was steady, but I caught the pinch of shame mixed into the concoction of things he was already feeling. 

	I chewed on the inside of my cheek. It wasn’t my place to pry, but Zane had a particular way of avoiding certain topics, and for the first time I was sure I wanted to know everything. 

	“Did you leave Mikal too?”

	Zane swallowed. “Yes.”

	Another pause.

	“Why?” 

	“I was ashamed.”

	“Because of Thomas?”

	His breathing stilled. Conflict battled behind those brilliant blue eyes, but he exhaled a long breath. Maybe it didn’t matter to him how I knew, or maybe he guessed Wren had spilled some secrets.

	“Yes. Because of Thomas.”

	I interlocked my fingers and rested them on my lap. A breeze drifted in from the open window, carrying a blush petal past my nose. Warmth followed it, lifting the fragrance of lush gardens and rich soil into the room. Smells I didn’t think existed in the ice plains of Winter.

	Scents of food wafted in from the hallway too, and my senses perked up: crisp leafy salads, sweet fruit nectar, and freshly baked bread. But before I ran for the buffet, I needed to say something, anything, so Zane would stop looking at me in a way that turned my skin warm.

	“I didn’t know for sure the drink would kill me,” I promised. 

	“It’s my fault you had to drink it in the first place. I haven’t been honest about things, Trite. I never fairly warned you of the dangers when I pulled you into this, I know that.” Zane bit on his lips again, glancing up at cottony clouds rolling over the mosaic of glass. Jade-leafed branches waved over the stained-glass dome too. 

	“I didn’t think I’d ever bloody see you again. I figured you went back to the dead world. Especially after our argument.”

	“I almost did,” I admitted.

	“You would have been safer there. For a measure at least, until everyone figured out where you were hiding.”

	“And what would have happened to the Truth?”

	Silence. He didn’t have an answer for that.

	“I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself,” Zane’s jaw moved to the side as he sorted his words, “if you didn’t make it.”

	I couldn’t stop the corners of my mouth from curling up. “I didn’t know you cared so much.” But I did know. Wren had told me about a Patrolman’s devotion to their one person.

	“There’s a certain bond that pulls a Patrol towards their Carrier…” Zane let his words fall off, and then he shut his mouth, a smile threatening his face too.

	“Like a friendship?” I diverted.

	“Maybe I’ll explain it to you someday.” He pushed himself up to sit straight and folded his hands in his lap. 

	“Well, I do like listening to your stories. But for the record, I didn’t get you out of that cliff-prison just so you could run yourself to death. I’m surprised you’re not the one recovering in this bed.” I pulled a loose button from the blanket and threw it at him. It bounced off his chest and tumbled to the floor. 

	He conjured a pointed smirk complete with dimples, and I wondered if he would retaliate. 

	“So, take it easy, Superman,” I added, but even as I said it, I saw the picture of health he’d become seemingly overnight. The healing magic of this place seemed to have a soft spot for Zane Cohen.

	Zane lifted an eyebrow, clearly unsure who Superman was, but I decided not to elaborate. There was no way for me to explain it without feeding him too many compliments and I didn’t think his ego needed that. 

	“Come on, Trite.” He lifted from the bed. “You need to eat. I’ve seen what you get like when you don’t.” His hand came out to help me, revealing the snowflake-eyed skull tattoo. “And then we should go. We lost a good measure of time in those tunnels.”

	After all the questions I’d already thrown at him, I decided not to ask Zane where we had to go after this. Instead, I headed down the hall on wobbly legs until he linked his elbow with mine to keep me steady. 

	A mirror hung at the end of the hall framed with twisted, brassy metals. In it was a girl I knew, yet a girl I maybe didn’t know as well as I’d thought. Pale skin, scrawny arms and legs, plain beige hair, boring eyes, frail joints, and dressed in black. My outfit was the most impressive thing about me.

	I ran my fingers through my untidy, tangled hair as we got closer to the mirror. I’d never been eye-catching, and I looked even less so standing next to a bright being like Zane whose body didn’t look like it had ever been frozen by magic, and whose new less-concealing clothes only magnified the strength he’d used to carry me and skate this far. He was a knight and I…I was something else entirely.

	No one would ever believe that someone who looked like me had saved him. But I had. I had braved the Red Kingdom and now Zane was free. 

	So, what was I, then? 

	Certainly not a peg out of its shell.
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	Crystal bowls were the centrepieces of the table, filled to their rims with every colour of fruit—a feast of sticky rainbows. Tall bottles of glassy hues held beverages with crescent spouts. Trays of steaming hot pastries glistened with syrups and icing sugar beside tiny dishes of yellow cream and platters of thinly sliced meat, and clay bowls of vegetable salad rested atop everyone’s place setting.

	Four women, one young girl, three men, and a pair of twin boys smiled at me like they’d met me before. I returned one, shyly, wondering why they were all being so friendly. In my experience, when someone was this kind it was because they wanted something. 

	They stood behind chairs around Mikal’s table, and I noticed they too were dressed for summer weather in long chiffon dresses, light robes, and sandals. The young girl had black braids twisted into a tricky bun at the back of her head. It was a hairstyle Annabelle the dwarf could have crafted.

	A door at the far end of the room pushed open and a boy as tall as me, possibly a year or two younger though, paused at the sight of us when he came in. His dark hair was swept to the side in an odd fashion. 

	“Cohen. As if,” he remarked. His thumb lifted the strap of the backpack off his shoulder. Fur lined the hood of his heavy coat, damp as though he’d just come down a snowy mountain and everything had melted on the walk.

	His closed-mouth smile was impossibly wide.

	“Glad to see you haven’t propelled yourself down an avalanche yet.” Zane turned to me and nodded at the boy. “Helen, this is Lucas Leutenski. The worst daredevil the Patrols ever had to deal with.”

	“Ha! Not so much these days.” Lucas dropped his bag in the corner and his fingers danced over the buttons of his coat to unfasten it. He tossed the heavy coat into the next room where it became a soggy heap on the floor and closed the door to hide his mess, drawing a scowl from one of the women. Lucas’s eyes danced with colour; not the incredible blue Zane had, but a sparkling caramel-topaz, equally as remarkable.

	He slid into a seat and reached for a slice of meat, only to have the top of his hand smacked by the same woman. Everyone else began to sit since Lucas had already.

	“I didn’t know you were still with Mikal.” Zane spoke across the table but stole another look at me before he sank into his seat. It was like he was waiting for me to suddenly shatter into a thousand pieces or disappear without warning. 

	“Well. Someone needed to protect the old man’s scotcher.” Lucas winked at me as a few chuckles lifted into the space, but I flushed and quickly fell into my seat beside Zane.

	“They only bloody tell you that to make you feel better. The real reason you’re still around here is because Mikal wanted to keep you out of trouble,” Zane said. 

	“Me? Come on, Cohen, can’t you see I’ve grown up?”

	“I watched you fly off the balcony in a human-sized slingshot,” Zane returned. “And that same day you slid down the stair rail on your feet and jumped over the dinner table on a dare. Wanda Thermichael’s soup washed over at least three people when you missed. Ragnashuck, I can’t imagine you’ve changed that much.”

	Lucas settled his gaze on Zane. The edges of his thin mouth betrayed him and curved up. “Yes. Well. Frostbite, I think Wanda gave me lice on purpose because of that,” he said. “But I was no worse than you. I might have had a taste for danger when provoked, but at least I wasn’t a show-off.” 

	Zane actually laughed—a real laugh. It was refreshing, and without meaning to, I looked down at my plate and smiled.

	“You were all show-offs, every single one of you. It was gruelling to watch. And Lucas, they dared you to do those things because they knew you couldn’t say no. Now, shall we begin the midday meal?” Mikal brought the chatter to an end. 

	I studied the gold-haired man’s relaxed stance, his inviting face, and his calm tone. His presence made the room feel united; a band of loved ones all breathing the same air over a meal. There was something special at this table that poked at an ache in my chest, bringing a hollowness to the surface from where parts of myself had been put into the ground at the worst funeral of my life. One I refused to think about.

	“Have you heard the rumours?” the little girl with braids asked me across the table. She had big eyes and dark lashes like Kaley. 

	“What rumours?” I asked, matching her hushed tone even though everyone could hear us.

	When the girl smirked, deep dimples reached into her cheeks. “The Dead King is alive,” she whispered.

	Beside me, Zane’s arms stopped their movements.

	Mikal reached for his glass and lifted it into the air, beams of sunlight making the liquid glow. 

	“Today we remember Elowin, King of Winter.” Mikal began talking, not to any of us directly, but as though he was reciting a speech. “A name long forbidden to speak, but too powerful to stay unspoken. Even in death.”

	Everyone reached for their glasses, and I quickly grabbed mine so I wouldn’t be left out. But Zane didn’t move—his cup rested full on the ivory tablecloth. Lucas was the only other one who noticed, and he nudged Mikal with the back of his hand. 

	“It’s true? The good tidings the birds are spreading?” Zane’s voice wasn’t as loud as Mikal’s had been, but everyone heard it. “Is Elowin alive? Thousands of people testified they saw him die. Including you.”

	Mikal didn’t seem bothered by the question. A gleam of light moved over his glass again as he lowered it. “Yes. I did.” The man paused and tilted his head. “But you saw Helen die too.” Mikal’s buttery gaze pointed to me with a flicker.

	Zane’s thumbs tapped together, his drink still untouched. “So, you do believe he’s risen then? How can you be certain this talk of him isn’t just a bunch of rubbish?” he asked. “I don’t see how it’s possible. Even the snow forms have stopped their dance. And the music that once lifted from the soil has gone quiet below the ice.” Zane clasped his hands tight. “The Red Kingdom has put their mark on half the souls of Winter. He would have never stood for that. Mikal, Elowin has to be dead!”

	“My dear boy, the music that sings beneath our feet was not silenced. You just stopped being quiet enough to hear it.” 

	Even though Mikal spoke in a calm tone, Zane looked struck. Down the table, Lucas put a fist over his mouth and looked at the wall, refusing to get involved.

	Mikal raised his glass again, casting a compassionate glance to Zane, and Zane didn’t object this time. He reached slowly for the cool drink, his gaze fixed on it as he lifted it from the table so Mikal could make his toast. 

	“Glory to Elowin. Who overcame every evil power and force of Winter. Even death could not keep him in its grip!”

	Everyone tapped their glasses together and a choir of clinks filled the air. Zane held his cup towards me, a disturbed look lingering in the creases of his face. 

	“Glory to Elowin,” he whispered. We struck our drinks, and he lifted his glass to his lips.
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	Chapter, The Thirtieth

	 

	Unfortunately, I hadn’t come by another hair elastic. Loose hair licked my cheeks with the breeze as we stood on a flat-stone patio in front of Mikal’s house where I had a full view of all eight stained-glass features. 

	Gardens spread as far as the eye could see in every direction around the residence; tall, lush flowers, ripe vegetables, stalks of grain, and even bushels of plants for spices and tea. The smell was intoxicating.

	Mikal handed Zane a backpack of supplies similar to my Patrol bag from the library. His sandals had disappeared; Mikal’s feet were bare. “I’m proud of what you’ve done, son. For choosing this life when you could have walked away. Don’t forget what you’ve been taught; the Truth is quiet, but it’s as pure as gold.”

	Lucas Leutenski stood further back, his slender body leaning against a doorframe. He shook his head and sighed, a smirk digging into his cheek that made me think he wasn’t the sort for mushy moments. But that ever-present smile was something I was sure young girls would chase after if he ever set foot in my world. 

	“Try not to get eaten by a snowsquatch,” he piped up—his only contribution to the conversation.

	“Try not to get a sunburn out here,” Zane returned with equal sass.

	Mikal huffed and brushed a hand through his buttery locks like an exasperated father. “Zane,” he said. Zane pulled his sneer from Lucas. “Don’t be afraid to believe.”
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	My wounds were healed, I was rested, and my stomach was full. It had been a while since I could check all those boxes. Zane had draped an arm around my shoulders to guide me away from the house as he waved back at Mikal and Lucas, and Valine—the little girl with the black braids who’d snuck outside to say goodbye. I’d expected him to drop it the moment our backs were turned, but Zane kept his arm there, even after we left the walkway.

	Half an hour in, it was still there. His thumb had woven a nest into my hair, and every so often he brushed it against my neck by accident. 

	When I glanced over, my eyes were level with his jaw hovering just above. It was strange to be so close to him when he wasn’t sliding over the snow in a rush. He seemed deep in thought, and I wondered if he even realized the knots he was twisting with his fingertips.

	Blush and ivory petals coated the grass like it was staged for a wedding. For so long the landscapes had been deprived of colour and warmth; snow had even engulfed the Trite world before I left it, and slush had been my constant companion on my jeans’ hems. But walking through this pasture of growth was like experiencing that first moment of coming outside after a brutal five-month stretch of the winter season to find the roads finally dry, and the birds singing in the maples.

	The only thing that ebbed into my joy was the knowledge that I’d made a deal with Mara Rouge; a deal that would land me back in front of her with a cold sword in my hands. And that after all of this, she was going to kill me anyway.

	A dirt path had taken us through a small forest of pale green willow trees, and I felt like an ant moving through a patch of celadon mushrooms. It had gotten windy; the current tore handfuls of willow sprouts from the treetops and sprinkled them over us, and Zane finally dropped his arm to pull on his Patrol jacket, hiding his skull tattoo once and for all. I noticed the rip on the shoulder of his jacket from the Greed icicle had been mended with silvery thread—the only part of his attire now that wasn’t clean black.

	“I’m going to have to face her, aren’t I?” It was the question neither of us had asked aloud yet. I was sure Zane was avoiding it just as much as I was while we were at Mikal’s.

	That stupid deal.

	“Not if we find a way to outsmart her. If we can get to the key room and revive the hope, it’ll drive back the dark whispers into their corners. Then the folks’ faith will stir, and she’ll have more than just you to worry about.” Zane fiddled with the cuffs of the jacket until he was satisfied. “From there I think I’ll shove you back over the intersect right before it closes so she can’t follow.”

	“But I will have to face her, eventually. I made a deal to honour the Quarrel of Sword and Bone. Even though you warned me not to.”

	“Your deal is broken,” he said, lacing his arms back into the straps of the backpack. “You only agreed to participate in the duel under the condition that you survived her poison. But you didn’t survive it, Trite.”

	I blinked. “But I didn’t actually die.”

	Zane turned to face me on the path. “Yes, you did. I bloody know you did. The same stab of coldness and pain drove through my heart that nearly suffocated me when Tom died. It put me flat on my back; I could barely move.”

	“But that doesn’t make any sense,” I objected. “People don’t come back from the dead.”

	Zane’s chin shifted. “I know.”

	The clouds began to darken overhead, casting a shadow over his face. The wind grew bitter too.

	“So what happened after I…died? What brought me back?”

	He looked like he could hardly spit out the words to explain it. “Mikal commissioned a prayer.” That was all he said about it.

	I made a mental note to get him to explain that in greater detail later when it wasn’t so fresh on his nerves.

	“Did my orb turn to a stone?” I asked. 

	“I don’t know. I don’t have it. I hid it before I followed you in Hollytown.” He shook his head. “I hope Winter sustained it by drawing in its forces to keep it hidden, because if someone gets to it first and destroys it, we’ll be in a muddle.” Zane kept walking, slow enough for me to keep up. “But I don’t think that happened. I think the orb is still right where I put it.”

	“Why do you say that?” I fell into step beside him, brushing back a willow leaf from my face. My hair was spotted with the tiny freckles of nature.

	“Because the warnings in the Volumes say that a great chorus will rise up from the ground when the Rime Folk cease to speak of the Truth. That’s what’ll happen if the whispers of Elowin are ever blown out like a candle,” he said. “If that day were to come, the birds would belt out their praises like thunder, a cry so loud all of Winter would shudder. It’s said that even the rocks of the mountains would bellow their protest.” He paused, thinking about that. “The glory of Elowin cannot cease. Not really.”

	“What an incredible thing that would be; to hear the rocks sing.” I could hardly imagine listening to a band of bellowing mountains. But Zane shook his head before fitting on his hood.

	“No. If the mountains find their voices, it’ll mean Winter has forgotten their True King. It’ll mean we’ve failed.” With that, he reached around my shoulders to lift my own hood over my head, tucking my hair in at the sides. “But the soil isn’t screaming, so the last orb must still have a breath or three.”

	“Maybe the witch won’t find out I’m alive,” I hoped. Maybe I could even sneak back home and explain everything to my siblings and my grandmother without Mara Rouge knowing.

	“She’ll find out. Everyone we pass will be more loyal to her than to us.”

	I looked ahead and huffed. Then I swatted at another petal twirling past my face. “Where did you put the orb, anyway?”

	“I buried it in the woods outside of town as soon as I smelled the reindeer,” he said. “Only folk from the Red Kingdom use reindeer as transport. Then I went back for you, to make sure you stayed out of trouble. But unfortunately, you’re bloody conspicuous.” 

	“Yes. You’ve mentioned that.” I fastened my collar tighter around my neck. 

	Up ahead, I could see the mist of snowflakes blurring the sky. It was remarkable how quickly the air turned sharp, like we were moving through a wall that separated spheres. “Why don’t you want Elowin to be alive?” 

	Now that Zane had brought him up, it felt like the right time for me to as well.

	“I do want him to be alive,” he said. “But I don’t understand why he would stay away and let the Patrol be overturned if he was. Why wouldn’t he have come to save us? And our Carriers?” 

	It was odd to imagine one person with the power to save all those people. 

	“I don’t have those answers. But I know now that whatever these sacred truths are about, I need to make sure people don’t forget them. Including me.” 

	His eyebrow arched at my response, but he didn’t say anything pushy or annoying about it. Instead, he wound up and kicked a pebble, which skipped over the path and disappeared into the frosted grass.

	My mind sorted through everything that had sifted into my brain while I’d been sleeping. I was sure that the Truth Zane had been trying to make me remember since the beginning had shown itself, only I couldn’t recall exactly what it was now that I was awake.

	But something had spoken to me in those shadowy tunnels that curled beneath the Red Kingdom. And something had drawn me back from the shallow grave I’d been laid to rest in by Mara Rouge’s poison.

	Maybe that same something could help people in my world, like Emily Parker, as terrible as she was.

	Zane stretched awkwardly to dig his staff from the latch where it was wedged between his Patrol bag and his back. He used it as a walking stick when it was dislodged. I realized our conversation about Elowin was over when he began batting loose stones through the dirt.

	“What’s your favourite colour?” he asked, and I made an odd face. I wondered if he was evading another serious conversation or if he really wanted to know.

	“Red,” I told him.

	Zane scrunched his nose. “Seriously?”

	I shrugged. “It’s always been my favourite. I don’t even know why. Probably because it’s the only colour I can wear that flatters my pale skin…” I shut my mouth at that.

	“Red is a terrible, scotchy colour. It’s the colour of blood and torture. It’s the colour of wild parties and gaudy decorations. Of terrible games designed by lunatics, and unjustly accumulated wealth. I hate red. You should pick a different colour.” 

	A beat passed where I was too shocked to speak. The fact that he could conjure all that from a colour was astounding. 

	“How about blue? Or gold? Actually, I think you would look lovely in violet—" 

	“I like red, Zane.” I stated. “It doesn’t mean all of those things in the Trite world.”

	He watched me doubtfully. “The most vile and wicked souls are painted red,” he informed me. I wasn’t sure if he was joking. “Though, some would say green is just as bad,” he added a moment later, and I grunted.

	“What’s your favourite colour then?” I tried. 

	He thought about it, but not for long. 

	“Black.” 

	Of course.
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	Chapter, The Thirty First

	 

	The evergreens were dusted with snow from the storm we’d trekked through, during which Zane had yelled a number of things at me I hadn’t been able to hear over the roar of the wind. Finally, I’d just started nodding in agreement, acting like I knew what in the world he was trying to say. 

	With fresh blue skies overhead now, and the memories from the treacherous rink in Hollytown at our backs, Zane ran his fingers through his dishevelled hair and approached a cluster of trees in the belly of the forest. We’d skated through a storm, but even so, Zane’s pecan-brown mane of locks had a way of looking trendy even when he’d just faced a howling Winter wind. It was unfair—mine had turned to the consistency of old straw that jutted up in every direction from the earth in an abandoned farmer’s field.

	Zane paused when he reached the evergreens and glanced over at me with a smirk. He slid through the thick branches sideways, backpack and all. The twigs slapped back in place, nearly hitting me in the nose. I let out a snort and pushed through after him front-first, the pine needles clawing at my ears.

	The cove beyond was so densely enclosed by trees that I couldn’t see out. A carpet of snow layered a fallen log stretching across the small glade. The fact that Zane had found such a perfect spot to hide the orb in mere minutes was a little curious. 

	My fingers brushed through my rebellious clown hair as I waited for him to start digging up our old backpack. But Zane stared at the ground with a peculiar face. 

	“It snowed since you were here. Maybe it’s buried deep,” I offered, nudging a lump with my boot to see what was underneath.

	“Or maybe…” He pulled his staff around to hit the base of the nearest tree with it. I jumped in surprise as half a dozen white rabbits burst out in all directions in an explosion of fur. “Ragnashuck! Those bloody rabbits!” he scowled.

	My eyes darted back and forth, trying to spot the one with the backpack. “Could it be beneath their tree?”

	“Not a chance. They’re much too clever for that.” He studied the map of footprints. “Rabbits love to make things difficult.” 

	Zane turned in a full circle, then he raised his staff and drove it into the ground, sending snow rippling out in waves. It knocked me into the wall of pine spikes and turned up everything at our feet, spoiling the knees of my pants with flakes.

	Rabbits hidden beneath the lake of snow spilled out, rolling over themselves, caught in the avalanche. The trees shook at the impact, and even more of the long-eared creatures rained from the branches. 

	They scurried away, a swarm of white coats against white drifts, but sure enough, the force had shaken the backpack loose. The black bag tumbled from the tree, bouncing off twigs and picking up sap, until it fell into the snow at Zane’s feet. 

	Satisfied, he reached down to grab it and slung it onto his shoulder along with the one Mikal had given us.

	“Let’s get out of this critter infested forest,” Zane muttered as he pushed his way out of the cove, handing me my backpack when I was through. “Latch it on tight. They’ll try to take it back.” He glanced past me to where a few sets of sharp blue eyes watched us from the shadows of the trees. 

	The first thing I did was reach into the bag and pull out the orb.

	We both stared at the low tide of ivory mist curling in the centre of the glass. It was almost diminished, but visible. My breath came out foggy when I sighed, a smile pulling my mouth. Zane almost looked like he wanted to touch it.

	“How much further is it to Wentchester Cove?” I carefully slid the orb back into my bag and fastened it tight to my shoulders.

	“You should learn to be on your feet more. I know you Trites have motor vehicles, but don’t you ever walk in your world?” Zane snorted a chuckle, assuming I was asking because I was already tired of walking. 

	I stopped mid-stride and propped my hands on my hips. He didn’t notice and took at least three more steps before stopping to glance back.  

	“What?”

	“That was rude, Zane.” I rolled my eyes, stunned he couldn’t see that.

	“But it’s the truth.”

	“I’ve told you before, just because something is true doesn’t mean you should say it. And besides, I can keep up if I want to.” I marched past him.

	“Really?” He looked doubtful.

	“Yes.”

	His eyes grew taunting. I didn’t like it.

	“Alright, Trite. Keep up.” Zane broke into a jog and my face fell. In less than two seconds he was swallowed into the rows of fallen logs and bushy trees. “You’re losing me!” His voice sang through the evergreens where he already seemed impossibly far away. 

	There was no way I was running, but I wondered if I could pitch a snowball into the trees ahead and it would miraculously find its way down the back of his jacket. 

	Thankfully, I had his footsteps to follow since I didn’t see which way he went after the first spiral of branches. A grunt escaped as I set off. I only had myself to blame. 

	After a minute of high-kneed marching through the drifts, I could no longer hear Zane up ahead—all sounds of him running were swallowed into the chorus of the forest. I came to a slow stop, listening to birds squawking and pops of ice breaking from bushes.

	“Zane?” My voice was monotone. I let out a long sigh, knowing full well he wouldn’t have let me out of his sight after what had happened last time.

	There was no reply and I pictured him giggling behind a boulder. I started trudging again, barely able to stretch my legs far enough apart to step into his evenly spaced footprints. 

	The cold snow on my knees leaked through my pants as it melted, a harsh reminder that we were no longer in Mikal’s paradise of stained glass and gardens. I imagined visiting Lola’s steam shop again, sipping on one of her gooey hot cocoas that tasted like orange slices. I hadn’t even had a chance to try her teas yet. 

	The footprints came to an end, and I stopped.

	“Zane?” I looked around at all the untouched glistening snow. It was like he’d evaporated into dust and flown off with the wind. There weren’t even boot divots several metres away from him jumping ahead to throw me off. “Za—"

	The words morphed into a startled scream as he landed in front of me. Zane erupted in laughter, hugging his stomach and leaning against the tree for support. I punched him in the shoulder, right over the patch of silver threads, and he pulled me against his chest to wrap his arms around tight like a straight jacket so I couldn’t hit him again, which didn’t make it better. 

	“I’m sorry! But it’s just so bloody easy!” 

	I broke free and he grabbed my wrists as I tried to swat at him, so rather than hitting anything, I only swung at air like an idiot. 

	“Ragnashuck, you were taking so long; I went up there to wait!” He nodded to the wide branch above us where shallow patterns stretched over the bark.

	“Very funny.” I yanked my arms away and walked past him, sure there was no point in trying to catch him by surprise later with a well-deserved smack.

	“You know what?” Zane said thoughtfully as he passed me again, having no difficulty trudging through the snow.

	“What, Zane?” I was sure I was still at risk of suffering a delayed heart attack.

	“Your eyes are getting lighter,” he said. “I think you’re starting to turn Rime.”
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	Chapter, The Thirty Second

	 

	Once we were back in Hollytown, we moved like shadows through the crowds; hoods up and heads down, with the exception of the glance I stole at the giant glass containers overhead. The crimson ribbons inside still quarrelled, tossing and turning, never able to fully choose a direction. A curse of being red.

	In the minutes it took us to reach the wall of woods on the other side of town fronted by red pines, I found myself running through scenarios of swordplay. It was absurd to try and form a strategy for the Quarrel of Sword and Bone when I wasn’t sure what it would entail, but if Mara Rouge had already discovered I was alive, she would be racing to cut us off before we reached Wentchester Cove.

	If only I’d trained for this like the Carriers who’d faced off with her in this duel before me. If only I was an athlete. A boxer. A runner. Anything.

	But I was Helen Bell. There wasn’t a whole lot to that.

	Unaware of my internal battle, Zane leapt over scattered brush and rivers of pointed rock, his Patrol staff thrusting us forward over the ground, gliding as fast as he could with me, two backpacks, and his staff in his arms. My eyes grew bloodshot from all the hairs whipping my face, and I decided the next necessary step was to find something to tie my hair back with so I could stop fussing over it.

	When hunger brought us to a stop, Zane had the cunning idea to eat the rabbits, but I hadn’t seen any for a while, and I had a feeling we would suffer some sort of retaliation if we tried. Thankfully, we came across a bush with beads of sparkling celery-coloured fruit, clustered together in bouquets of pearls. Zane called them ice berries. I wouldn’t have pegged them for food, but he was convinced they were. 

	Sure enough, when he climbed the tree and started throwing them down to me—or at me, as the three in a row that pelted off my forehead proved—the squishy texture and sweet plum-like scent convinced me to eat one. Cold juice filled my mouth with a sour taste. It was the best we could do until we reached another town.
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	“Perfect.” It was the first word Zane had spoken in a while. We approached a pink-stoned road between high columns of buildings that drew my eyes up to the sky. The tops of the buildings were bridged by arcs stretching over the street, covered by mosaics of iridescent white tiles. 

	“What?” I stumbled a step with my eyes off the road.

	“It’s the Peppermint Carnival. I should have figured that out from all the stripes!” Zane smacked a hand against his forehead, bringing my attention to the street. 

	Every railing and wagon wheel in sight was wrapped in scarlet laces. Even an animal the size of an elephant was bound at the stomach with a ruby tie as it strode through an intersection. Its tusks curled above its head, clasping together at the top like an ivory crown. 

	A company of elves strode by at twice our speed, their long, tanned legs ribbed with delicate winding lace. 

	“This used to be my favourite time of year,” Zane said. “All the vicious crews would flock in from the dunes and call a peace treaty into effect just to be able to let their guard down during the week of marvels. Magicians do tricks in the streets with fire, performers play stringed instruments late into the night, and during the day merchants hand out free peppermint!”

	There was that little boy again—Zane’s electric blue eyes grew as round as bulbs, absorbing every inch of the city’s grandeur as though he wanted to get lost in these streets for days.

	“There’s a merchant!” I pointed to a cart where a lady with frizzy orange hair was handing out sugar-coated sticks. My hunger turned into a beast at the sight of it.

	“Keep your straps tight and don’t turn your back to anyone,” Zane warned, heading straight for the table. “These roads are plagued with thieves.”

	Other carts tossed off their coverings to reveal mint treats in impressive varieties. Round peppermint marbles overflowed from a tin bowl, a vase held white spears as sharp as daggers, and multi-coloured crates displayed piles of peppermint still in powder form, spilling into patches on the table like flour. 

	Statues of owls and ships boasted someone’s carving skill on a platform by the road, illuminated by barrels of fire on either side. Steam rolled out from the propped-open shop doors, promising everything inside the buildings was warmer than the crisp air in the street.

	“Here.” Zane extended a sugar-coated stick to me. I reached for it, but he pulled it back. “Pick a different colour,” he challenged, waiting for me to commit myself to a colour for the rest of my life that wasn’t really my favourite.

	I huffed and moved to put my hands on my hips just as my body was knocked forwards by a passing stranger. Zane snatched me mid-fall and tugged me back to my feet. 

	“Ragnashuck, watch it!” he snapped after the culprit. 

	I stilled as the rude pedestrian turned back, intrigue glimmering in his silk maize eyes like a lighter being snapped to life. Though the boy’s young face indicated he was maybe in his late teens or early twenties at most, the rings of black around his eyelids and the scruff on his jaw made him look older and experienced. There was murder in his gaze—I was sure this boy had done some terrible things.

	Two others rounded back with him, equally as stained with invisible marks of cruelty.

	“He just bumped me, Zane,” I tried to shew the situation away. But Zane’s stare was already locked with the boy whose copper hair gleamed in the late afternoon sun. 

	“I’m sorry. We’re sorry,” I said to the boy, trying to keep my eyes off his bare shoulders where his sleeves had been cut off in a choppy line. His skin was layered with tattoos, some particularly immodest in nature. 

	But a smile had already creased the boy’s cheeks, his gaze flickering to me in a way that made me think he knew something I didn’t. 

	“Aye, lassie. There’s no need for you to waste your pretty breath on apologies. I think your friend wants to quarrel. That right, mate?” He said the last part to Zane, his accent carrying a certain density around the edges that was unfamiliar.

	Zane’s eyes were closed when I looked back. He was reciting something, silently mouthing the words. 

	“I’m not interested in a quarrel.” He finally opened his eyes and took my arm to tug me away. We’d nearly rounded the corner when he muttered, “Which is just as well. I’d mop this brick floor with your brassy tangles, pirate.”

	My lungs went tight. All three of the men inched in, the laughter fizzling away. 

	“Zane,” I warned, watching their inked arms pat themselves for weapons behind us. But they stopped walking. Zane did too. And when I pulled my attention forward, I saw why.

	A hooked staff balanced on the pink brick street, carrying with it the smell of sage and twisted rhymes. Jolly Cheat’s fingers tapped against it in a timed wave. No fluttery games twinkled in his manner this time. He, and the eight bare-chested gnomes behind him, looked ready to drive their blades into Zane’s stomach. But instead, Jolly spoke to the pirates, 

	“Not tonight, rogues. This one is mine.”
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	Chapter, The Thirty Third

	 

	“You want to do this here?” Zane’s gaze darted to the caravans and merchant tables where the crowds had magnified, overflowing into the alleys. Beyond them, a parade of animals was being led through the downtown square. Performers stood on the backs of the taller beasts, lifting torches to inhale fire and blow it from their mouths in fountains.

	“Cohen, you know I’d like to put you into the ground anywhere. But lucky for you, the one I’m devoted to has decided she wants you and your little common-blood insect brought to her alive. That is, unless you’re itching to swing that Patrol staff at someone.” Jolly tilted his head as his gaze danced down Zane’s stance. “I could tell her a lovely tale of how you struck first, promise her I was only defending myself.” A smile glimmered on his face, showing just a slit of his teeth.

	“You won’t be around long enough to chant any more of your tall tales,” Zane promised. “I’ll make such a scene eliminating your little pack of gnomes that everyone in this city will think it’s a show of the marvels.” The crackles of ice that drew from his staff filled my ears. His spare hand found a fistful of fabric on the back of my jacket, as though he was preparing to throw me into the crowd.

	“Hmm. I think not.” Jolly didn’t ready his own weapon. The coins in his eyes went flat and he let out a frustrated sigh. His mask of ash made him appear inhuman as the day grew dusk. “Fortunately for you, I’m only here to negotiate. Though, I promise you, I await the day you and I can find out whose name really belongs at the top of those old records we broke.” He bit his teeth together and took in a deep breath. “Come now, I might spend my nights dreaming of viciously humbling you and your brothers, but frankly, the ruler of the snow itself wants to face off with her.”

	“The deal is broken. Helen didn’t survive the poison. But I’m sure your queen already knows that,” Zane said. “If you want to try to take her, try. You’re right, Cheat. I am itching to swing this staff at someone. So how about we make a deal of our own? You and I jump to that rooftop and quarrel. The winner gets to keep the last Carrier of Winter.” The hook of his staff jutted towards a nearby stone structure and my skin froze over. 

	A scold boiled in my throat for Zane, for making a bargain that could get me taken and him killed, but Jolly Cheat’s laugh lifted through the street. “So you can send her running off again while you distract me? I dare say, Cohen, you’re pretty, but you’re not very bright. Distractions rarely work on me.”

	Distractions. For some reason that word lodged itself into my brain. I tried to blink it away, but it came back swinging. 

	“That’s why I’ve come to convince her to agree to honour her deal by choice,” Jolly Cheat added. “Trite versus Rime. Carrier versus witch. Old faith versus magic.” 

	“And how do you expect to do that—” 

	“I’ll do it.” I cut them both off. My chest was filled with fireworks, my numb hands gripping the straps of my backpack. “I’ll face Mara Rouge in the Quarrel of Sword and Bone. But I want to do it in Wentchester Cove. Two days from now.”

	There weren’t words to explain the look that came over Zane’s face. 

	“Ragnashuck, sweetheart, I haven’t even threatened you yet.” Jolly blinked, looking as stunned as Zane. 

	A pang of nausea hit my stomach at the thought of Jolly Cheat seeking out my family to coax me into the duel, or whatever other ideas he’d come up with in his mad brain to threaten me with. He could have spotted Winston and Kaley in the street in Waterloo that first day. He might know what they look like. He could have already sent gnomes to drag them from their beds in my grandmother’s house. “But you can’t touch my family,” I added. “Ever.”

	“Helen,” Zane objected, turning to face me, forgetting that Jolly Cheat and a wall of gnomes stood mere feet away. “What are you doing?” The ice slinked back into the hook on his staff. “We were going to outsmart her, remember? She’ll kill you if you go!”

	“She’s going to kill me anyway,” I whispered back, certain now that this was the only way. Even more certain when Jolly Cheat’s face lit up and he marched towards me with his hand out. “Deal,” he said, the silver rings on his thumb gleaming up at me.

	“Helen!” Zane tried to move in, but I grabbed the hand of the madman in red and shook it before it could be stopped.

	“I’ll be seeing you very soon, Trite.” Jolly’s twinkling eyes were his last farewell. A second later he was lost in the crowds of the Peppermint Carnival, along with the pig-nosed gnomes, the sounds of the city engulfing their stomping along with my own nervous breath.
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	Chapter, The Thirty Fourth

	 

	The bottoms of Zane’s boots were caked with mud. He’d paced for nearly an hour, the shuffling of his feet scratching grooves into the dirt floor with every step. Past the mouth of our cave, evergreens shifted in the howling wind, shadowy emerald limbs brushing the starry coal sky. Light from our fire of hastily gathered twigs danced on the cave walls in flickers of melting apricot, where moisture dripped from the ice thawing above. I watched it, saying nothing. Hearing nothing. Feeling nothing, either. 

	I never imagined I’d be in a position in my life where this many people wanted me dead, or even knew who I was for that matter. It was strange to be famous like this, and terrible.

	“We can’t go to Wentchester Cove. Not anymore,” Zane said. I sighed, unsure if he was speaking out loud to himself or if I was really meant to be the recipient of his words. “We’ll hide in Polar Territory and try to find mercy with the bears. Or stay in the library where we’ll never be found.” His pacing stirred restlessness into the cave. 

	“Until the mountains begin to shout?” I challenged. 

	Zane stopped, mid-step. His arms folded tight over his chest. “Don’t bloody test me, Trite!” he snapped back.

	So, I stood too, dropping my Patrol jacket into a pile beside the fire. “We’re going to Wentchester Cove,” I said. “We’re going to finish this.”

	“You were free…” Zane’s voice came out strained now. “Your deal was broken. Why would you…” It was as though someone was putting a hand over his mouth every few words. 

	“Because this gives us free passage to Wentchester Cove. For the first time, no one will be hunting us down in the streets or trying to stop us.”

	His brows tilted in, his brilliant electric blue irises leaking into a chilly navy rainstorm. Zane didn’t care about getting to Wentchester Cove unscathed. I could see that. 

	“No, Trite. You just gambled away your life, which was what all this was about… You just—"

	“Gave Winter a chance,” I finished for him. “We’re going to be a stone’s throw from the key room. I just have to stay alive long enough for you to get in and send out a message about the Truth with the orb, right?”

	But he shook his head and the colour drained from his face. “I’m not taking it,” he swore.

	“Yes, you are. And you’re going to give a voice to your Truth, so it can speak to the souls of the Rime Folk and wake them up like you wanted from the beginning,” I said. “You’ve seen these duels. You can prepare me for what’s coming. I can hang on long enough, I’m sure.” My mind began to draw a mental chart to store information; everything I could gather about the Quarrel of Sword and Bone would slide into a category. It would be an invisible manual.

	“It won’t work. She’s too brilliant to let you distract her. The only way into that key room, for you or me, will be to beat her. To fight her army. And we can’t do that, Helen. She’s got the darkest forces of the Rime Folk in arms!” He huffed and dug his fingers into his hair. “We need an army. We need…” His voice trailed off and he stared at the glow-kissed wall of the cave for a moment too long.

	Outside, the howls of animals echoed through the shuddering forest. A gust of wind brought a low rumble against the rock. 

	When Zane finally found his voice again, it was dry. “We need Elowin,” he said, his shoulders dropping. He folded his arms and began to pace again. 

	“That man Mikal spoke of? The one you denied had risen?”

	“The true King of Winter,” he rasped. “The one the original Patrolmen fought for and swore allegiance to. He’s not alive, like they all hope.” Guilt edged into his expression. “But if we can convince the witch that he is alive, she would spiral. You saw how she reacted in the Dungeon of Souls when Wren merely spoke Elowin’s name.”

	My spine twitched as a chill ran over it. Those blackened eyes and that deep voice—they weren’t hers. The dark forces of the Rime Folk Zane spoke of, that had chilled Mara Rouge’s soul to frost, were something I wanted no part of.

	“Elowin is the Truth, isn’t he?” It was time to ask, to know once and for all. I’d figured out back at the dwarves’ cabin that the Truth was something, or someone, living.

	Zane nodded, guarded. “Elowin was the Winter King from the beginning—the King of Truth. His words were living, sacred truths. And the Volumes of Wisdom recorded those truths he spoke, and his life, and all of Winter’s wisdom. It’s why the stories in the Volumes used to come alive and dance,” he said. “The voice of Elowin, of Truth, finds everyone a time or three during the early seasons of their timestring. Even in the dead world.”

	I thought about how Zane had seated me in the blossom fields outside the library and tried to pry into my old memories. It had been so absurd to be told to search for something I didn’t think existed.

	I pursed my lips and studied the lapping flames of the fire. “So, bring up a conversation about The Dead King during the duel. Got it.” My words were too flippant—not even convincing to me.

	I didn’t see Zane coming until he was in front of me. His warmth filled the inch of space between us, the tension turning his chest tight. He looked over my facial features, his stare lingering on certain places. Possibly wondering what would possess me to do what I did. 

	“You told me once that you weren’t brave. But I don’t know a Carrier that would do the stupid things you’ve done.”

	I was pretty sure there was a compliment in there somewhere. 

	“Thanks…”

	Zane swallowed, clasping his arms to himself. “Do you want to hear a story?” he asked.

	“A story…?”

	“I know portions of the Volumes off by heart. I had to study entire chapters in training.” He reached to unzip his Patrol jacket and moved away to toss it on a rock. The same white tunic was underneath, the same skull on his forearm catching my attention like last time. I thought of the pirates in the city and how he’d nearly tossed one of them into the bricks over something as petty as me being knocked off balance.

	“Sure.” The floor beckoned me again and I sank down. “But what about our plan?”

	“There is no plan, Helen. In the morning, we’re going to send a message to the dwarves. We need to know if we have anyone left to fight with us. Because if we can slay Mara Rouge in battle before the commencement of the duel, that deal you made with Jolly Cheat dies with her.” He glanced back, biting his lip. “I’m not going to let you face off with her in the Quarrel. That duel isn’t what you think. You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”
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	Late into the night, Zane spoke of the beginning when the colours were first formed. When the Red and Green Kingdoms thrived on fair trade and the colours leaked into each other with no consequence. They’d once been a united nation of artists and tribes that slowly drifted apart as each believed they held the keys of understanding and created their own truths, ones that were versions of the sacred truths, perhaps once based off them, but not quite in line with the originals.

	Their beliefs just got worse from there, growing into monstrous things. The kingdoms became at odds; fighting, spying, attacking, and trying to outwit one another. The Ruby Legion raged against the Evergreen Host in bloody battles, spoiling themselves rotten, growing fat off the other’s downfalls. Punishments became violent. Passions and pride ruled for generations. The Truth was wiped from the tables, from the tablets, from the tapestries. Words that could have changed minds, revived souls, that could have even moved the ancient mountains trapped beneath the ice. Inscriptions that could have ended their war.

	It only got worse when the Reds made self-glorifying claims of being a more sophisticated species, boasting of their poetry and arts, their parties and beautiful celebrities, and their grand gift-giving. And Green made a mockery of them, priding themselves on their feasts, turning onlookers jealous at the piles of food on their tables, boasting of their tribal music and rhythmic drum choirs. 

	It had been this way ever since; the blind fighting the blind. Sometimes on the outskirts of the Green Kingdom, Zane had explained, you could hear the beating of their drums if you listened carefully. “There is rarely a silent night with them,” he said. 

	He sat on the dirt floor with crossed legs as he spoke until the night wasted away and the fire dimmed, creating vivid pictures in my mind of violence and bravery, and a beautiful kingdom torn to pieces by materialism. Old monuments of detailed genius that once represented the Truth, including a masterpiece temple, were covered up and splattered with the colours they claimed represented their loyalty. 

	There were moments when Zane grew so passionate in his storytelling that the flakes of snow around the cave lifted off the ground and danced.
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	Chapter, The Thirty Fifth

	 

	The morning came with an energy in the air. Zane ran his thumb along the note in his fingers as we trudged through the forest of evergreens and glazed willows, wading through their veils of glassy branches. The sky was clean of clouds and snow squalls—a tapestry of endless cerulean hosting a simmering medallion sun. 

	I didn’t ask how Zane planned to send a message to the dwarves, but he’d scribbled a note on a thin piece of parchment he dug from the backpack Mikal had given us. It was rolled into the palm of his glove as we stepped over crystal branches protruding from the ocean of snow.

	Sunlight peered down through gaps in the willow leaves above, striking the gemstone tops of the snowdrifts and transforming them into burning lights themselves. 

	I opened my mouth to suggest we head into the city to find some breakfast when a melodic hum filled the space around us. It sounded like the strum of a cello—a flawless, level note. I looked around before realizing it was coming from Zane. My perfect pitch subconsciously recorded the hovering note as a D.

	The wind picked up a fraction, brushing back my hair. But my body was completely still until I yanked my hood back to free my ears to listen.  

	Zane’s voice climbed to another note and lingered there in a hum, rippling the air. Goosebumps formed on my skin as the sound grew louder, sinking into the soil of my soul. It made me want to join in, though I wouldn’t dare blemish his song with my own raspy calls.

	 

	D, D, down to C, down to Bb, down to G, 

	down to F, back up to Bb...

	 

	A flash of silver appeared to my left as my mind mapped out the notes. I spun to look, but the silvery being was already gone. Another glimmered through the emerald needles, and another, and one more, until a burst of birds spiralled down into the icy branches above like a sparkling cloud. I gasped as they hummed in return, tweeting and ruffling their feathers, landing on perches, spread evenly over the limbs as though convening for a meeting. 

	Each bird stayed in its place, waiting, except for one that descended in an arch. Zane lifted his hand to catch it. 

	He used his teeth to yank his glove off and pulled a piece of string from his pocket to tie his note to the bird’s ankle. He whispered something into the creature’s ear like they were old friends, and for a moment, I thought the bird smiled back at him. 

	Zane struggled to hold the bird and fold the knot, so I moved in and took the string. My dainty fingers pulled the thread around and sealed a tiny knot against the parchment, careful not to hurt the bird’s twig-like legs. The creature’s striking feathers glistened even more up close, and I was sure this was the closest I’d ever willingly gotten to a bird. The silver in its wings reminded me of tiny metal scales. 

	I realized Zane was watching me. His fingers brushed mine as he took the bird by its feet, and warmth crept into my face.

	“Thanks.” He released the bird, and it flew back up into the branches.

	My heart beat like a steady drum as the creature rose, on a mission with new power under its wings. The entire flock took off at once and I jumped back to peer around Zane’s shoulder. Fluttering wings chanted through the forest as a sea of rolling diamonds ruffled the leaves, disappearing into twinkles against the vivid sky.

	Zane turned back like nothing had happened, yanking his glove back on.

	“Breakfast?”
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	The Peppermint Carnival was in full swing. The streets smelled of sticky syrups and less-than-clean animals. Stringed music filtered from shops, changing with each new doorway we passed, and flaming barrels left over from the night festivities simmered down to piles of cinders, breathing spirals of gray smoke into the road.

	Zane hustled, unwilling to spend any time lingering by the tables even though all I wanted to do was taste-test everything and admire the impressive carvings. 

	He swiped a peppermint rosebud off a table as we passed by and snapped it in half, handing a piece to me. My hand moved for it, but he didn’t let go.

	My eyes shot up, assuming he was trying to make me choose a different favourite colour again or some other nonsense. But his focus was beyond me, flickering over the masses.

	“Is something wrong?” I asked. 

	“What?”

	“What’s wrong?” This time I poked his chest so he’d pay attention. 

	“Nothing, I don’t think. I just had a strange feeling.” His brows furrowed together. A moment later he turned and continued walking, glancing back over his shoulder once more.

	But I hesitated. The last time Zane got a strange feeling, the Greed had shown up and torn apart our precious time with the dwarves. My body twisted to take a gander at the scene behind me. 

	Hordes of people indulged in the handouts of peppermint, the lines at the merchants’ tables stretching all the way down the road. Some people laughed noisily through their stumbling, likely still up from the night before. 

	A pack of girls in claret dresses tipped back and forth, making their intoxicated state hard to miss. One looked up at me with dazzling cobalt eyes. Long waves of umber hair spilled over her shoulders, her bangs pushed to the side emphasizing the rosiness of her cheeks. Her eyes flickered in confusion when we locked gazes. I knew she could tell I was a Trite. 

	Turning away quickly, I strutted after Zane, yanking my backpack on tighter.

	Up ahead, the ocean of people parted for an oversized white stallion coming our way. The young rider’s copper armour and crimson cape were striking, even against the carnival ribbons. A thin, silver band wreathed his black zircon hair and gold rings glowed over his fingers. People stepped aside for him, and I wondered if he was some sort of duke or lord of a Winter kingdom. 

	Six men in brass-bead-studded jackets walked several paces before the horse, scouring the crowds with contempt. They held tall gold scepters; likely to be used as weapons if anyone drew too close. 

	Distracted by the spectacle, I walked right into Zane’s back.

	“Ow…” My hand lifted to rub my nose where it had been crushed in the collision. 

	Zane turned slowly, looking over my head to absorb the chaos of the party. His fingers pressed against his own chest, right over his heart, holding the organ steady.

	Something definitely wasn’t right. 

	“Stay here a moment.” He slid past me. 

	I made weird expressions as he left, trying to assess the damage in my nose. 

	The crowd pressed in, and Zane slid between two men, disappearing from view and bringing my concerns about my crushed nasal passage to a halt. My fingers curled around the straps of my backpack, and I glanced around to see if anyone had noticed me standing there. 

	The young rider passed by—just a stone’s throw away. His red cape draped over the rear of his dappled horse, his hauntingly handsome jawline and full mouth perfectly composed like he was posing for a photo. I was examining the soft dimple in his chin when his fiery amethyst eyes shot over to me like he’d sensed me staring, and I nearly ducked to hide. My gaze fell to the dirt, and I wondered why in all of Winter Zane had decided to leave me alone. 

	But when I stole another look up, a smirk had formed across the young man’s face—though he was back to observing the parting crowds in his path. The notion touched my neck with warm humiliation, but at least he didn’t realize what I was.

	A troupe of acrobats pranced by in stretchy moonstone suits, tipping their pearl hats at people as they went. Onlookers clapped in adoration. 

	After them came two pure-white lions with leashes clasped around their satin necks. One of them growled loud enough to send people springing back from the street.

	The performances stirred my amazement, and I fell in line with the other spectators at the roadside until a shadow shifted over the pink stones, blanketing my feet from where the presence hovered at my back. 

	My toes curled in my boots. I tried to decide if I should spin and catch the stalker.

	“Oh, Zane. Such a merry disgrace to the Patrol being so easily distracted. I could snatch you up right now and he wouldn’t even see.” The voice was at my ear, and I whirled around, fist clenched with the thought of a punch. 

	A wide, fur-brimmed hood covered most of his face, but his smug half-smile revealed him, especially when he glanced over to let me see the topaz of his eyes. “I should probably go save him before he burns the city to the ground trying to figure out who’s watching him. He has a weird sense about these things, you know.” Lucas Leutenski winked from beneath the black hem of his hood, his wide smile chasing away every one of my dark thoughts as he stepped in the direction Zane had disappeared. A sigh of relief slipped from my open mouth.

	The sight of Lucas in this place and out of the glorious rolls of grassy hills where he lived with Mikal struck me as odd. For some reason, I couldn’t picture him in the snow, knowing he ate from gardens and slept beneath the stars visible through stained glass. 

	“Leutenski.” Zane’s voice came from behind us both, and Lucas stopped in his tracks. He turned, his funny smile pulling wider at Zane’s maneuver to sneak up on him after he’d tried to pull one over on us. “You’re a bit far from home, don’t you think?” Zane folded his arms, a hint of dimples forming in his cheeks.

	“Well.” Lucas reached into his pocket and pulled out a rolled note similar to the one Zane had tied to the leg of the bird for the dwarves. “It seems your situation has changed a pinch since you came to see us. Mikal is practically obsessed with you, for a reason I’ll never understand. I guess he wants to prove that we’re with you.”

	“So he sent us his worst fighter?” Zane asked. 

	Lucas laughed, revealing wide teeth, and pointed at Zane with a promise to deal with that comment later.

	“Actually, I was thinking it was a nice day for a long stroll anyway. What’s a dip of land or three, or a hundred for that matter, when you can skate over snow?” He slapped the note against Zane’s chest and headed to the peacock table behind us to get a peppermint stick. He came back chewing on it as Zane scanned the note.

	“Did this come from the Red Kingdom?”

	“From Cora Thimble. You remember that cunning old woman’s underground church that lurked right beneath the Crimson King’s nose for so many seasons? Honestly, I didn’t think her faction had made it through the collapse. But that’s her handwriting. Mikal said so.” Lucas’s smile faded. He twirled the candy stick in his nimble fingers, not missing a step. “It’s a warning, Zane. To stay away from the key room. They say it’s not safe—that rumours have spread through the Red Kingdom of a finale to the war between the Carriers of Truth and M…that woman.” Lucas bit off a big chunk of peppermint and crunched it in his teeth. It sounded like he was chewing on rocks.

	Zane met his eyes. “As much as I bloody hate it, we can’t stay away from Wentchester Cove. There are other things in play.”

	I shifted my weight as I remembered the twinkle in Jolly Cheat’s silver eyes when we shook on the deal.

	“Yes, I know. And I’m sure Cora Thimble knew that too when she sent the message to Mikal, but you know how the older generations are. Sentimental. Trying to preserve everything instead of being risk-takers like us young sputtlepuns.” His cheeks jutted out as a smile spread over his mouth again. 

	“What does Mikal think we should do?”

	“Well, he sent me, didn’t he? His prized possession. He must want you to make it there.” Lucas spread his arms when he said it, presenting himself as a gift. 

	Zane handed him back the note. “It’s still the three of us against an army.”

	“Well. Frostbite. Now I’m offended you didn’t ask me if I have any ideas.” Lucas shoved the note back in his pocket and folded his arms.

	“Well, do you?” Zane asked. 

	“I do, actually. We bring in the Patrol.” Lucas’s words hung in the air.

	“The Patrols want nothing to do with this. And even if they did, it’s not that simple. Helen shook on a deal,” Zane said, linking arms with me and Lucas and drawing us away from the city so we could hear each other speak. Behind us, a bellowing choir marched down the middle of the road in indigo robes, tossing flowers to the cheering crowd. 

	Even though we were moving, I saw Lucas’s face contort. 

	“What sort of deal?” he asked. 

	“The kind that would stir rumours in the Red Kingdom. The kind that would cause Cora Thimble to pick up her pen and write to Mikal,” Zane said. “The Quarrel of Sword and Bone is happening because Helen made a deal with Cheat to face off with his witch. That’s why Cora would have been moved to risk exposing her faction by sending a letter. That’s why the Red Kingdom is chanting for their favourite celebrity to wipe the Carriers clean off Winter’s floor. That’s what all this is about—a grand spectacle.”

	“It’s supposed to be a distraction,” I interjected. “So the orb can be taken into the key room, and we can get a message of Truth out. The duel is taking place at Wentchester Cove. Tomorrow.”

	We stopped by a fountain. Water bubbled through clumps of ice at the top, spilling down the elongated face of a statue like tears.

	Lucas blinked down at me. His expression wasn’t easy to interpret, but he didn’t seem struck like Zane had been. Suddenly, he shoved the rest of the peppermint stick in all at once. It pushed against the insides of his cheeks, too big for his mouth. 

	“That’s brilliant.” His words were hardly decipherable, but I heard them. 

	“What?” Zane snapped. “Lucas, don’t encourage this! You know what will happen to her if she steps into that woman’s dome!” He nudged Lucas’s shoulder to steal back his attention. But Lucas’s caramel gaze darted back to me as he crushed the last of his breakfast in his molars. He took his time, letting the stress of the moment grow.

	“She’s right, Zane.” It finally came out. “I don’t like the cost, either. But that woman has had the key room heavily guarded every season since the collapse. I wonder how you thought you’d get in there in the first place without a distraction, since it’s been a generous measure of quarters since anyone has.” He puckered his lips. “If we could manage to slip a key into its lock, it would create quite a mess for the woman. It would take her seasons to smother every inscription of the Truth that appeared around the globe.”

	Zane scrubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands, too tired to argue as Lucas rambled.

	“When Mikal told me to call upon the Patrol, I had doubts they would be moved to help. They’d all come to be witnesses of this fight though. Even the ones who have lost their way.” Lucas paused to think, his tongue digging around the back of his teeth. “This is the first Quarrel to ever take place outside of the Red Kingdom, and right by the key room, of all places. If I can convince the Patrol to help, we could strike at the heart of her army while she’s busy. Maybe it would be enough for you to slip by. An unlocked key would shake the booming voices of the giants and a whisper of Truth could slip back into Winter. It could stir the believers to move again.”

	 My stare landed back on Zane, and I wondered if he still thought this was a silly idea or if it was something he believed could work. Wren Stallone had helped me. Maybe the other Patrols would too.

	But Zane’s head shook. “Lucas…you can’t really be suggesting—”

	“This might very well be our last chance to strike at her where it could hurt.” Lucas wiped a dot of white powder from his mouth and pulled off his hood, his topaz eyes sparkling in the sunlight. “Plenty of Carriers have died to get the Truth out—we know too many martyrs. But maybe the spirit of Elowin returned in this quarter for a reason. Maybe Winter will help to keep Helen’s heart beating for as long as we need. Maybe a Quarrel finale in the witch’s dome is just the kind of distraction that would keep her too occupied to freeze us, and we can make a dent in her frostbitten army to get the key through. There’s hope, Zane. For the first time in too many quarters, a glimmer of hope is sweeping in off the horizon.”

	But Zane didn’t believe Elowin—the Truth—was alive. He didn’t say it now though, not to Lucas. Instead, he turned to me, his gloved fingers curling into fists and uncurling at his sides. “You’re really going to do this?” His words came from a swollen throat. “I can’t prepare you for what’s coming, Trite. And once you enter the Quarrel, you can’t change your mind and get back out. The Patrol might not stand up for you either, it might all be wasted.”

	“But if that’s the case, and the Patrolmen continue to be the unmerry little cowards they are, then you at least have Zane and me,” Lucas piped up, “Right to the end.”

	Right to the end. I knew what that meant.

	I nodded. After a drawn-out moment of staring at me, Zane turned and tapped his boot against Lucas’s. “Are you sure you’re up for this, Leutenski?” Zane folded his arms to bring an end to the fiddling of his fingers. 

	“I’ll stay beside you. Until the orb unlocks its message or withers to a brick. This will end tomorrow, one way or another,” Lucas promised, a serious look taking his face for the first time since he showed up. 

	It wasn’t lost on me that whoever walked into Wentchester Cove at my side might not make it back out. I understood Lucas’s sacrifice, and Zane’s too, for that matter. 

	Looking at the two of them now, I could see what the Patrols once were, what they were always meant to be. A sting of grief burrowed deep into my heart that something so strong and remarkable had been broken.

	Broken by Mara Rouge.
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	Spikes of ice cracked under my heels on a frozen lake. The bright sky had melted to stripes of smoky orange and plum, fading into the ashy horizon as dusk swept in. Several feet back, both Patrolmen lowered fishing lines into the water through the circle they’d carved in the ice. Zane claimed he could ice fish—we had yet to see if it was true. 

	A massive vessel hung frozen in the ice; a ship with tattered sails and broken boards that must have once been used to plunge through snow dunes. Zane had scowled at the sight of it, then ignored it for the rest of the walk over the lake, drawing an impossibly wide closed-mouth smile from Lucas.

	It had taken them all afternoon to send every message, and only when the last bird had lifted through the pines did we trek back down to the lake for fish. 

	The commission had been an incredible sight—birds coming and going, falling into line, tweeting their melody. Their whistles still lingered in my ears. My hum wasn’t as pretty, but I couldn’t get the tune out of my head as I shivered now.

	After several moments of failing to summon a fish to the surface with my mind, my cold feet edged away from the boys chatting by the ice hole, and I ventured along the quartz shoreline alone. The setting sun blurred through the thick fog in the distance like a spotlight behind a pale curtain. 

	I braided my hair at the side with a strip of chiffon I’d snagged from the pile Zane had been using to tie the messages with. The fabric was light and wouldn’t hold forever, but it would do the trick for now.

	Once I was around a rocky jut in the cliff, the strain of distance between me and the ordinary girl who had first been pummelled onto the sidewalk in Waterloo became all too real. I was still the same person. Winston was my brother. Kaley was my sister. My grandmother… My eyelids sealed shut at the thought of what my disappearance would do to her. The selfless old woman had lost her daughter. Now she would lose her granddaughter too. 

	“What am I doing?” My whisper mixed with the drifting breeze over the frozen lake. 

	My mother’s death had left me, Winston, Kaley, and Grandma without her forever. I thought my disappearance would be like hers, but it wasn’t. I was choosing this. I was choosing to leave them. I was like my father.

	My stomach twisted into a lump. Winston and Kaley didn’t know, but I remembered his last moments with us. The sound of the front door closing on its hinges had stayed, even when he didn’t.

	A shudder shook my limbs, and I clasped my arms around myself. 

	A patch of ice in my path brought me to a halt. My history with balancing on ice wasn’t great and I decided I’d reached the end of my walk. 

	The reflection looking back up at me from the smooth surface was a collaboration of dark clothing, a messy braid, light brown eyes, flushed cheeks, and tall boots. My face wasn’t blank like I had imagined. It was a mosaic of feelings; tragedy, worry, hope, fear…

	My gaze lifted from my reflection, and I stared out at the hazy light vanishing in the distance. 

	“Elowin, whoever you are, whatever you are, you have to be worth fighting for. Living for. Even…dying for.” My words were a raspy ballad in the cold. There was no way for me to know if I was just babbling into the air like a lunatic. But something was changing. It had been ever since I’d heard that voice in the tunnels of Mara Rouge’s underground castle. 

	Get up, Trite. You’re almost there.

	Zane and Lucas wouldn’t die for something that wasn’t real. Maybe Zane didn’t believe Elowin was alive, but I was starting to think I had heard him speak. 

	“If your Truth can end wars, and set kingdoms free, and move mountains…” I bit my tongue. Then I decided, once and for all, “then I want it.”

	Tomorrow.

	The sun was setting. The dawn was coming. My time had run out.

	Tomorrow, there would be blood.
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	Chapter, The Thirty Sixth

	 

	When I returned to the rocky cove at the edge of the lake, Zane and Lucas were deep in conversation about a past comrade. Zane’s chuckles bounced off the cove walls, but when he noticed my arrival, he reserved a modest smile just for me. The crease between his eyebrows hadn’t left, but the sudden switch in his mood made me wonder if he was latching onto this foolish plan. Finally committing to seeing it through. 

	Lucas went on with his story, unaware of the silent conversation Zane and I carried with our eyes. I brushed past them to sit on an icy perch and Zane got back to work, unhooking a fish from his line. 

	The ice pressed coldness up my body and I pulled my arms to myself to fight the chatter in my teeth. Something came over my shoulders, and I realized Zane was dropping his jacket over me on his way by. He went to gather the fish so we could start building a fire in the woods, his sleeveless tunic ruffling in the frosty wind.

	Lucas carried his line with a live fish flapping on the end, silver and wet. “Ragnashuck, I’m good at this. I should have been doing this for my whole merry timestring,” he bragged and slid the fish off, tossing it to Zane who added it to the bucket. 

	His stare fell on the extra jacket around me. “You got enough room in there for me too, Trite?” Lucas’s teeth flashed as he grinned.

	I blinked. Then I stood and pulled Zane’s jacket from my shoulders, mind too muddy to form a response. The number of times I’d been flirted with in my life could be tallied by the fingers on one hand alone. I didn’t know how to do it. Or receive it.

	But Zane just rolled his eyes. “Put it back on, Helen,” he instructed. He slung the bucket over his shoulder and shoved Lucas on his way by, making the younger Patrolman’s foot slide into the water. Lucas gawked and yanked his boot back out with a shudder—droplets flew off in beads as he shook it.

	“Frostbite!” he cursed, “That’s cold!” 

	After a few strides to follow Zane, Lucas stuck his Patrol staff into the ground and sent a puff of snow over Zane’s head and down the back of his shirt. Zane stifled a shiver and returned by jamming his own cane into the snow and making the ice beneath Lucas shake until Lucas lost his balance and flopped sideways into a drift. That brought a smile back to Zane’s face. 

	My eyes dropped to Zane’s jacket. There were still traces of his warmth in the shoulders and sleeves. The Rime Folk were obviously used to harsher climates than I was—my bluing skin trembled with every chilly turn of the wind. A cloud formed from my huff as I pulled the Patrol jacket back over my shoulders. 

	Lucas hurried to make a fire, seeming anxious to warm his wet foot. The temperature was sinking fast, and I knew we wouldn’t survive the night without a proper fire. Lucas already had it lit before I came back with my contribution of sticks, so I dropped them into a pile beside the makeshift firepit. 

	A cliff sheltered us on one side and tall evergreens covered the other, a chamber of rock and bristly green walls. The intense heat of the fire trickled through my fingers and over my wrists as I held my palms towards it in praise.

	Moments later, fish were sizzling over the flames on thin spits. Zane may have been a show-off, but he didn’t exaggerate his fishing skills. It didn’t seem fair that one person could claim so many skills when someone like me had nothing to boast about apart from how quickly I could take two sets of notes in French class. But the roasted fish was warm and filled my insides with much-needed comfort.

	A song lifted from Lucas, filling the space with his astonishingly terrible voice. The low melody buzzed in my ears, and I blinked, as though my eye gestures might soothe my hearing.

	 

	“Quiet can you hear the song? 

	Creation has been singing…something that rhymes with song…” 

	Lucas scrunched up his face before he went on.

	“Drinking in the land, all the possibilities. 

	With fire and flame, I’ll give it a name,

	An army of…shmashma…

	And a tale of those who keep the ways,

	A tale of…very, very long days…”

	 

	Finally, laughter trickled from Zane when he couldn’t take it anymore. “Ragnashuck, stop! You don’t even know the words!” He smacked his hands over his ears and pulled at the hair by his temples. Lucas presented his contagious closed-mouth grin. 

	“Well excuse me for having less time to learn all those obnoxious songs than the rest of you,” he defended, lying back on the fallen log he’d settled on.

	“Yes, but you mushed two different songs together. And, ‘a tale of very, very long days?’ You have the memory of a spinbug, Leutenski.” Zane flung a twig at Lucas, catching him in the side of the face. “That’s your punishment for ruining a sacred song,” he added.

	“Fine then. A tale of… hard work that pays?” Lucas guessed again. 

	Zane slapped a hand to his forehead. “How does Mikal let you get away with messing up the words?”

	“Oh, Mikal doesn’t let me sing. He can’t stand my voice.” Lucas tilted his head back to glance at me. 

	Without warning, he sprang from his spot to sit up again, resting his elbows on his knees and linking his hands together. I had a feeling my thoughts were written all over my face. 

	Lucas didn’t seem afraid; a trait I wished I could possess. The unrestrained confidence of a pure maniac.

	“Enough pebble talk. We need to prepare you for what you’re going to face tomorrow.” His slender fingers tapped together as he spoke. He shifted his seat to sit taller, his shoulders straightening out. Lucas was thin-framed, but his manner made him seem strong. He’d be an arm-wrestling champion against Trites, I was certain.

	“I don’t know how to use a sword,” I admitted. “And I’m not much of a runner. But I was good at tag when I was younger. I can keep space between us if I stay focused.” 

	But Zane and Lucas stared, unblinking. Then Lucas slouched back again, deciding he would let Zane take things from here.

	“What?” My gaze flickered to Zane, who had his hands in fists, both pressed against his mouth.

	“The Quarrel of Sword and Bone isn’t like that.” When he finally said it, he picked up a new branch and tossed it on the fire. The flames licked it up. “She’s not just going to fight your body, Trite. She’s going to fight for your soul. She’s going to dig into your mind, unearth your secrets. Feast on your fears. Helen, she’s going to try to turn you to her side. And her arguments will be compelling. You might…” 

	Only the sounds of crackling wood and hungry flames hung between us.

	“I might what?” My fingers wrung themselves until red marks burned over my knuckles.

	“You might join her in the end.”

	Even Lucas wasn’t objecting to Zane’s conclusion. The younger Patrolman chewed on the inside of his cheek.

	“I would never join Mara Rouge,” I swore. “She almost killed me. She would have killed you!” I reminded Zane—that terrible memory of him iced to the floor masking my vision.

	“Don’t fret, Trite. We’ve seen it happen a time or three, but that doesn’t mean anything. She’ll want to make a martyr out of you, I think,” Lucas said. “But this is her finale. There’s no telling what she might do.”

	“Our Patrol staffs,” Zane started as he pulled his from behind the stump where he sat. The flecks of polish glinted against the firelight, too dull to shine. “The wisdom scripted into the wood gives them life. It’s how we skate. How we fight. But Mara Rouge…” He said her name with a bite, but he said it, “She doesn’t need tools to bend the snow. A dark spirit that lives below Winter gives her the magic of frost at her fingertips. She’s the most powerful force on the surface,” he said. “If you want to steal seconds on your clock, you’re going to have to fight her with ancient wisdom. You’re going to have to speak of the Truth to shift the atmosphere.”

	“Otherwise she’ll break you quickly with lies,” Lucas added. 

	Truth.

	“You want me to fight her with words?” Zane’s coat drifted off my shoulders with the question; my body was warm enough now. Illness roiled in my stomach at the thought of walking into a swordfight with a monologue instead of a weapon. The witch would drive a metal blade through my stomach before I could even start Act I.

	“Don’t let her distort what you know of the Truth. Speak the sacred truths out loud. Speak the name of Elowin in her presence. Recite the Volumes of Wisdom, and you might rattle her long enough for the Patrols to make a move,” Lucas jumped back in. 

	Zane’s gaze dropped to the fire, and he poked at it with his Patrol staff, shoving the burning pile around so it glowed brighter. His face shone orange.

	The only Volumes of Wisdom I knew were the ones Zane had read to me back at the inn above the diner and the paraphrased history he’d told me back in the cave outside the Peppermint Carnival. I didn’t see how either of those verse collections would give me help in a fight. But I nodded, pulling back those tales, drawing from the old stories the dwarves had gifted me in their cabin while we waited out the long, wintry storms. 

	“Zane will take the orb to the key room. I will be his Patrol guardian. We’ll attempt this with just an army of three if we must. Tomorrow, we’ll see who shows up to watch.” Lucas batted his lashes against the sting of the fire’s heat.

	“An army of three…” My whisper was lost to the sounds of the night, but Lucas still heard it. That wide smile hit his mouth again. 

	“Trite, it’s better to fight alone in the daylight with Elowin at your side than to fight in the dark with a thousand soldiers at your side.” With that, Lucas leaned back to get comfortable on the log as though he felt they’d said all they could about what was coming.

	“One of Mikal’s old sayings,” Zane murmured. 

	Lucas winked at him, then pulled a fluffy hat from his Patrol backpack and dropped it over his eyes to sleep. “Don’t stay up too late, you two. Tomorrow will be here in a pinch.”

	Moments later, Lucas’s quiet snoring drifted off into the forest. I considered trying to sleep, but I knew I probably didn’t stand a chance. My ears rang with my own name; I was sure that somewhere past the intersect Kaley was calling for me. Trying to get me to come home.

	My fingers curled around the black fabric of Zane’s jacket. I stood up to bring it back to him, figuring he could use it as a blanket when his shirt inevitably became too thin to withstand the claws of midnight frost. But when I dropped the coat beside where Zane sat, he reached to catch my wrist before I walked away. His other hand disappeared into a pocket of the jacket I’d delivered, drawing out a thin gold chain with a star-shaped pendant hanging from the end.

	“If things land backwards tomorrow, and you make it, and I don’t,” Zane began, flipping my hand to drop the necklace into my palm, “take this to the nearest train platform. If you show it to the doorwoman, she’ll give you a private cabin. No one will be able to follow you into your cabin,” he said. “There are no feuds allowed on the train, so you’ll be safe for the ride. The train will take you home. Cross the intersect a pinch before it’s about to close, and she won’t be able to follow you across for the length of a full Winter season—equal to four Trite seasons.”

	A year. 

	When Zane handed it to me, I let the long chain uncoil to find that the star pendant was actually a gold snowflake with a spiral of pointed edges. On the front, a word was etched into the metal: SHAMMAH.

	“What’s shammah?” I asked, my thumb running along the smooth surface.

	“It means you’re never alone. That the Truth stays with you.” Zane’s jaw twitched as he bit something back. He glanced down at the gold flake. “I got this ticket when I joined the Patrol. We had them so we could always have safe passage back to the library,” he remembered. “The library would hide us when we needed to get warm by a fireplace, or to strengthen our withered spirits. We always had a place to go, in loneliness or distress. A place to regroup if things went wrong. To be lit on fire again from the inside and sent back out to fight the wars.”

	I thought of Emily Parker’s hospital room.

	“You should keep this,” I objected, holding it back towards him. 

	But he shook his head, his fingers linking into mine. My skin grew warm beneath his grip. “I won’t need it anymore. She’ll freeze me.” His throat moved when he swallowed, and my heart tumbled into itself as I realized something wasn’t right.

	“What are you up to, Zane? Why are you giving me this?” The ploy behind his words stuck out at me like a sore thumb now, and I could have kicked myself for not seeing it earlier. “I’m relying on you to survive. To go back to my home and find a way to tell my little sister I’m not coming back. To give a message to my grandmother.”

	The secret smile we’d shared back in the cove on the lake filled my mind—his sudden switch from denial to acceptance. Now the dusk drained his eyes a deep gray, like his vision had covered with fog. “I can’t lose another Carrier,” he whispered.

	“What are you going to do?” My spine went straight. I stole a look at where Lucas was a still lump on the log. “Don’t try anything, Zane. The Rime Folk will pay the price. I’m not Rime and even I know that.”

	“I’m going to make a way for you to escape. I’m going to let you walk into the duel with me at your side, so she thinks we’re abiding by the rules. But I’m going to strike at her first.”

	“You’re going to fight her?” It was supposed to be my fight. My fall. The useless Trite girl who wouldn’t be missed in her own world, whose only confidant was an unconscious girl who couldn’t even talk back. Whose grandmother’s financial situation would only get better with one less mouth to feed.

	“I know she’ll freeze me first if she catches even a glimpse of my plan in my eyes. But it’s a risk I’m willing to take.” He was being serious.

	“A risk you’re willing to take? What about taking the orb to the key room? That’s what all this is for! That was the point of the deal!” The edges of the snowflake dug into my palm where I squeezed it, his fingers still hot around mine. 

	A shadow cast over him. “I didn’t make a deal. The only thing I agreed to was to take on a new charge. You. My only objective is to keep you alive.”

	My hand slid from his. The chain of the necklace dangled at my side, almost long enough to hit my knees. “At the cost of the Truth being snuffed out? At the cost of Winter? Zane, what’s gotten into you? What about the Truth? What about Elowin? The dwarves? Mikal?!”

	When he stood, the toes of his boots came against mine. His pinched mouth was a steel line and a ghost from his past looked out from his body, someone I wasn’t sure I knew. 

	“Elowin is dead.” It was a quiet statement, but it burned across my skin.

	The branches of the pines shuffled. 

	A log popped in the fire. 

	Lucas made a noise in his sleep.

	“You’re wrong.” The chain, the ticket that could bring me home, danced through my fingertips. 

	Get up, Trite. You’re almost there. 

	“And tomorrow, I’ll prove it.” My hand pushed the necklace back against his chest. “Zane Cohen, I officially dismiss you as my Patrolman. You no longer have an obligation to protect me.” He drew back a step, his face changing. “Go back to drinking your hot chocolate with Lola and setting traps for the rabbits if you can’t watch me in the duel. You have no Carrier now, so you won’t lose one.” I wasn’t sure if that was how it worked, or what the rules were, but if the shadows of his past were crawling into the present and turning him blind to the consequences of his own personal agenda, I would take away the one thing that would snap his soul.

	Zane barely had time to catch the gold chain when I released it. “Wait—” 

	“Glory to Elowin,” I said, backing towards a clear spot by the fire, the image of Wren Stallone slapping his medallions together and turning to vapour raising a cavalry into my chest, “who overcame all the powers of Winter.” 

	They were the last words I would speak to Zane until morning.
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	Chapter, The Thirty Seventh

	 

	 

	Dawn rolled in the moment I finally fell asleep. 

	 

	 

	We woke. 

	I had barely lifted to my elbows to see the sunrise burning over the lake before Zane crawled over from where he’d been as still as the moon all night. I had a feeling he didn’t sleep much, either. A sliver of clear morning light slipped through the evergreens and struck his eyes, burning his brilliant irises with tanzanite electricity.

	He looked over my face, his tunic hanging loose at his neck, his pecan hair scuffed.

	“I’m not going anywhere, Trite.”

	It was all he said. 

	 

	We walked. 

	As we did, Lucas stuffed branches of aroma-stifling “muddleoak sticks” down the back of his and Zane’s jackets in an attempt to, “cloak their scent so they could sneak past her pups.”

	 

	We arrived. 

	No one tried to stop us from approaching. 

	This was an invitation. 

	 

	Snow-dust drifted over my feet; a subtle threat to lock me in place, reminding me of what was to come. The sun cast flickering reflections off the white streams that turned the ground into an ocean of movement over Wentchester Cove. The wind whispered warnings—I was sure it was telling me to get out of there. 

	I stood behind a row of pine trees at the top of the hill; tall green guards that shielded me from my fate. Zane appeared beside me, staff in his grip, ice already out and gleaming. He hadn’t said much on the journey, though speaking wasn’t easy while splitting a path through the wind. 

	A wide russet cliff was lodged into the side of an otherwise snowy ravine, with windows dotting the rock like swiss cheese and an uneven archway at the foot that led into a tunnel. Only blackness could be seen beyond the archway. 

	The long, wide-open sprint between us and the cliff was speckled with moving bodies cloaked in red and ash gray. 

	“That tunnel is the entrance to the key room,” Zane said when he saw me staring.

	“Of course it is.” My chest deflated an inch. 

	Lucas had gone to the meeting place to count the number of Patrol that had come, if any had made the journey. I hoped a few had shown up. I hoped this wasn’t all for nothing. 

	There was no way to know if Mara Rouge had already spotted us, or if she sensed my presence the moment my toes had touched Wentchester Cove. She hadn’t shown herself yet. 

	Zane hooked his staff onto his back and grabbed a branch to climb the nearest tree. 

	After a few seconds passed, my nerves won, and I started to climb up after him. My hands shook. The branches felt cold even under my sweating palms. 

	Twigs snapped off as I hustled up like a graceless bull, but Zane reached down when he saw me coming and pulled me the rest of the way in one easy tug. His face held no warning for what I was about to see. My eyes moved over to the ravine and my breath caught in my throat.

	Thousands spotted the floor of the valley, freckling the outskirts of the plain like drops of blood against a white tapestry, clustered into rows that ringed the slope of the hill. 

	Half the Red Kingdom had come to watch me die.

	The army of gnomes—a shifting, dark red sea—stood in lines before the entrance of the tunnel. Blunt bats and jagged weapons swung in their grips. Beside them, black dogs the size of horses sat coiled to keep warm, and the Greed—their pasty skin and pure white cloaks were like spirits over the snow. They all wanted me. And they would get me. 

	“I see her,” Zane’s whisper filled my ears. My stare scanned the horrific scene until her rose-red cape flashed upwards, revealing plates of pure black armour over her porcelain skin. The tassels of her hair whipped like a cluster of tentacles in the wind as she climbed onto her horned reindeer and pulled it around to stomp through her army, kicking up pelts of ice. 

	Zane shook his head, his face creased with denial. His gaze whipped towards me, eyes swimming. “This is our last chance to run for the intersect.”

	Once you enter the Quarrel, you can’t change your mind and get back out. 

	My eyes slid closed, and I inhaled as much oxygen as my lungs could fit. “She’s waiting for me. Take this.” From my pocket, I drew the orb. The ornament was splashing its ivory contents against the side, awake and shouting, mirroring my pulse.

	An internal alarm clock was going off in my head. My days left in the world of Winter had withered to hours, and then to seconds. 

	“I’m still coming with you.” Zane’s stare settled on the Revelation Orb on my flat hand. It lingered there for several moments, but finally, he wrapped his fingers around the orb and took it into the fold of his pocket. His mouth pinched as though the glass was poisonous against his flesh.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE 

	QUARREL OF SWORD 

	AND BONE

	
My boots crunched over the mess of ice. Shards scattered the ground like a thousand clear windows had smashed on this floor. Too many puzzle pieces to count.

	There was no armour on my body. There wasn’t even a weapon at my belt. My hair had broken from its chiffon tie through the night, giving it life in the wind now as it danced around my face, blocking my vision every other second.

	A rumble had lifted from the crowd of witnesses the moment we’d been spotted. It carried at a steady volume until we reached the first row of gnomes, who clashed their swords against their breastplates and snarled at us. They shuffled aside, making a path to the platform, like a curtain opening to a stage. 

	She stood there, an iron sword the length of my leg in her grip.

	Mara Rouge’s wild hair snaked over her body, slithering across her neck as the gusts changed direction. Her sharp eyes daggered into my last strip of boldness as we drew near, her cape waving like a red flag over the graveyard of lives she’d already claimed.

	“Helen,” Zane whispered. His fingers found mine. “Don’t be afraid.”

	But it was a wasted plea. My heart had slinked into a pit in my body at the sight of her; fear was already wrapping around my throat like a noose.

	We climbed the stairs to the platform, our heels clicking against the stone. Zane dropped my hand and moved his Patrol staff to hover by me, an illusion of safety.

	The red lipstick on Mara Rouge’s mouth curved, though she was silent. She looked too bloodthirsty to waste time yelling to the masses, to make them roar her praises. Right now, she was focused on only one thing.

	“Trite,” she greeted me briefly, the rumble in the lower strand of her voice breathing right into my stomach. She was a fanged wolf, and I was a feast. With a tilt of her head, her gaze shifted to Zane, seeming to find something interesting there. “Patrolman…” This wasn’t a greeting; it was a question.

	Up close, her armour looked like a fitted suit of black scales; a demon risen from the sea below the ice. As she took a step towards him, the scales rippled down her limbs. 

	Their matching blue eyes were level, but she looked as tall as the cliffs. Her stare raked down Zane’s body, picking up every inch of him. His strengths. His flaws. The tension in his face. 

	Again, she tilted her head. “Do you wish to fight me first?”

	I felt my body tighten at the offer—it was like she could read his mind. 

	“For the life I stole from you? For little Thomas Borrows?” Her words were ice in my ears.

	My head snapped to Zane, to the set of his jaw. His inner turmoil seeped from his body, drifting into the air between us. “Until one of us is dead? And you won’t freeze me?” His question came out with skepticism, and I nearly stole the Patrol staff right from his hand for falling into her trap.

	“Agreed, on both requests.”

	“Deal.” 

	The slap of his glove colliding with her fortified gauntlet in a handshake sent tremors rushing through my limbs.

	“What are you doing?” I breathed. My mouth moved to urge Zane to run the other way, to remind him he needed to carry the orb to the archway, but his hand dug into his pocket. Horror washed over me as he pulled out the snowflake pendant.

	With his stare fixed on Mara Rouge, Zane stepped behind me, his arms coming over my head to fasten the gold chain at my neck.

	“Zane!” I spun around but he was already marching past to take position on the far side of the podium. “You’re here for the duel with me!” This time my shout was at Mara Rouge, and her cold eyes flickered in my direction. “Leave him out of this! Or…I’m leaving!”

	“You’re not going anywhere, Trite.” That booming echo behind her voice struck the same nausea in my stomach as thick fingers came around my arms. The sour smell of gnome flesh filled my nose and my hair pinched beneath their grip, ripping against my scalp and drawing a pained grunt from my throat. 

	Mara Rouge’s slender arm stretched out beside her as she closed the gap between us, sizing me up the same way she’d done with Zane. A gnome placed a black helmet—a set of tall antlers plunging from the top—into her open hand. She raised it onto her head, turning into a giant. 

	Several paces behind her, Zane hoisted his staff. I sealed my mouth as his boots tipped forwards to run and drive her through while her back was turned. 

	“Don’t you see, Carrier?” she whispered. “All of this is about my duel with you.” Her two-toned hiss was a whip of pins and needles through my soul. It dawned on me too late as her hand flew back and a volcano of ice shards erupted from below the platform, spearing up like a flock of sharp-nosed birds, and drove themselves into Zane’s back.

	His hollow gasp was lost to the boom of my scream. 

	Mara Rouge never glanced back at him, to see the fizzling out of his blue eyes, the ice coiling back into his staff, or the flapping of black fabric that rippled around him like wings as he tipped back off the platform.

	She just stared at me.

	Holes punched through my heart, a thousand stabs all at once. 

	“Not very impressive for one of the most renowned guardians of his time.” Her voice tickled over my neck and down my spine. 

	When my sodden stare drew back, she was grinning. Her eyes were just a fraction too wide to be normal, her crimson lips dripping with hunger. Black leaked into her irises, turning them to hollow drops of ink, and a quake rumbled my body as something else stared back at me. 

	“Let the Quarrel of Sword and Bone begin.” The words boomed like they were channelled over a speaker, but I watched it come quietly from her lips. Around the cove spectators roared, screaming for my blood to be spilled on the stone platform.

	Below, the gnomes began to fuss out of order, bringing Mara Rouge’s black bulbs shooting down to the commotion. Tears blemished my cheeks, and my hair was caught in my mouth, but I craned my neck to see. My awareness was glazed over—I was only half a human in my own body—until I registered another form in raven-black clothes being dragged through the army by the slender, white-fleshed arms of the Greed.

	Lucas.

	The ghostly creatures tossed Lucas’s crumpled form at the foot of the stairs to the platform. His dark outfit shifted against the snow as he lifted his head to look upon her, a swollen ring over his left eye making a pink cushion around the topaz, and a splatter of fresh blood moistened his cheek from a puncture in his bottom lip. Mara Rouge stared at him for a long moment, a ceramic statue, until she drew her long blade from its sheath.

	“Wait!” I breathed, the noose of terror tightening around my throat. The gnomes squeezed their grip on me, digging in so hard I nearly buckled at the knees. 

	Someone—a Patrol—must have betrayed Lucas and leaked the meeting place to the Greed. 

	My mind screamed pleas at random, sorting through every possible deal I could make for Lucas Leutenski’s life, jolted after what had just happened to Zane.

	But a smile lit Lucas’s face, wide and provocative, and all my inner dialogue went silent.

	“Season’s greetings, Witch.” His salutation didn’t waver with the same fear that was gutting me—that foolish daredevil. “I’ve come to deliver a message.” Lucas’s voice hitched into a cough, making visible a bulb of swelling on his neck.

	“I do hope it’s one of cheer.” The interwoven threads of Mara Rouge’s voice dipped lower and higher; a sound that made even Lucas cringe.

	“Well,” he huffed a raspy chuckle. “Not for all your vile, frostbitten scotchers, I’m afraid,” he nodded at her glorious army. “I came to let you know that the Patrol have convened to witness the duel. And we expect every rule to be followed.” Lucas’s honey eyes turned a sharp gold. “But mostly, I want to assure you that all the rumours are true. The Dead King has risen! He’s back!”

	Across Mara Rouge’s fair skin, ripples of blue veins branched down her neck like lightning, a twitch in her fingers shifting her gauntlet. 

	“Kill him.” Only the low note spoke this time, the crackling snarl of a beast.

	Laughter rose from Lucas’s throat, and he opened his arms to invite the murderers just as dark spots began to brim the top of the valley on all sides, emerging from trees, pouring out like an infestation of beetles. My eyelids fluttered, brushing away the moisture from my vision. 

	Patrols—hundreds of them—uniformed in raven-black, with hooked canes clattering as they tapped them against each other in a reverberating hymn.

	From the brigade of pines, a crack formed over the snow, opening the ground and fingering through the army of scarlet and scratched metal towards Lucas. And as the young madcap laughed his loudest, the ground beneath him crumpled and he was swallowed into the emptiness below.

	I saw the first flint of frustration rake over Mara Rouge’s face. Her focus lingered on the hole that spread around the foot of the platform, where gnomes pushed back to avoid falling in. The ice crumpled in a perfect circle, reaching around the stage to keep the army at bay. 

	Mara Rouge’s black-bead eyes lifted. She stared at the force of Patrols beneath her glistening fan of lashes.

	“No more time will be wasted. Leave her.” Her command sent the gnomes away from my sides. 

	My arms ached where they’d been gripped, and I stiffly shook them to reconnect my numb muscles. But Mara Rouge was suddenly there, grabbing a fistful of my jacket in her gauntlet, squeezing the collar so tight my air was cut off. 

	With me, a toy in her grip, she lunged from the platform like an animal springing from its hind legs. Through my veil of hair I saw the cloudy pit where the ground had been swallowed around the platform, and the gnomes clamouring with their instruments, ready to inch on the Patrol in their view, and her snapping dogs with saliva dripping from their barred teeth—it all sped below in a blur. 

	My head whipped when she landed, her sabatons digging deep into the ice, the metal scales on her fingers still tight at my throat. She rose to her full height, staring around the valley beneath where her helmet arched her azure eyes, mimicking steel brows. 

	Finally, she dropped me like a bag. The fabric of my jacket slid from her fingers, and I landed in a heap at her feet, crisps of ice stabbing my forearm where I barely caught myself. One of my tears dripped off the end of my nose, making a salty patch in the layer of frost at my hands.

	Zane.

	Lucas. 

	Everything had gone wrong. Zane was supposed to bring the orb to the key room. Lucas was supposed to lead the Patrol into a strike against Mara Rouge’s army. Now they were both gone, and the orb was buried with them. 

	There was no fight left to win, I was alone on a bed of frost with an executioner, and the Patrol had simply come to watch and ensure the deadly fight was fair.
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	Chapter, The Thirty Eighth

	 

	I should have seen this coming. It was my penance for abandoning Winston and Kaley. For leaving my grandmother, a fragile old woman who’d already lost so much, to wonder for the rest of her days where I’d gone and what had happened to me. For being so quiet during my life, never lifting a finger to make a ripple. For outlasting an influential staple like Emily Parker, who’d been put beneath white sheets for the remainder of her days. 

	White sheets of snow weren’t so different.

	I’d been brave up until now, and it went against my very nature. My soul ached that my family would never know I’d come face-to-face with a monster. 

	By a wave of the witch’s metallic fingers, the snow drifts around us melted into a rink, the scattered shards of glass reshaping into a perfectly slick surface, crisping across the field in veins like a growing snowflake. Mara Rouge barely moved a muscle while the landscape bowed. 

	Around us on every side, plates of ice grew up from the ground, shooting ten metres high and sprouting like branches. My eyes darted between the panels as they curved upwards, snaking across the view of the murky sky above, trapping me inside a glistening cage with her. 

	No one would see what she did once the dome was sealed. Even the Patrols standing to witness wouldn’t be able to keep her honest. She ruled this battleground. 

	My boots kicked the ground, shuffling to escape towards where the last gap was closing together. But the floor rose at an angle below my knees, dropping me into a slide. I dug my nails in, clawing to stop myself, but I landed face-first in the slush where the hem of her rose cape brushed the rink. 

	“You can’t leave now, Carrier. The Quarrel has begun.” The female half of her voice disappeared entirely. Only the low frequency remained, thudding in my ears. Darkness speaking to a frightened little girl—all that was left of me.

	A cough beat from my dry throat and the bitter cold prickled my skin—the temperature in our bubble was dropping rapidly enough to leave my nasal passage in pain. I lifted my head to gaze upon her, but she looked straight ahead at nothing; a shell without a living soul.

	“A Trite,” she grunted in disgust. “And still they came for you.”

	This was the fight. The moment. The end. My plans had revolved around the instructions I’d laid out for myself based on everything I’d been told prior to coming, but it all bled together now, running from my brain in thick drips, my ideas dislodged the moment I’d outlived both Lucas and Zane.

	You’re going to have to speak Truth to shift the atmosphere.

	Zane. His voice in my head hurt. The pinch of tears returned to the crease of my lids—my trembling fingers raking my hair from my face as I pulled myself back up to my knees.

	Mara Rouge’s crystal eyes shot to me suddenly, making me jump from my skin, my memories breaking off. With a slow turn, she crouched down to look into my face, the point of her sword balancing on the icy floor. A spider of heat crawled up my spine as the black spots of her eyes darted back and forth between mine, curiosity poking at her features.

	“Do you see me?” The question was slow, a subtle blend of amusement and realization shaping the words. Mara Rouge was only an inch away; I could see myself in the polished edges of her helmet, feel her frosty breath on my cheeks. But for a split second, I saw the glow go in and out of the abyss in her eyes. 

	This witch was not the one asking me.

	“Yes.” It was barely a sound, more of a horrible realization.

	Mara Rouge didn’t blink. It was as though her lids had glued themselves open, a window without drapes.

	In her china-doll face, I saw the choices she had made, the power that had consumed her. The day she offered her soul to the darkness. The moments she had killed, and then killed some more, in an unending lust for blood and supremacy. She wasn’t even Rime. She wasn’t anything living anymore. Now I stared into the trench where a monster lurked, pulling the strings of his puppet.

	“Why are you doing this?” My voice betrayed me, cracking more than once. 

	She acted like she didn’t hear me—Mara Rouge only stared, the scales on her armour flickering impatiently, waiting to fold with her movement.

	“You can surrender, Trite. If you make a deal to serve me, I will let you run off to be a speck in the colossal dunes of snow. You won’t be chased,” the being inside her offered.

	 An offer had never sounded sweeter. My heart was in agony; I had lost Zane, and now I was being handed the opportunity to return to the people I’d deserted. It was as though the warmth of my grandmother’s hugs wound around my shoulders and Kaley’s high-pitched laughter bubbled in my ears. 

	Tears created a damp mask on my swollen face.

	“I can’t let you take their Truth.” Mist came from my cracked lips as the words came out.

	Mara Rouge slid the long sword back slowly, carving a deep uneven line in the ice as it dragged. The screech against the rocks beneath the rink warped the sound of Kaley’s joyful laughter into sharp needles in my ears, forcing my hands against my temples. 

	“Truth.” Suddenly she was laughing—a coarse, loud noise that echoed through the frozen dome until bits of ice fell from the ceiling. As she laughed, the high notes returned to the melody, her voice resuming its double strand. “You’re old fashioned.” Her powder-blue eyes came alive as she stood, her sabaton slamming a mere centimetre from my pinky finger. “You ran to the wrong side, Trite. I am a kinder god, one who can give coveted gifts with the mere snap of my fingers.” 

	As she spoke, an oval plate lifted from the ground, the frost peeling away to reveal a smooth, reflective surface; a mirror, I realized, embellished with silvery metal twisting into a floral frame, smoke pouring out from the cracks. Moving pictures appeared in the reflection, brought to existence by the sweet breath from her mouth, intoxicating me with pictures. Pictures of me. 

	I gasped when I saw myself.

	I was beautiful.

	The brown of my eyes had melted to a mosaic of amber and bronze, copper and toffee. Bright, like the Rime Folk. My hair was a canal of gold silk over my shoulders, my lips stained a sultry red like Mara Rouge’s. The familiar green lockers of my school blurred in the background, along with the flocks of students who noticed me as I passed.

	How easy it would have been to forget this world and go home to live that way. To be stunning and wanted. To let this world solve its own problems. 

	I was a Trite. These weren’t my people or my concern, and for a moment, I wondered why I’d come all the way out here and dedicated my last breaths to a globe of kingdoms who didn’t want to hear about the Truth anyway.

	My boots shuffled beneath me as I stood. 

	Past the mirror, I spotted a girl in the reflection of Mara Rouge’s helmet, the same girl I’d just seen in the halls of my school: sharp eyes, lips stained sweet as flowers and cherries. This was really what I looked like in this moment, but maybe…maybe it wasn’t really me at all.

	“There’s a flaw in your gift,” I said, and my eyes darted up to hers as her spell began to fade. The steam that had drifted from her cold lips fizzled in the air, and a long crack formed down the centre of the mirror, distorting my reflection into two unaligned sections. My head felt light from the allure of her voice, the scent of her breath. I could feel my eyes changing, slinking back to their natural dull burnt-brown.

	Get up, Trite. You’re almost there.

	“It’s Elowin. He’s alive.”

	The mirror smashed, tumbling to the floor in pieces as she twitched, her neck snapping to the side like I’d slapped her. A low grumble drove up her throat and she screamed, the panels of the dome shuddering around us.

	“Do not speak that name! The King of the ancient days is dead!” The declaration was so rattling, part of me believed it. 

	A slew of muttering flew from her bitter tongue, a language that moved in circles, winding around the dome like a rope preparing to squeeze me tight. The rosy pigment of her fair cheeks sank to a startling gray and my heel slid back at the sight of it.

	“He’s alive. I heard him.” My words brought a pattering into my chest, one I couldn’t discern between courage and utter terror.

	Mara Rouge hoisted her blade and smashed it down into the snow, rippling the earth into uneven waves, throwing me back off my feet. 

	“Then fight me, Trite!” Glass sprayed as she tore her sword from the ground, catching in my eyes, rendering me blind so all I could sense was the pounding of her feet as she came for me. A beam of light shot through a crack in the ceiling, making the skin on my scraped knuckles glow. I blinked rapidly, my fears boiling to stew in my throat—but as my eyes adjusted, a vein of white burned over my knuckle.

	My stare was locked to my marked hand. Gold-edged symbols circled around my fingers, disappearing beneath the cuff of my jacket. I yanked back my sleeve, revealing more white patterns: words. Ones I didn’t recognize.

	The snow beneath my hovering hand lifted off the ice and twirled in limbo.

	My eyes grew wide.

	Her shadow blanketed over me, the silhouette of her raised sword my only warning to roll out of the way. The collision was deafening as her blade plunged into the rink, and a sharp sound scathed my ears again as she redrew it, giving me no time.

	Water from the rink clung to my hair when I sprang to my feet and twisted back to face her. My torso arched backwards as the sharp edge of her sword sliced through the air where my neck had been. The antlers on her helmet rattled as she drove forwards, spearing the tip of her weapon ahead to catch me through my chest, but I raised a hand in defense and a sheet of ice tore up from the ground, trapping her blade instead.

	The sharpened iron hovered an inch from my heart. 

	Behind where the ice shield had swallowed her sword, Mara Rouge’s crimson lips hung open. Frustration moved into her jaw, the ink of hatred shadowing her porcelain flesh, and I thought she might roar. But instead, her fingers coiled around the leather handle, and she pulled her blade slowly from the sheet of ice. The second it was dislodged, the wall I’d made turned to water, splashing over my legs and boots. I looked down at it in dismay.

	“A common-blood,” Mara Rouge whispered, shaking her head so her helmet gleamed. “How riddlesome.”

	Vines of white rippled over my fingers like tattoos. I yanked my zipper down and pulled off my jacket, finding flecks of gold glittering on my arms, the white words turning to silver as they set in. The prints covered my skin in columns like I was a human newspaper. 

	A speck of humour touched Mara Rouge’s face. She didn’t rush to silence me before I could say a word. She was letting me stand, letting me raise my fists pathetically. Letting me try to take a swing. Her mouth was spread wide when my stare darted up to her black opals again.

	“This is better than I imagined.” Her eyes gleamed like jewels. 

	Wind rushed into the dome and birthed a hurricane, lifting her ribbons of hair, spreading them as high as her antlers. The scales flitted down her breastplate as she stepped towards me with clanging armour. 

	Waves of the storm pushed against my face, tearing at my clothing. I squinted through the sprays of snow and raised my arms as a buffer. A pebble of ice scathed my cheek, then another grazed the back of my hand with a hot scratch. Then another against my forehead, and a bullet against my thigh.

	Her sword sliced through the commotion, and I fumbled away, running in a circle through the haze that pelted at my head. She swung again, and again—my lungs breathed fire as I tried to stay alert, until I drove both palms up in a silent counter. My action split the rink down the middle, tearing it into two pieces and folding it up into a barrier of ice. The new wall set in place, reaching halfway up to the ceiling. Mara Rouge ripped away her gauntlet and smacked the other side with her pale hand, her fingers spread flat. 

	I didn’t know how I’d done it, but she was sealed on the other side—a grainy silhouette with a deep red covering clinging to her shoulders. The beating of wind and pellets had stopped. 

	The sound of my panting filled the quiet space as my heart writhed. The calm before the storm. My bones trembled from the strain, begging to be put to rest. Every ounce of my muscle strength was draining away, melting me to my weakest. Whatever aid had printed itself on my skin hadn’t turned me into an athlete, and I wheezed beneath the press of asthma. 

	Doubt plagued my mind as she began pounding on the other side, inching through, chips spitting off in handfuls. She would tire and melt it soon with an easy flick of her fingers.

	Slowly, I approached to level my face with the phantom on the other side who thrashed. My drenched bangs stuck to my cheek. Droplets pooled at my collarbones. 

	Cracks reached across the ceiling, like it could all come crashing down on my head at any moment. But I stared at her. The wild, supernatural monster.

	All the Carriers before me. 

	All the Patrols she’d wiped out.

	All the hope she’d crushed, the spirits she’d broken, the hearts she’d turned black.

	“I’m not afraid of you.” My whisper was more for my own mind, but I was sure she could hear me, somehow. I needed her to know, before it was all over, and I joined the other Carriers in the dirt.

	I could see my own shape staring back at me in a subtle reflection as the ice was hacked from the other side. My eyes were swollen, like I’d already drowned in a river. I looked defeated.

	I’m so sorry. 

	I said it to Grandma. To Winston and Kaley. To my outspoken aunts and uncles and the cousins I found so irritating. A hundred things I’d said and done that I wished I hadn’t flooded in: attitudes I’d chosen. Blame I’d cast.

	Mara Rouge stopped punching when a walnut-sized hole broke open. Her laughter seeped through, and I wondered if she’d been cackling the entire time. The sound warped into a hum, a high and low mix of slow melodies. I realized it was a familiar tune, but it took a moment to settle in. Once it did, it burrowed under my flesh until the music burst through the dome, coming from everywhere, and suddenly I was the broken ballerina in a life-sized version of a music box from my childhood.
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	Chapter, The Thirty Ninth

	 

	That November night was cold from a blizzard smothering Waterloo. There’d been yelling for nearly an hour in the living room. 

	When I finally went downstairs, my big brown eyes itchy from restless sleep, I saw his packed bags by the door—my father’s camouflage duffle with the rip in the pocket my mother had sewn together, his suitcase with brass clasps, and a sleeping bag from the basement, rolled tight with buckles to keep it together.

	Outside, the storm howled against the front door in an off-beat knocking. My parents didn’t know I’d come downstairs, and my father didn’t realize I’d caught him leaving. I turned and ran back up to my bedroom, slippers booming against the wood. The door to my room squeaked when I plunged in. Winston rolled over but didn’t wake. Kaley didn’t even stir.

	My music box rested on the crate beside my mattress where I kept my things, the oval treasure no bigger than a peach. It was my most precious possession; a gift from my father the year before for my fourth birthday. My favourite birthday.

	My tiny fingers wound up the knob on the side, and I popped it open to take one last look at the painted Russian ballerina in her red tutu. She spun slowly, a quiet melody lifting from the gears inside. Then I closed the silver shell to conceal her.

	The stairs creaked on my way back down, alerting my father standing by the door. His thick hunting coat was zipped up, duffle and suitcase in his hands, sleeping bag tucked beneath his arm.

	“Wait!” I called, because my legs were too little to descend any faster. Sections of my ponytail had slipped out, making a shaggy blindfold over my eyes by the time I reached the bottom and ran to where he was with my arm in the air, the music box hovering for him to take.

	I wasn’t sure how I knew he was leaving forever. But I didn’t want him to forget about me—that was why I wanted him to take my music box. It played the song he’d taught me. The one I’d danced to in the kitchen only days before while he made pancakes.

	My father glanced at me for only a second, a match of bloodshot eyes and irritated skin beneath unshaven stubble. One second was all he gave me before taking the silver treasure from my hands without a word. 

	Then he left, a shuffle of his work boots over a thin layer of snow on our splitting porch. A tuft of snow spiralled into the house when he shut the door behind him, landing on the rows of shoes, big and little, that rested below the coat hooks.

	Grown up things, my mother had explained later when I asked why he’d left. 
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	The music thudded through the dome; a once sweet song turned into a beating drum against my rushing blood. 

	“Stop…” I scratched out. “Just stop!” My hands pressed against my ears, but the music boomed loud enough to quiver my soul and gut my heart.

	“You chose this, Trite!” She pressed her red mouth against the hole to scream it at me. Mara Rouge had lost her mind.

	The witch stepped back to wind up her blow, and with one last plunge of her iron weapon, the wall came smashing down into a mound at her feet. She walked over the heaping mess with a clatter. 

	All the moments of her banging against the ice echoed in my ears as though they were still happening.

	Her scales quivered. She rolled her wrist, moving the long sword in a smooth spin, and my heels slid backwards over the rink. My movements were sluggish—the sensation of stabbing daggers rocked my chest. There would be no running this time.

	The banging started again, and I made a face. So did she. Mara Rouge’s hollow stare pulled off me towards where a shadow was coming and going against one of the ice plates of the dome. Bang! It came again, Bang!

	I forced my mind out of its startled trance and realized it was a person. But before I could register the thought, the wall burst open, spikes scattered across the floor, and the entire dome nearly caved in, moaning and popping as it was pushed off balance.

	Zane kicked through the rubble, his staff raised to hoist a multitude of icicles off the floor, and my heart leapt from the dark place where it had laid down to die. A scarlet smear climbed up his neck; his hairline sparkled with sweat and snow. 

	Zane’s icicles fired at Mara Rouge, stopping to hover an inch from her body, needling in slow and not quite steadily beneath the control of his Patrol staff in his shaking hands.

	“We had a deal.” His voice was solid, unhitching like mine had been. The electricity in his blue-flame eyes lit the arena. It lit my own awe as I stared, thinking of how I’d watched him take knives of glass into his back and tip breathlessly off the platform. I’d seen his irises pale to slate. 

	I wanted to throw my arms around my Patrolman and cry into his shoulder. I wanted to catch a whiff of peppermint on his collar and let his body heat drive away the dreadful chill that shivered my bones. But my stare shot back to Mara Rouge. 

	A growl lifted from her throat, and she tore off her gauntlet, lashing out her pale hand to turn him still as stone. My heart hammered until Zane’s smooth voice cut her off. “You can’t,” he warned. 

	Mara Rouge went still. The deal they made silently shouted through the space.

	Until one of us is dead? And you won’t freeze me?

	Agreed, on both requests. 

	Mara Rouge dropped her hand, her snarl eating the sweetness of her porcelain face as she seemed to realize. There was malice in her stare as she sized Zane up. 

	The dome rattled and its plates began to shift as though someone was trying to pull it apart from the outside. One came loose and fell back, then all the others slid away, shaking the earth and making it rain crystals as they collapsed to reveal crisp air beyond and the hundreds of Patrols standing only feet away. 

	Including Mikal. 

	He was armoured in a black uniform with a cream satin sash over his chest, accentuating the buttery browns of his eyes and hair. But his was the only kind face in the crowd. 

	Anger flickered over the Patrolmen, cold memories masking their composure, a collection of old and young scowls alike. Gloved fingers gripped old, worn staffs—most already with icy needles sprouting from the top. Behind them, the daunting army of red armour waited.

	Mara Rouge slapped Zane’s hovering icicles aside. They clanked onto the rink as she marched forwards, seething at my Patrolman for his untimely evoking of rules. But Zane turned to me, his arm held out, a clear ball resting in his fingers for me to take. His eyes met mine.

	“Backwards,” was all he said, pulling at our conversation from the night before.

	And I realized all at once that we had switched roles.

	He wanted me to take the orb to the key room.

	“I’ll give you as much time as I can.” His mouth pulled at the side, not a smile, but not a frown either. 

	Do you want to fight me first? She’d asked him on the platform.

	Until one of us is dead? 

	Zane had her.

	She had to kill him before she could kill me—she shook on it. 

	A shriek bellowed from Mara Rouge when she spotted the orb, and I snatched it from Zane’s hand. I looked at her one last time, both sick and energized by what I was about to do. Someone tugged my shoulder as the red army drew weapons behind the Patrol.

	“Get her out of here, Leutenski,” Zane said to a drenched and battered Lucas who appeared beside me and linked his arm through mine.

	“Don’t let her get in your head,” Lucas warned him, an unsteady gaze flickering to Mara Rouge. 

	They were both alive—I wondered if whatever hole they’d been sucked into under the platform had been to save their lives; maybe it had even been Mikal’s doing.

	Desperation ringed the witch’s wide eyes as they followed my hand where I clutched the Revelation Orb with all the strength I had left. 

	As she vaulted like a giant grasshopper in a rose cape, scales disconnected from her armour and dropped in a trail behind her. Zane barely had time to raise his staff to stop her sword from spearing him into the ice rink—he fell on his back and rolled away as her head whipped up to watch Lucas and I rush into the flock of Patrolmen; a host of black birds ready to guard their egg. 

	“Kill them all!” Mara Rouge’s voice sounded deep and terrible like a monster croaking from an abyss. It tore over the valley, missed by no one.

	Like an awakened nest of snakes, her army lunged, sweeping around Patrolmen who struck down a dozen in the first heartbeat; limbs of gnomes and pure white Greed flesh flailed as they were driven to their knees. 

	The dogs howled, running through the chaos and trampling everything in their path. Lucas yanked me out of the way as one leapt to bite my head, and the icy pins of Lucas’s staff lodged into the dog’s neck. He tore it out again and broke into a slide, grabbing me on his way, hoisting me right off my feet and throwing me onto his back like a backpack. 

	My hands fumbled to grip his shoulders as he braced against a Greed blow, thumping the heel of his staff into the ghostly creature’s stomach.

	Gnomes formed a barricade in our path. They roared and banged their clubs and swords against their pauldrons, stomping their heavy boots to show us what they planned to do to our ribs. 

	A message of silvery light sparkled on my thumb, and though I couldn’t read it, I released Lucas’s back and trotted into the snow while stretching my hand to see if I could still lift ice from the floor like I’d done in the dome. 

	Chunks ripped from the ground and bulleted into my palm, pounding into one another in a series of clanks as they formed into a long sword like the one Mara Rouge held. The script on my arms flamed gold as though ignited, and a strength I didn’t know spiralled into my blood. Lucas turned to witness me slash up the breastplate of a gnome. In the same motion, I hacked at another. And then another. 

	It wasn’t graceful—I’d learned at a young age that I wasn’t made to be a ballerina—but I swung like a maniac until the sword crumpled, glass sand leaking between my fingers. I dropped the remains to the ground and found a wide-eyed Lucas with his fist pressed over his mouth. He didn’t dwell on it though; he shuffled forwards, sealing his mouth shut, and took my arm again to lead me away from the battle.

	My tangled hair swept over my face as I looked back to search for Zane, begging, pleading, through clouded reason. 

	Mara Rouge jumped above the swarm with a vicious swing, but Zane hooked his staff around her wrist to twist her arm at an awkward angle, and her sword clattered across the glassy tiles. 

	She summoned the snow and wind, and it rushed in, channelling against him. Zane raised his arm against it, but it pushed him back on flat feet over the rink.

	“Come on, Trite!” Lucas urged, and I was stolen away to outrun the gnomes that sprinted for us, just as a dull knife sped past my vision. It clapped against the red-painted breastplate of a gnome behind me, and as though the heavens were preparing to drop a feast, three dozen kitchen utensils soared over my head and pecked at the yellowing eyes that pursued us.

	My mind spun with a thought. But it couldn’t be…

	“Happy Red Holiday, you pale-faced maggot!” The high-pitched voice sounded like Bertra, the grouchy dwarf.

	Lucas pulled me into the archway at the foot of the cliff before I could spot her, and we were swallowed by darkness as we burrowed deeper into the tunnel. He slowed, skidding every second or so, then finally jogged to a stop. 

	The young Patrolman buckled forwards and dropped to one knee to catch his breath. 

	My legs wobbled as whatever strength that had inspired me a moment ago drained away. The markings on my arms flickered out like a light.

	“Won’t they follow us?” Even my voice was weak now. 

	But Lucas shook his head. “They can’t…come in…” His chest lifted and fell as he stood and started patting the slush off his jacket. 

	“Zane just saved my life,” I said. It was unclear if Lucas knew just how close I’d come to being driven through with iron and left to bleed out on the rink. 

	But a small smirk broke across his mouth. “Not necessarily. It depends how fast I can get you to the train. How well we time your exit from Winter.” He paused, and I suddenly wondered if he had been in on Zane’s plan all along. “We should hurry to the key room before the witch freezes the Patrol.” 

	Lucas led the way into the dark. My airways were raspy from heaving, and I had to blink back tears that tried to spring from the pain in my ankle, but I limped after him.

	The sounds of growling and clashing instruments faded behind us, leaving a serene silence in its place. 

	Minutes ticked by and I was lost to the dread of what was happening to Zane outside. To the Patrol. To the dwarves I worried were out there throwing salad forks.

	Lucas kept glancing back to make sure I was still there, scratching the back of his neck, twirling his Patrol staff, knocking it against the cave walls in a fidget.

	“I can figure out the rest by myself if you need to go back and help them,” I finally offered. 

	He smirked sheepishly, his thin lips nearly disappearing behind the swelling on his mouth. “Sorry, Trite, I know I’m a pinch distracted. I didn’t get to fight beside them much,” he admitted. “I was too young to have a Carrier. Too irresponsible to join them against her before.” He sighed. “I think it might be too late to help them anyway. Mikal will do his best to save the Patrol, but,” Lucas lifted his eyes towards a light peeking around the bend, “they stood up for you at a great cost. Anyone who survives today will be lucky.”

	Grief jabbed my gut. Was Lucas telling me the last of the Patrol had just sacrificed themselves to get me in here? I was pretty sure he was.
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	Squalls blemished a once clean sky o’er the ice where a beloved Patrolman slid to a knee, the leather of his glove wrapping the cane that had carried him through a hundred gales, plus a measure. It held him up now; a companion of an unusual sort—one that had become his ally following the hour he had been drafted at the very midpoint of a pillage.

	Within his chest, colours swarmed brilliantly; blues of weeping stars, gold of honey and citrus, and the violets of the cosmos. He pressed his fingers against them, blending it all together into a burning sunset beneath his skin. 

	The light was vanishing from Zane Cohen’s heart, but the speckled remains drummed as best they could against the closing of his timestring. His Rime blood slowed to pool in his veins. 

	Above him, a mighty sorceress ruled the clash, an offspring of a kingdom whose roads were stained with ruby blood and cinders of sin. 

	The sorceress threw her helmet into the frost, snapping the arm of one of its bone trees. Even so, the extremities upon her would not settle—her flaxen mane, her silken cloak, her onyx scales—they danced to a cursed song.

	The Patrolman certainly should have been dead by now, and an untimely smile found his lips as he realized it. The talents he had once bragged about with such pleasure at the start, then withdrawn into himself never to be employed again, were finally showcased in the final fight of the saints—proving him a worthy opponent to one even as savage as the witch in his vision. 

	Snow clung to Zane’s knees as he rose, bracing for her impact. The worst of Winter channelled towards him in a tidal wave, razors pointed to cut deep. 

	Twisting on his heel, the Patrolman wrapped himself in a blanket of ice, deflecting the crystal pins she fired. He then dropped his curtain and burst through with a stride and a strike, grazing the knuckles of the witch’s gauntlet, leaving a fresh scratch in its murky metal.

	The woman recoiled and lashed back to snatch his staff, but the Patrolman had guessed she would. His knees acted as a sled when he dropped—slipping out of her scaly grip and circling to face her again as he sprang back onto his toes.

	Stabbing sensations erupted from within his chest and he gasped, palm pressing against it harder this time as his colourful Rime organs shuddered under the strain of his injuries. The interruption tangled his feet and he stumbled off his course to catch himself.

	“You’re a disgrace,” the woman called from rose lips, ready for Zane Cohen to faint by his own body’s work.

	Unfortunately for the young Patrolman, the words were well selected.

	You’re a disgrace, Zane Cohen-Margus-Bowswither! The feral sputtering of his mother had plagued him since the day he heaved his sack of belongings o’er his shoulder to follow a man who called himself Mikal. She had despised Zane generously for choosing a life that didn’t involve pale-eyed peering into the future, and the wielding of a gore-stained cutlass. 

	We’re a disgrace. That’s all we’ve become. Bates Hale had muttered this curse over the Patrol many seasons later as he left the library, hours after Mara Rouge had dragged his Carrier of Truth into her coliseum in the Scarlet City. He was the first Patrolman to split off from the unity, the shift that blazed a trail for the injured to follow.

	Another stab tore into Zane’s multicoloured twilight lungs, drawing a gasp as he clawed at his jacket to spare himself a chamber to breathe. The boy’s legs buckled beneath his burden, his back ablaze with fresh cuts, itchy with seeping blood mingled with the twigs and bark Lucas Leutenski had compelled him to keep in his clothes. The abrasive brush was the only reason the witch’s first trick on the stage had not succeeded—the points of ice had mostly burrowed into forest scraps. 

	Time was working itself to the bone, but even the clock could not manage to spare another moment. The witch was thirsty for the finish—'twas clear by the sparkle of diamonds in her eyes, the glisten of drool at the corner of her mouth, the banging of her nicked steel gloves against the plates of rippling black metal at her thighs.

	Zane ached to only live long enough to hear the complaints of the rocks, and the cries of the beasts of the field with his own ears. To feel the tremor of Winter beneath his feet as it sought to reject the sorceress’s new distorted ways of thinking where up was down and right was left and bad was good.

	What a marvel it would have been, to watch the snow lift into a fierce scream.

	But as the radiance of his heart began to cease, the kaleidoscopic hues dimming to flakes of ash, the Patrolman noticed a flickering glow above—like a drop of gold spilling from the fog. He saw a bird soaring there, wings outstretched to white fans. Zane Cohen kept his eyes up as the woman marched for him with the sword she had dragged up off the ground. But before the shades of his Rime colours emptied to hollow black, he wanted to know. 

	Are you alive? Zane asked the skies in a juvenile flit of hope, his heart’s whisper silent against the terrible cry of the witch’s thrust of death.

	There was no response in his ear. And then, Zane knew he had been right all along.

	When he met the witch’s liquid, black sea stare, his eyes slid closed, his last murmured prayer commissioned on behalf of his current Carrier.

	‘Twas a modest prayer, no heavier than a pin’s point. But an uttered prayer does a thing or three, even if it does slip out by accident.

	A warmth at Zane’s back tickled his skin. It moved through him, back to front, pulling his eyes open as the most unusual sensation offered a new beat in his sleepy heart. A shadow of white—gleaming and certainly imaginary—brushed through his body, spreading its wings and flapping towards the woman in a dizzy brush of feathers.

	You’ve done well, Zane Cohen-Margus-Bowswither. Welcome back, it said.

	Or did it?

	‘Twas all in Zane’s head. Until it wasn’t. 

	With a gasp, the woman’s heels braced against the ice, digging in to stop herself, her face leaking as pale as the snow itself. The flapping wove into a form—a body of mist that glittered like the sun, and he looked at her.

	There were rainbows in the being’s eyes; brushed gold, rich amethyst, soft pearl, and satin jade, mirroring the flecks of light that had once burned bright in Zane, who watched from behind in an entirely speechless state. 

	And then the figure vanished—only a shimmer of dust and the low howl of the polar wind remained.

	The witch blinked as spots of black fizzled from her stare, until she was left with nothing more than a watery blue, paler than most Rime eyes Zane had seen.

	The Patrolman’s fingers went tight around his staff, his thumb drawing o’er the imprint of words he once knew so well. True words.

	“Who…Who was that?” Mara Rouge did not speak to anyone in particular—or maybe she did—though Zane could see no one. The shadow had slithered from her eyes, and now she trembled. “Who was that folk?!”

	Zane approached her with what energy he had left. All this time he had denied it. But he needed to speak a Truth now, as it burned new in his limbs.

	“You know exactly who that was,” he said, and at his words the woman shuddered as though she’d been struck. The sword slipped from her fingers, and she shook her head, whispering pleas and spells into the air in an attempt to rewrite her fate, to go back in time, to scrub what she had seen from her eyes. 

	What Zane had also seen. 

	But her fingers drifted beneath the dark plate at her chest, and she drew what looked to be two silver coins.

	But they were not coins at all, and Zane went cold at the sight of them.

	You have failed me. A deep, grotesque voice burned over Zane’s skin, coming from her, but not from her mouth which had not moved.

	“I will not face him again. I will not face him; he is not alive!” But the witch’s mumbling was overshadowed. A chilling scream erupted from her throat, an angry dragon of fury boiling her skin red, her eyes pooling with spotless black right to the edges as she drew on everything she knew, lifting up from the floor of snow, the toes of her steel shoes inches off the ground. 

	Stars of darkness needled out from her body like spears—aimed at the Patrolmen across the valley—hitting the cliffs to shake loose great fragments of rock that tipped to crush everything below. As she writhed, Mara Rouge—the witch—hoisted her silver coins together, and booms like thunder echoed across the valley.

	A claw of frost reached up from the floor, wrapping around her legs like a hand emerging to swallow her into the earth, but her shaking body erupted into flakes of snow before she could be taken. 

	Her frost remains cascaded to the clear floor. A black shadow dropped, coiling once, then slinking down through a crack in the ice where it disappeared.

	Rocks broke from the brim of Wentchester Cove, tumbling down from their perches to steal souls. The Patrolmen thrust shields of ice up from the ground, but few boulders were stopped—the remainders smashing through and plunging against the platform in the middle of the valley. The stage cracked down the middle in a psalm of shattering.

	Even when the snow settled, and shouts of victory from his old brothers erupted from across the cove, Zane could not pull his stare from the place upon which she had stood a moment ago. The place where he was meant to breathe his last. Where he should have been the one to dissolve back into the snow in a true Rime death. Where the brightest colours of legend adorned the eyes of a youthful man that had come and gone in a wisp. Zane could hardly convince himself he had really been there at all.

	But he had been. 

	He was alive.

	Elowin was alive.
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	Chapter, The Fortieth

	 

	The scream sent ripples over my skin, a terrible noise that echoed against the tunnel walls and drove palpitations into my chest. Above us, the ceiling shook with roars of an earthquake, tipping me off balance. I was sure we’d be crushed, right up until it all fizzled out to silence. 

	We’d paused at the entrance of a circular room the moment the cliff began to shake. 

	When the tunnel was quiet again, I looked ahead to our destination, but Lucas grabbed the back of my shirt to hoist me to my feet and toss me behind him, his staff pointed out towards the sound of footsteps thundering over the ground in the tunnel.

	“Have they broken through?” I croaked, my palms feeling for the wall at my back. 

	“I don’t know, Trite.” Lucas wrapped both hands around his Patrol staff, prepared to strike as the sound drew near. I could see the nervous twitching of his fingers as he adjusted his grip, the sweat that glistened on the back of his neck against the light of the room beside us.

	“Helen!” 

	My heart doubled over at the voice. 

	I watched his silhouette emerge through the dimness—Zane sprang towards me, lifting me right off my feet with his arms wound tight around my waist, the glow from the room proving it wasn’t my imagination. 

	His hair was more tangled than my own, grains of ice coated his shoulders and twigs clung to his sleeves. His Patrol staff had clattered at our feet.

	“Ragnashuck, Cohen, I almost clubbed you!” Lucas scolded, but he shut his mouth when he saw the look on Zane’s face—an astonished, disbelieving look. 

	“What happened? How are you…” 

	Zane put my feet back on the ground as I stuttered, but linked his fingers behind me, trapping me against him. My hands padded over the scraps of fabric hanging off the back of his coat where the blades of ice had gone in during those first moments before he fell off the platform. There was sticky blood there still. 

	None of this made sense, not the first time he survived, and not this time. 

	“Is she waiting for us outside?” Lucas pressed, his topaz gaze shooting back through the tunnel.

	“The witch has fallen.” Zane finally released me and looked to Lucas.

	“You…beat her?” The younger Patrolman squinted his doubt through the swollen welts on his face.

	“No,” Zane said. “I didn’t bloody beat her. She nearly had me defeated but…something happened.” Wonder seemed to hold him back from describing the events that had taken place. But his eyes shot up to Lucas. “You should go fight. Her army is in chaos. The Patrols are sweeping through the valley.”

	It didn’t take much convincing—a wide smile broke over Lucas’s face that cracked the dry blood on his chin; a grin I was sure would remain there with every swing of his staff. He tore into a jog down the tunnel, a hoot coming from him when he finally reached the entrance and raced back out into the snow.

	“You were right,” Zane said to me, still as confused as ever. “Ragnashuck…The Dead King isn’t dead at all. His spirit has come back.” 

	We stared at each other for a moment. Then he took my hand and tugged me toward the bright room.

	The fragrance of damp stone, earthy salts, and a history of shared ambitions filtered over my senses as we came through an archway holding a set of sheer curtains. The air was humid, and warm, and welcoming. 

	Music breathed into my ears, a soft hum of angelic voices barely above a whisper. It encompassed me like cool water after a journey through the desert, like I’d been desperately thirsty all this time and just didn’t know it until now. It was that same tune I heard before from the birds: D, D, down to C, Bb, G, F—back up to Bb... I hummed it to myself, drawing a look from Zane.

	“You can hear that?” he asked, and I made a face, certain he thought I was deaf after all.

	It was hard to pull my stare from him, from the pulse behind his fiery blue eyes, and the crimson gashes visible through the gaping holes in the back of his jacket, but when I brought my attention to the room at the top of a triad of stairs, my lips parted in amazement. 

	Lights danced up the curves of the hemispherical cave, resembling the reflection of water. Every wall was covered top to bottom in writing, including the ceiling. 

	Signatures. Of all the people who had been here.

	“Every Carrier of Truth since the beginning of time,” Zane explained, knocking his knuckles off the wall by one neatly handwritten name in particular: 

	 

	Thomas Borrows

	 

	It was hard to believe that all these people whose signatures beautifully vandalized the walls had been right here, in this very room. Probably many times. I could almost hear their loud discussions in this space, how they must have laughed together, hid from danger together, helped each other stay strong when the witch first struck.

	“She was the Carrier you met in the street. The one who passed you the orb.” Zane tapped another name in red: 

	 

	Harmony Hucklebunk Reyes

	 

	I paused to remember what she looked like; the girl with the scarf who was mostly hidden by her thick layers.

	Everything in the cave was kissed with a golden hue, fading to blueish at the edges where the light didn’t quite reach. In the middle of the room, a gigantic sphere hovered in the air, rotating slowly. It was from this the glow came, striking and beautiful. 

	Winding around it was an enormous circular desk with individual spots divided by wood slabs—hundreds of the carrels encircled the room, some with pages on their tabletops, left there forever. I imagined all the Carriers convening for meetings, making plans to ignite faith and set fires of hope in the darkest places.

	I imagined Harmony Hucklebunk Reyes among them. And Thomas Borrows. And Emra—Wren Stallone’s Carrier.

	Zane lifted a feather quill from a half-dried inkwell off the nearest desk and extended it to me. “Your turn,” he said.

	Pausing to take in the moment, I scribbled my name on the wall and handed the pen back. My fingers rolled over the orb as I brought it out into the light, the cool ivory cloud calm now, spreading out and tickling the boundaries of the glass.

	Zane pointed to a metal contraption with a circular cup, approximately the size of the orb I’d carried for countless kilometres across Winter. The same contraption was at the top of every desk carrel. 

	I rubbed the smooth glass beneath my fingers, not ready to part with it so fast. But the inner contents of the orb pulled to one side, growing bright, anxiously reaching for its spot in this room.

	“I guess this is it.”

	The orb made a soft tap as it fell into place over the desk we chose. 

	Lights flashed from the giant sphere in the centre, so bright I had to shield my eyes and squint. Liquid words lapped out in radiant tentacles, and gold dust lifted from the bottom of the giant globe, dancing in praise. The hum grew, the chorus beating louder and striking something in my gut. The dust turned to the forms of people, melting into brilliant colours and making a marvelous picture. 

	A woman of gold appeared before us, long eyelashes, tanned skin, and dark hair. A white veil covered her head. She looked down at something in her arms—a newborn baby with a collage of moonbeam silver, topaz flames, evening purple, and dancing jade blazing from his glorious eyes. And I knew, I knew it was Elowin—I knew that we were watching an important piece of his past: the day he arrived.

	There was just a glimpse of this, and then it was gone, replaced by an image of the library shimmering beneath the sunlight in the field of dancing white blossoms. I could almost smell the intoxicating blooms as they swayed. 

	Suddenly, something burst out like fireworks from the innermost parts of the library building, spreading across the meadow and disappearing as though it had gone over the mountains in hundreds of directions. The sphere revealed foreign places, households, the grand heights of kingdom structures and modest low pathways, rowdy crowded parties, quiet rooms with candlelight, and bustling streets packed with animals. The flashes travelled at incredible speeds, imprinting on doorframes, rock faces, monuments, banners, and Patrol staffs. 

	It was like stealing a glimpse at Wentchester Cove from above—the Patrolmen stared down in amazement at the words that chiselled themselves into the wood of their staffs, just like the silvery words that had appeared on my arms. 

	Zane watched me instead of the sphere. He chewed on the inside of his cheek. The buzzing lights slowed to a stop, and the sphere dimmed back to its original serene gold, taking the hot glow off his face. 

	“It’s finished. You can take it out,” he said. 

	I removed the glass ball and held it out to him, a treasure I would miss even though in the beginning all I’d wanted was to be rid of it. But still, Zane didn’t accept it. 

	“I can’t take it,” he said. “It’s yours to carry.”

	“I can’t bring this back with me across the intersect.”

	“Yes, you can.” Suddenly he smirked again, apologetically this time. “You’ll have to bring it back here when people start to forget. And the forces of darkness will try to stop you, every time.” 

	I blinked. “I’m coming back?” 

	He couldn’t be serious.

	“If that day comes, Trite, I’ll come find you.”
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	Chapter, The Forty First

	 

	Outside the cave, I wasn’t hit with frightening images of scarlet armour and gray flesh, or long, pale Greed fingers reaching for me. All that was left was messy snow, doubled over gnome bodies, and large footprints where the army had once been.

	“Where are they?” I asked. But Zane was too far ahead to hear me now. 

	He stood before the Patrol army in black. Water dripped from them into murky puddles in the snow. Their boots were laced up to their knees, clean jackets down to their wrists, and two or three broken staffs lay at their feet. 

	Mikal was there, his once calm head of hair a furry mess. 

	“Helen,” the man greeted as I approached. Mikal’s creamy eyes were surrounded by kind wrinkles, a touch of humour in them as though he hadn’t just endured a dreadful battle and fought grittily alongside the Patrol.

	“Is her army gone?” I asked.

	“Mara Rouge knew her reign would end. She knew it the moment she saw the spirit of Elowin rushing in. That’s why she went after the Patrol as her final move in an attempt to leave her mark. But she failed, and the news of her death will shake her allies as it shook her army into retreat.” 

	My gaze moved to where Lucas stood beside Mikal, his arms folded in patience. I almost didn’t recognize him in his sopping state until he shot me his infectious smile, his topaz eyes twinkling. 

	Every Patrolman had the most captivating luminescent eyes like Lucas’s. Some were electric blue like Zane’s, others golden-yellow, a few were sour lavender, and some were a sharp silver, but they all sparkled like the surface of a sea.

	Mikal approached Zane. 

	“I should never have doubted. I know that. But if Elowin is alive, why didn’t he save the other Carriers? Why didn’t he destroy Mara Rouge all those seasons ago when she attacked us? Why did Elowin let our hope wither?” Zane hugged his arms to himself, his staff tucked into the crease of his elbow as he spoke back in a quiet voice. “Ragnashuck, we nearly lost everything.”

	A sad smile touched Mikal’s face as though the old man had asked these same questions once. “It wasn’t yet his time to return. It still isn’t, I gather. And maybe he never lost his faith in your abilities, even on the days you lost your faith in his.” There was a mark in the man’s words. “You have only hours now, Zane. The intersects will close by nightfall.”

	Hours. I would be sealed in one world or another in just hours. 

	Theresa the dwarf appeared beside me in a burlap gown pelted with gnome blood reaching down to her bare toes and a slingshot still in her hand. I rushed to embrace her, and she squeezed my shoulder. She smelled of tarts and sugarmelon. 

	The rest of the dwarves were mixed in with the Patrols, Old-Jymm bragging loudly about hurling a boulder at a gnome during the fight. Theresa patted me on the cheek, then turned to sing. It came out throaty at first, but she coughed, and the song came out clear. The other dwarves chimed in, their harmonies lifting my spirits:

	 

	“Don’t forget what you’ve been told,

	The Truth is quiet, but it’s made of gold.

	Take the paint and write it on your skin,

	An old melody that shouts from within.

	 

	Quiet, can you hear the song?

	Creation has been singing it all along,

	For it knows who painted its colours,

	It knows who painted its colours.”
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	Chapter, The Forty Second

	 

	I fiddled with the snowflake necklace at my throat as the train chugged along, streams of smoke glittering outside the window of our cabin. Across from me, Zane stole a look at the necklace but didn’t ask for it back. Once or twice, he smiled about something, a funny look twisting his face as he tried not to. But every time I asked, patting my hair as though something was stuck in it, he just chuckled and promised it was nothing.

	The cabin seats were rich blue, matching the curtains on the window spread in a curved fashion and tucked into silk ropes. The ceiling was its own network of stars, the navy so deep in places it felt as if gravity had turned and I might fall right up into it. 

	Finally, I looked down at the gold snowflake beneath my thumb. It was pretty, something too eye-catching for someone like me to pull off. I’d used it for its intended purpose: I’d boarded the train to go home. 

	Pulling my rebellious hair aside, I slid the thin chain over my head and extended it to Zane. But he didn’t take it. Finally, I dropped my hand when my arm grew tired of holding it out.

	“You have a bad habit of that,” I informed him.

	“A bad habit of what?”

	“Not accepting what I’m trying to hand to you. It’s rude.” I tossed the necklace at him, and it caught a button on his jacket, the snowflake dangling there.

	“Yes, that’s right. You think I’m rude,” he remembered, his grin spreading wide, the shadow of dimples threatening his cheeks. He picked up the pendant and stared at it for a while. 

	“When Mikal gave me this, he told me it was so I’d know I was never alone. I thought it was because my roots had been dug out of bad soil. But a measure later, I realized he was telling me that the Truth stays with us, deep in our chests. Even when we turn our backs on it, it waits for us to come back.” He closed the gap between us as he spoke, kneeling so his face was level with mine, and he reached around to refasten the necklace on my neck. 

	His dexterous fingers fiddled with the clasp and the snowflake fell to its place on my chest. Zane dropped his hands on either side of me, not moving back to his seat. Up this close, his eyes were potently magical, like twinkling planets. Something I could have stared at forever, maybe even studied. An ever-changing horizon of seasons.

	“You could stay, you know.” His whisper brushed my face. His brows tugged together, and I felt the slightest movement of his hands at my hips. 

	“Stay here? In this world?” 

	“Yes. Obviously.”

	The names of all the people I imagined were searching for me in the Trite world filtered through my mind. I stared at him with no answer because I couldn’t do anything else. Because his eyes were made of moving silk and twinkling Winter stars. 

	And he smirked.

	“What?” My question came out weird, and I swallowed. 

	“You shouldn’t stare. It’s rude,” he said.

	With that, he slid back into his seat, his presence drawing away too quickly. He must have known I couldn’t stay, even though I hadn’t answered the question. He probably knew it before he even suggested it. 

	But for a split second, I imagined what life would be like living in Winter, sipping hot chocolate during the blizzards and visiting the dwarves for stories. The festivals, the holidays, the carnivals. Mikal’s gardens. Lucas’s wide grin. The thousands of books tucked into the shelves of the library Zane could read to me to pass the time.

	Zane looked relaxed; a picture of what my life could be like in his world, away from the reminders of my tragedies at home, away from mean high school kids, and out from under the thumb of Aunt Sylvia. Yet…a smile pulled at the corner of my mouth.

	Even with all these benefits, it was obvious that Zane belonged in this world and that I did not. 

	Waterloo was a city with a rich history that flourished in the arts and education. It had its glories, but even so, maybe we were called Trites for a reason. Maybe the people of my city had lost their memory of the sacred truths and let its magic dissolve into dust. Or maybe it really was there, somewhere, beneath the fog of advertisements, congested parking lots, tall buildings, and hopeless wanderings. Maybe it had always been there, drifting gently behind the tree-lights, singing a quiet song through the crackling of a fireplace, dancing in the soft flicker of a candle. Everything in the Trite world shouted. But the Truth…I was pretty sure it whispered.

	A knock sounded against the frosted glass of our cabin—a white glove balancing on the other side. Cornelius Britley poked his head around the door, the turquoise shoulder of his jacket appearing with him.

	“Next stop is yours, Peg. I wonder if you would mind making a quick exit when you depart the train? I’m running forty seconds plus three behind schedule.” He smiled with his dainty mouth, flashing a pocket watch in his white glove.

	 

	[image: Shape, icon, arrow

Description automatically generated]

	 

	Colourful creatures strolled between common people in plain coats and dull winter hats, carrying coffees and armfuls of gift bags downtown. The people of Waterloo were rushing when I came out onto the train platform. A mother yelled at her kids to hurry. A man hustled by, glancing up at a large, holly-covered clock at the end of the street.

	“Trite.” My eyes shot down to Zane at the foot of the platform who now had his hood pulled up, the funny point sticking up at the top. “There’s no time to waste,” he reminded me.

	“Right.” I scrambled down the stairs until my boots found grip on the slushy streets. He held out a gloved hand and I took it, and he pulled me into a casual skate, unlike all the whipping through drifts we’d done before.

	“I thought you were homesick,” he challenged as we slipped in and out of the crowds. 

	“I was. I mean, I am. These people are all just so…” I fought for the right word, “dull,” I concluded. 

	He burst out laughing. 

	Back by the gleaming blue train pulling away from the platform, a slow wave of flurries began to swallow everything, seeming to dissolve parts of the street right from the earth. I had a feeling this was the intersect closing. It made me realize just how close we’d cut it—another hour and I would have missed my chance to come home. 

	Zane saw it too. He twirled suddenly, bringing me with him. “Come on!” He took off over the snow, bringing a burst of butterflies into my stomach. I gripped his shoulders as he did wild spins and tossed me up feverishly high, then caught me again, nearly toppling over once or twice. His uncontrollable laughter threw him off balance as we raced the closing intersect like that, keeping just out of its reach.

	My house came into view, and he carried me right up to my bedroom window on a thin path of ice, as though it would be perfectly normal for me to walk out of my room and say hi to Grandma and my siblings after I’d been missing for so long, but I decided not to point that out to him.

	He yanked the window open with one hand then half-shoved me inside where I almost didn’t catch myself on my floor. In the distance I could see the drizzling snow racing in like a white sandstorm, swallowing everything from his world into its deep throat. My eyes flickered back to him.

	“Be nicer to the snow pirates,” I advised him. 

	He made a face. “No way.”

	“Fine. Then at least tell me why you hate them so much.” Though, by now I could guess.

	He smirked. “No time,” he deflected. 

	My eyes were glancing up at the street every second as our time slipped away. “I have one last thing to say,” I told him.

	“Oh? And what’s that?” He glowed. 

	My gaze shot back to him. “Lucas is right. You’re a show-off.”

	Amusement flitted over his features. But he bit back whatever return he might have come up with. “Until next year,” he said instead.

	“Next year,” I agreed.

	The wave came rolling in like a cloud, fizzling out the sapphire of his eyes and the smirk on his lips as it took him away and everything in his world with it.

	Then, there was silence.

	For a moment I stood there by the window, staring at the calm snowfall outside. It was all that remained.

	I turned slowly and studied the room I’d lived in for half my life. I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. The orb suddenly felt much too large to sit comfortably in my pocket and I pulled it out to glance at the creamy wave in its core, a sight I’d become all too familiar with. Then I tossed it on my bed and took a deep breath, glancing down at where my Patrol boots were leaving puddles on the floor, and realizing my grandma wouldn’t be pleased about that.

	Grandma.

	Winston and Kaley.

	A fire bubbled up in my chest as I rushed for my bedroom door. My hand grabbed the doorknob, but I stopped when I realized I couldn’t go downstairs dressed like this. 

	Quickly, I yanked off my boots and stripped down to just my undergarments, snatching a pair of Kaley’s jeans off the floor, along with a t-shirt hanging on her bedpost. I squeezed into them and pulled open the door.

	What kind of story was I going to come up with for this? This was the question I should have been focusing on during the train ride home when I was distracted by Zane. 

	My finger ran over the pendant at my throat. I’d seen monsters, been bound to deals with madmen, and I’d fought a witch. I would never believe someone if they described these things to me. I couldn’t tell my family all of this now—Winston would get angry and think I was a liar and Kaley wouldn’t know what to think. Things like these could only be told to a person who couldn’t reply.

	“Helen…?”

	I faltered at the sight of my grandmother standing in the doorway in her pale blue apron, her glasses halfway down her nose. Spirals of gray hair stuck out from the clementine-sized bun atop her head, and worn beige slippers covered her feet. 

	“Good heavens, dear…Where have you been?” 

	That same old leather book was tucked beneath her arm, the one with no title. The one she used to read to me a long time ago. It caught my eye now.

	“I don’t think you’ll believe me if I tell you,” I said to the gentle old woman, my throat growing thick. 

	Grandma paused, taking that in. Then she slid into my room and shut the door behind her. “My dear, you’d be surprised of the things I believe.” Her book made a thud on the dresser where she set it down.
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	Chapter, The Forty Third

	 

	The familiar smells of the hospital and the eerie quiet of this particular wing brought a strange sense of comfort. The elevator beeped open and within minutes I was walking down the hall of the long-term care wing to room 302.

	The still silhouette of Emily Parker looked pale in the dark room. Dim sunlight from the fogged window glanced off her skin.

	I flicked on the nearest light to make sure she was still alive, though the steady beeping of the monitor should have given that away. 

	Puddles the shape of my footprints muddied the floor behind me as I approached the chair I’d left perched beside her bed the last time I was here.

	“The French and Biology notes from before the holidays are no more interesting than the last ones, unfortunately.” I pulled out the heavy stack of papers and slapped it on my lap, lifting only the top page to begin reading aloud the latest lecture. As usual, Emily Parker didn’t move a muscle. I paused, studying the light pigment of her skin that was once so gorgeously tanned from all the time she’d spent on vacation in the Bahamas. There were still dozens of pictures floating around online of her from when she was so lively. 

	With that thought in mind, I slid the French notes onto the table with the archived ones I hadn’t managed to read through yet. If I was going to be here invading Emily’s space on the last day of the holidays, I figured I ought to at least let her hear about something interesting. Besides, deep down, I knew the real reason I came today had nothing to do with French or Biology.

	From my schoolbag, I unearthed a bag of potato chips, the crinkle of the package breaking the silence as I studied the salty snack, imagining how tiny a sweater would have to be to fit on such delicate, crispy things. Then I glanced back at Emily. 

	“You’re not going to believe where I’ve been.”
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	In the belly of a city festooned with obsidian streets and cherry rosettes, a handsome trickster who called himself Jolly Cheat dragged his crimson boots o’er the stone floor as he strolled, making the rhythm of his trotting a rather obnoxious echo. 

	Asteroth Ryuu stopped his writing, pinching the quill between his fingers, the sound a clamouring gong in his ears.

	“I dare say, ink whipper, you’re going to want to listen.” The syrupy voice of the notorious swindler seeped into the underground study where moths fluttered by, shedding powder from their wings. 

	Jolly tossed his staff back and forth in a careless bobble as he waited by the door. The irritating young madman’s nose twitched when he neared the scent of sugary fruit—the same fragrance that stole everyone who wandered down into the prophet’s chambers. ‘Twas from the coil of cranberries hanging above the door.

	Asteroth let out a slow breath. A moth landed at his fingertips, trotting over the words he had just now penned, dotting the wet ink over the page. His straight, silk mane of white hair bristled all the way down to his lower back as he turned to face the visitor. A poet of renown he was, influential and powerful in the Red Kingdom. A prophet whose words moved the masses. 

	Jolly knew this. Yet, still he came barging in.

	“What brings you to my door, Jolly?” Asteroth maintained a voice as cool as a river, though in his silent way he imagined commissioning his personal legions of the Greed to silence the ash-eyed lunatic once and for all. 

	Jolly glanced around far too much as he sauntered in, pestering everything Asteroth had on display—the fastened maps, the clipped star charts, the painted symbols, the wax candles. Then, finally, the madman stopped and leaned with the utmost grace against the tall silver mirror in the heart of the room, glancing over at himself every second to admire the tacky costume that draped down to his knees. He was very much in love with himself; Asteroth did not have to work prophecies to know this. 

	“I came here on orders,” Jolly finally said. “Though, now those orders have become obsolete, I’m afraid.”

	“Obsolete, you say?” Asteroth turned his back to the visitor and pulled another paper from the stack on his desk, deciding to continue with his work since it seemed Jolly was in no rush.

	“Well, you see, the person who gave me the orders is dead. Melted back into the ground. Returned to the snow she was formed from. So, now I have a new reason for coming.”

	“Hmm.” The prophet was thinking of other things now, back to his verses. 

	Jolly Cheat stood up straight, biting back the true nature that tickled at his tongue, seeming to try and keep composure even though his hands eagerly quivered—because he was inexperienced and could not help himself, Asteroth guessed.

	“I thought perhaps you’d like to know the names of those who managed to bring an end to your merry cousin’s terrific, awe-inspiring, violent reign.” Jolly let that hang in the air for a moment—Asteroth’s eyes drifted up from his desk. 

	The jester came closer, tapping a finger against his staff. “The blessed Snow Queen has been sacrificed back to the blizzards.” The claim spilled over Jolly’s lips like a whip dragging spruce pins up Asteroth’s back. 

	The Red Kingdom’s prophet stood and turned to face Jolly Cheat all in one motion, his cotton hair lapping around one shoulder. A terrible ferocity dawned his silver eyes; the sun of courtesy had set, and a new moon glistened in its place.

	“I came here on behalf of the master who granted Mara Rouge her craft. He seeks a new vessel to be his voice.” Jolly tapped his staff against his palm, taking a step closer. “And in return, he’ll put a high reward on the heads of the ones responsible for ending your cousin’s life. He’ll even lead you to them if you’d like.” Jolly lingered. “So, come now, do we have a deal?”

	The madman’s hand reached slowly, his metallic eyes twinkling beneath brushes of black paint.

	Asteroth could not think of anything apart from how his beloved cousin, whose very name was to be revered, was reverted to the snow from which she had been made. 

	His pale hand emerged and clasped together with the lunatic’s who had briefly entertained the Crimson King to earn the jester hat sitting so proudly atop his head.

	“Deal.” The bottomless hum of his own voice surprised him.
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	If you liked this book, please leave a review on Goodreads and/or on your local bookstore website.

	Reviews always make my day!

	 

	*
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