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1 Fingers through Timber

When Oswin Fields picked a lock, he needed no more justification than curiosity for what lay beyond. But in the tumbling blizzard of a Tundran night, working picking tools with fingers comfortable in the cold, he was urged on by something else: saving someone’s life.

He’d seen a woman dragged inside.

The fateful evening began with simple logic. Earlier that day, Oswin had discovered that the self-moving magic that took the log-laden carts from his family’s produce field to Central Tundra was broken. An opportunity disguised as a nuisance. Lullia, his adoptive mother, had always forbidden Oswin from traveling to Central Tundra, but with the excuse of having to manually deliver the logs, he could ask for forgiveness instead of permission. His desperation to fill the blank of what Central Tundra looked like was more pressing than Lullia’s wrath. So, after the arduous journey, he found himself standing by a warehouse, snow up to his knees in the blustering wind, trying not to be distracted by the snowflakes catching on the bushy beard of the man he was trading with. The weather was Oswin’s first guess as to why the self-moving magic wasn’t working. Sadly, it also blurred everything into a white smog. His mental blank for Central Tundra was now a mental smudge of shadows and snowfall.

“Which produce field are you from?” asked the man—for the sixth time—as he counted tokens.

Oswin gritted his teeth, thinking—also for the sixth time—how best to dodge the question. “I’ve hand-delivered these logs, and now you won’t accept them?”

The man shoved the tokens into a pouch but didn’t hand them over. “I don’t recognize you. There’s only one produce worker I don’t know on sight: the stray Lullia’s been hiding ever since she was forced to care for him. That’s you, isn’t it?”

Oswin prickled but didn’t protest the truth of it. One could dodge questions only so much.

The man checked the logs once, twice, three times. When he began his seventh inspection, Oswin said, “The logs are fine.”

“I’m not trusting a stray’s word.”

That was insulting. Oswin was far more likely to pocket one of the man’s shiny bracelets than scam him.

The man finally finished his inspection and said, “Rochelle’s mended the self-moving tracks. You won’t find anyone better with timber magic than the Secondmaster of Corridor herself. You’ll never have an excuse to darken my door again.”

Oswin crunched down on a retort. “When was Rochelle here?”

“Just before you arrived.” The man hurled the pouch at Oswin, who fumbled to catch it. “You’re an insult to the name Fields. A food-stealing parasite.”

Oswin leaned back as if he’d been hit, but he didn’t deny the truth of that, either. He was a stray, undeserving of Tundra’s resources. He was also a Fields. His adoptive uncle, Michael Fields, had nearly torn Tundra apart with a civil war. Even though Michael had been gone long before Oswin was taken in by the settlement, their shared last name made people wary of him.

Oswin grabbed the rope handle of the now empty cart and trudged through Central Tundra, adjusting his trapper hat, his short brown hair poking out from below it. Alone in the howling wind, he realized how late it was. Dusk was fast aging into night. Lullia would be furious. At the thought, the oddity he’d merged with last year lit up and shuddered around his real hand. Oswin glanced at it. Since returning to the produce field, it had been common for the ghost hand to randomly shine into visibility and dart about.

Just as he was calming down—and the ghost hand was fading back into invisibility—there was a pressure, as if someone was pressing a thumb to the white skin of his neck. He turned. No one was there, though. The pressure remained. He spun again. Still no one.

His eyes caught on what the pressure had been nudging him toward: the Stalagmite, otherwise known as the Watchtower. For all the things Oswin had heard about it, nothing had quite captured its height. The icy formation was taller than even the Wice—the ice-composed cliff that surrounded two-thirds of Tundra. A cabin, called the Watchpost, was precariously balanced on the top of the Stalagmite, but in this weather, Oswin could barely see it.

The pressure on his neck grew. He took an unsteady step toward the Stalagmite, as if pushed. While the Watchpost was opaque behind snowfall at the top of the Watchtower, the hexagonal cabin that enclosed the base of the Stalagmite’s trunk was a murky silhouette. The world darkened from the night’s strengthening grasp, and Oswin had a horrid sense of familiarity. The pressure became a growing mold inside his skull, squeezing his ears, near and far at once.

“Oswin Fields.”

Oswin recoiled. He hadn’t heard a voice since the ghostly one last year. Every time it had spoken back then, it had meant a monster was prowling the training grounds of Corridor, ready to prey on ice apprentices before they’d finished their five years of survival training.

“Oswin Fields.”

It sounded different from last year’s. Oswin tried to see where the voice was coming from. The Watchpost emanated protective magic to keep beasts away. He should be safe. Why, then, was a new voice speaking to him?

“It’s Getting Cold.”

Jaw clenched, Oswin abandoned the cart and followed the voice. It drifted vaguely from the other side of the Stalagmite Cabin. He hurried around its perimeter, shuddering at the thought that some oddity-corrupted monster would lurch out. But if he didn’t follow the voice, he’d never understand what was going on. Death was preferable to ignorance.

“Oswin Fields. It’s Getting Cold.”

“Oh joy. You repeat yourself too.” At least the voice seemed louder. He was moving in the right direction.

That was when he saw her.

Oswin halted. A set of doors leading into the Stalagmite Cabin sat ajar. A golden glow leaked onto the snow, shining on the pale white skin of a woman on the ground, hair strikingly blond. She saw Oswin and opened her mouth as if to scream, but in a jerk was dragged inside. The doors snapped shut.

Oswin struggled through knee-high snow to the door. Through the keyhole he saw an interior lit by a roaring fire. The woman was in the center, terror-struck. He heard the sound of someone walking, but no matter how he shifted, he couldn’t see who it was through the keyhole.

He tried the handles. Locked. When he peered inside again, all was empty. The woman was gone. Snow soaked his knees as he worked his picking tools, but once he’d cracked the lock, the door still wouldn’t budge. He realized the problem: a bolt had been pulled across on the inside. If only he had a coat hanger, he could slip it through the door’s gap, hook it around, and budge the bolt along.

“Oswin!”

Dread stabbed his rib cage. That wasn’t the mystical voice he’d been hearing. That yell was real, borne on raging winds, and Oswin knew who it belonged to: Lullia. She must have followed him.

Oswin remained there, mind stuck by the growing realization that Lullia was about to find him. Rationality exited. He forgot why he’d been trying to get into the Stalagmite Cabin. All he knew was that he couldn’t let Lullia catch him. He pressed his palm to the door, wishing he could somehow grab the bolt, pull it across, and hide within.

“Oswin!” Lullia was closer, voice rage-shaken.

Panic rose within him.

“You little gadflyst. Where are you?”

Oswin closed his eyes, a candle flickering in his mind.

A clunk.

Oswin leaned back. That had sounded like the bolt. He saw the ghost hand slink through the wood from the other side to settle around his fingers. He stared at it, then, disbelieving, tried the door. Unlocked. Had the ghost hand traveled through the wood to move the bolt?

“I swear to the ice below, when I find you…” Lullia’s snarl was so close, it made Oswin nauseous. He stopped caring how the bolt had unlocked, or that there could be worse danger inside. He slipped through and closed the door behind him, then waited, heart burning, to see if Lullia would figure out where he was.

Thudding footsteps stopped by the door. Oswin thought he might faint, imagining her reaching for the handle. Instead, Lullia moved away. Oswin had no idea where she’d gone, but he didn’t care, because his focus was now on the potentially greater threat that could be in the cabin. He looked over his shoulder, taking in the hexagonal room. There wasn’t a living soul inside. Draped benches gathered around the base of the Stalagmite. Ancient climbing axes and boots decorated the walls. The nasty fire hissed, and candles flickered in sconces. Oswin yearned for the comfort of the dark he’d known moments ago. His precise hearing confirmed that Lullia wasn’t nearby, so he cracked the door open to let the cold strangle the heat and the wind kill the candles’ flames. Darkness won back the corners of the room, and he slunk into it.

His eyes landed on the Stalagmite’s base. Something about it was magnetic. Nosiness snuffed his fear. He ventured over to see thousands of names carved into the ice and an inscription at the top explaining that each name appeared when a Tundran was born. Oswin’s breath misted on the Stalagmite’s surface. His vision blurred, tears excruciatingly cold. His name wouldn’t be there. He wasn’t Tundran, after all. He’d been found on the Endless Expanse.

The door slammed open. Footsteps shuddered floorboards. Dozens of people flooded into the Stalagmite Cabin. Oswin stumbled from the shock, catching himself on the Stalagmite as the door was thrust closed again, sealing them all in.

A deep voice boomed. “You dare enter sacred ground?”
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2 Blasphemous Snooping

With ground-shaking stomps, a mammoth man with pure black eyes, tawny skin, and hair like black smoke advanced. Oswin pressed against the Stalagmite as his heart mamatted in his chest. This wasn’t just any man. This was High Watcher Greyheart, the person in charge of all Tundra. He’d given a welcome speech at Corridor at the start of Oswin’s first year. Now his furious snarl pulled at his harshly groomed beard.

“I was only snooping—”

Greyheart hauled Oswin onto a bench. “Blasphemously snooping! Laying your filthy hand on the sacred Stalagmite. A Tundran needs permission to enter this cabin, let alone a stray scrounged from the ice like some pathetically dying rodent.”

Oswin shrank in shame, then noticed the woman with pale white skin and blazing red hair behind Greyheart: Lullia. She must have fetched the High Watcher. In a room full of people glaring at him—including Tundra’s leader—Lullia’s flaming eyes scared him most.

It was Oswin’s own fault. He’d been an awful son to visit Central Tundra without her permission. He’d been thinking about getting answers, not how she would feel. Failure settled over him. Whatever happened now, he deserved it.

Greyheart straightened to his full horrific height, broad shoulders blocking the ceiling. “Watchers, arrest him.”

The watchers, in purple checkered cloaks—each with an eye embroidered on the right side that followed Oswin’s movements, moved forward. Oswin noticed one watcher at the back sneak outside. He would have asked why, only he was being forced to his feet.

“I saw someone dragged in here!” Oswin protested. “I followed to see if she was okay!” He didn’t mention that, really, he’d been desperate to hide from Lullia.

The watchers glanced at Greyheart, whose grip on Oswin loosened. Greyheart glanced back and told a pair of watchers to check the Watchpost, giving them a key with an end shaped like a snowflake. “See if anyone’s there, and check that the ice lungs haven’t been disturbed.”

The watchers unlocked a complex door and disappeared up ice steps that, with a check of his memory, Oswin realized spiraled around the Stalagmite all the way to the top.

Greyheart turned his angry face to Oswin. “Who did you see dragged in here?”

“She had white skin and hair so blond it was like snow.” Oswin nodded at the watcher gripping his right shoulder. “She wore a cloak, just like you.” His eyes traveled to the watcher’s face, identical to the woman he was describing. “Do you have a twin?”

“Not unless I have a secret sibling.”

“That could be it.” Oswin missed the joke until a smattering of laughter bubbled among the watchers.

Greyheart crossed his muscular arms. “You entered here without permission, put your stray hands on the sacred Stalagmite, then lied. There is no other choice; you’ll be sent to the Underbelly.”

Oswin looked up sharply. “The what?”

“Our prison.” Greyheart stomped a foot. “Excavated below our feet.”

Oswin imagined a sprawl of dingy cells. “Is there another option?”

Greyheart snapped, “We could commit you to the ice.”

Oswin grimaced. That was exactly what had happened to his uncle after he’d nearly brought Tundra to its knees. It wasn’t exile—it was death. Those committed were sent onto the Endless Expanse to wander until they froze, starved, or were savaged by beasts. He glanced toward Lullia, wondering if he’d see grief for what had happened. Michael had been her brother. A part of Oswin hoped to see concern for him. But Lullia’s glare remained unchanged.

The two watchers returned.

“No one in sight,” said one.

“The ice lungs were still safely in their glass case,” said the other.

Greyheart glowered at Oswin and was mid-gesture for the watchers to resume their arrest when someone else ducked inside. Greyheart’s expression seized. The watchers all stood that bit straighter, limbs stiff, as they faced the newcomer.

Dark cloak trailing over the floorboards, and bird’s-nest hat perfectly straight on her head, was Secondmaster Rochelle. The relief of seeing Rochelle, the second in charge of Corridor, almost pulled Oswin to the floor, it was so heavy.

Rochelle scythed a glare at Greyheart, her gravelly voice filling the room. “What’s going on?”

Greyheart snarled. “What are you doing here?”

“I was fixing the self-moving-cart magic when I was informed an ice apprentice was in trouble.”

“Informed? By who?”

Rochelle remained silent, but Oswin realized that the watcher who’d slipped out earlier had slunk back in. None of the watchers, nor Greyheart, had noticed. Oswin looked the watcher up and down, taking in their white skin, curly blond hair, and, when the watcher shot Oswin a subtle wink, his gap-toothed smile.

Oswin knew that grin. This was his friend Maury’s father—Julious Craftwright—if Oswin’s memory was to be trusted, which it very much could be.

Greyheart tsked at Rochelle. “You don’t lead Corridor. You’re not Grandmaster Yarrow, and even if you were, this isn’t Corridor. I’m the High Watcher. You can’t tell me what to do.”

Rochelle nodded at Oswin. “This isn’t Corridor, most definitely, but Oswin’s still an ice apprentice. If you intend to arrest him, Yarrow will want a say.”

“We can’t always have what we want. Need I remind you that, of our two seasons, we are currently in the one that makes travel perilously difficult? In this brutal Freeze, Yarrow won’t be able—” Greyheart cut off, eyes bulging. With quick thumps, he marched to the doors and threw them open. A quiet nighttime Tundra greeted him. The Freeze had ended.

“Finally, the Thaw,” a watcher muttered. “Just in time. Food was getting low.”

Rochelle continued. “Nothing has changed since you and the Watcher’s Ring decided Oswin could live in Tundra.”

“He’s tainted the very thing that Yarrow argued was the reason he could stay here!”

Oswin’s heart pounded. “Yarrow’s the reason I was allowed in Tundra?” Other strays were turned away from Tundra or given “mercy.” He’d always longed to know why he’d been the exception. It seemed Yarrow—and maybe the people right in front of him—knew why.

Greyheart didn’t listen, the argument between him and Rochelle growing heated. Oswin replayed Greyheart’s words. Oswin had “tainted” the thing Yarrow had used to argue his case? He raced through everything else that had been said, desperate to understand what he’d tainted.

He found it. Greyheart had said Oswin had desecrated the Stalagmite by putting his hand on it. Oswin turned, eyes searching the Stalagmite. How had Yarrow used it to argue Oswin’s case for staying in Tundra seven years ago?

He was momentarily distracted by the sight of the name Lullia Fields near the top, next to Michael Fields. He wondered what it was like, being a newborn Tundran, your name etching onto the Stalagmite, proving your belonging. Your right to be respected.

Rochelle and Greyheart’s argument was fizzling out, Rochelle’s constant referencing of Grandmaster Yarrow wearing the High Watcher down. Oswin didn’t care. He was focused on the Stalagmite. He drew in a sharp breath.

Was he reading that right?

He thought…

No.

He blinked. Double-checked. Because right there, by his brother Zylo’s name, was another.

Oswin Fields.

He shook out of the watchers’ grasp. “I’m not a stray!” He had to have been born in Tundra, or his name wouldn’t be on the Stalagmite. That must be why Greyheart had allowed him into the settlement.

A stillness fell over the room.

“Quiet, stray,” snapped the watcher who looked uncannily like the woman he’d seen dragged in earlier.

Oswin ground his teeth. He’d been called stray too many times that night, especially when now it seemed that he wasn’t one. If he was Tundran, he deserved better treatment than this. If he was Tundran, he had no reason to think of himself as useless.

But then Oswin’s eyes caught on the watcher, and his thoughts stalled. Her movements were brittle. Oswin was about to ask why her pupils were so unnaturally piercing when, through the quiet, Lullia stepped forward, and Oswin shriveled into a shell of foreboding.

“You’re not a Tundran.”

“But—” Oswin gestured pleadingly to the inscription. “Only Tundran names appear on the Stalagmite.”

“Your name is an exception.” Lullia spoke softly, but the consonants held a hidden sharpness as she reached for his shoulder. Oswin froze, fear filling his limbs so they couldn’t move. Fingers dug into his flesh as Lullia turned back to Greyheart and Rochelle. “If Oswin isn’t being arrested, I’ll be taking him home.”

Rochelle kept her glower on Greyheart. “If we arrested every reckless apprentice, we wouldn’t have any.”

Greyheart held Rochelle’s gaze, as if hoping doing so long enough would get her to back down. It didn’t. “Fine.”

The moment the word was out, Lullia’s painful grip dragged Oswin outside into the calm Thaw. Everything had passed in a rush. Oswin still had no idea what had happened to the woman he’d seen, but he couldn’t think about that now. Not with how furious Lullia’s march was.

“I’m sorry I went out without telling you,” Oswin warbled, lungs constricting.

“Don’t act sheepish.” Lullia moved her hand so that, instead of bruising his shoulder, she was tugging him by his neck scarf, twisting the material around his throat. “You knew what you were doing. You did it anyway.”

Oswin struggled a breath in.

Lullia’s eyes flicked to her tight grip, then his reddening face. She let go. The next second, she was hugging him. The realization of how close Oswin had come to being arrested crashed over him, and he cried into her coat, scared at how quickly Lullia had changed from the source of his fear to the source of his comfort. Then it scared him even more that he could think something so cruel about her.

“It’s okay,” soothed Lullia. “It’s their right to treat a stray poorly, but I’ll keep you safe if you stay on the produce field. Corridor is for Tundrans. You were never meant to go to the training grounds.” She pulled back, hands on Oswin’s shoulders. “You will stay with me, won’t you?”

Oswin couldn’t speak between snotty sobs. He’d returned from Corridor to the produce field to help with timber production because Lullia had written asking him to do so. He’d never promised he’d stay indefinitely. He missed his friends at Corridor. He missed everything he’d been learning. But Lullia’s melancholy face was making him feel as though he was breaking a promise he’d never made.

He scrubbed his eyes, stomach in knots. Fear. Guilt. Disappointment. He was drowning in emotions.

“Good,” murmured Lullia, as if he’d agreed. “You’ve made the right choice.” Her excruciating grip snapped around his wrist, pulling him along. Oswin stared at his hand, memories of candles stealing the last of his fight. He’d be stuck on the produce field for the rest of his life, palms splinter-ridden, dreams plagued by rattling carts. Sobs stung the back of his throat as he stared, eyes dead, at his wrist.

“The Hand Removes.”

Lullia stumbled, her grip magically shoved off. She whirled to see who was responsible.

Rochelle stood tall in the darkness, looking down on Lullia. Her gaze shifted to Oswin. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” Oswin said too quickly, forcing some semblance of calm into his distraught expression. His blue eyes looked permanently sad even when happy, so he knew how horrid he appeared when actually upset.

“I’m taking you back to Corridor.” Rochelle’s eyes narrowed as they slid back to Lullia. “Tonight.”

When Lullia didn’t say anything, Oswin looked at the ground, fiddling with the hem of his shirt. “I’m not going.”

Lullia moved back to Oswin’s side. “Leave us be, Rochelle.”

Rochelle’s lips twitched toward a snarl. “You’ll have to forgive me for tying up loose ends. Your reply to Yarrow’s letter regarding Oswin’s second year never reached us.”

“Because I didn’t send one.”

Rochelle smiled thinly. “I’d guessed as much. I imagine you burned Yarrow’s letter the moment it arrived, just like you burned the one she sent when Oswin was first found and brought into Tundra.”

Lullia’s eyes shot wide.

Oswin stopped fiddling with his shirt’s hem. “I never got a letter from Yarrow.”

Lullia’s jaw clenched.

“Nor,” Rochelle added, “did you arrive at Corridor last year wearing the enchanted boots Yarrow sent you as a welcome gift. I’d assume, given that Lullia’s feet would have been too large, that they received the same fate she gifted the letter.”

Oswin took a step away from Lullia.

“That letter,” Rochelle continued, “offered an explanation. What it meant to be a stray, where you were found, the almost certain fact that your stray parents are dead. It wasn’t the only letter Yarrow sent either. But I assume Lullia did the same to those later ones as she did the first.”

Oswin shook his head as he struggled to take it in. Grandmaster Yarrow had written to him, offering answers, and Lullia had destroyed every last bit of information?

“This is a distraction.” Lullia held a hand out to Oswin. “We have work to do. Tokens to earn. I can’t produce timber on my own.”

Rochelle snapped, “I’ve looked into the Token Exchange records. You’re doing fine.”

Oswin’s words found themselves dressed with an edge of anger. “You told me we were out of tokens. That you were desperate for my help. That you’d starve.”

“Don’t raise your voice at me,” hissed Lullia, and Oswin cringed. “The records are mistaken.” She turned to Rochelle. “I won’t explain the running of a produce field to you when you’ve only known the Scouting Grove and Corridor.”

Rochelle raised an eyebrow. “How soft are your hands?”

“Excuse me?”

Rochelle lifted a scarred palm. “My work is evident.” She gestured at Oswin. “So is his.” Oswin tucked his hands away. They were only scarred because of the work he’d done that morning. The weeks of hard work moving logs had already healed.

Rochelle indicated Lullia’s. “When was the last time you placed a finger on a log?”

Oswin couldn’t help it. He checked his perfect memory. Lullia hadn’t helped work the logs the entire time he’d been home.

Lullia bared her teeth. “Enough of this.”

“As you wish. Let’s go, Oswin.” Rochelle turned, but Oswin was stuck. “Oswin?”

Lullia put a scalding hand on his shoulder. “He’s staying with me.”

Rochelle’s dark brown eyes scrutinized Lullia, who scrutinized Rochelle right back.

“She managed all of last year without you.” Rochelle’s tone pinned Oswin. “She can harvest the logs herself. If you want an ice apprenticeship, you are entitled to one.”

A stray is entitled to nothing, thought Oswin.

Rochelle swept her cloak aside, hand going to her spellbook, her loomingness spreading like massive wings. “Lullia can’t stop you while I’m here. Zylo and Maury keep asking after you, and, even if she won’t say it, I know your friend Ennastasia misses you.”

Lullia breathed heavily, but under Rochelle’s glare she stayed quiet. Oswin finally had space to think.

He bit the inside of his cheek to numb his emotions. “Why was my name on the Stalagmite?”

Both Rochelle and Lullia blinked in surprise at the question.

“I don’t know,” said Rochelle honestly. “But Yarrow will have answers. About the Stalagmite, about why you were allowed into Tundra. Come to Corridor and you can have them.”

“Disgusting woman,” spat Lullia.

Oswin jerked his shoulder free.

“No,” Lullia despaired. “Oswin, please. Do the right thing.”

Oswin walked to Rochelle, head hanging. It wasn’t just the answers he wanted. He missed his brother and his friends. He missed Corridor. And he’d promised Ennastasia he’d return.

Rochelle let her cloak fall. “Good choice. Follow me, Oswin. We have a long journey.” She indicated that Oswin should walk ahead, so he did, feeling like he was treading on his own heart with every step. “Have a simply wonderful day,” Rochelle added to Lullia.
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3 A Self-Carving Stalagmite

Hours later, they entered Shemmia Woods, the final stretch before reaching Corridor. They stuck to the snow path ribboning through the ice. Trying not to think about Lullia, Oswin watched Rochelle open and close her fists against the chill, her brown skin scarred.

Rochelle noticed his staring. “I used to be head of the Scouting Grove. You face nasty things there.” She indicated a deep scar over an eye. “I received this lovely detail fighting a spindle.”

“I thought that spindles were just little arachnids.”

“The ones in the settlement are, sure.”

The snow grew deeper, and Oswin needed questions to keep himself from running back home. “How did you end up as head of scouting?”

“I was good at it. But then came the Height of the Great Freeze.”

Oswin had read about the Height of the Great Freeze, the brutal civil war his uncle had caused during the harshest Freeze in Tundran history. “What happened?”

Rochelle’s pupils held screams, wailing bells, steel through flesh. “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to walk in silence.”

Dropping his questions pained Oswin like peeling the skin off his fingertips, but he did so regardless. Besides, the silhouette of Corridor was forming in the distance. Happiness soared in his chest as they approached Reginald the fence, softening the sting of leaving Lullia.

Reginald’s rails formed a mouth. “Ferdinand, dear? Wake up. We have visitors.”

“In you go.” Ferdinand, the gate, yawned lopsidedly open.

Rochelle closed the gate behind them.

“I can close myself, thank you very much,” said Ferdinand. “You can’t take fifty percent of my job. You of all people should know that. You update our enchantments.”

Rochelle shook her head in amusement, walking off. Oswin tried to keep up, but after a long day, his lungs weren’t doing well.

Rochelle glanced at him. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.” He hacked up a cough.

Rochelle slowed, and Oswin cast her a look. Lullia often increased her pace if he was being a nuisance.

“Take it easy. Rest is important. Speaking of which, go and get a good night’s sleep—the welcome assembly is tomorrow.”

“I need to speak to Yarrow first.”

Rochelle looked at him flatly. “It’s midnight.”

“You promised I’d get answers.”

Rochelle tsked. “Wait in the Spruce common room; she shouldn’t be more than half an hour.” With a polite dip of her head, Rochelle strode into the night.

Oswin turned to the dormitories and smiled breathlessly. He was home. Just as he was about to walk up the steps, a muscular boy tore over the snow in his direction.

“Ozzy!” Zylo barreled into him with a hug that took them both to the ground, the pale beige skin of his nose flushed pink in the frigid air.

Oswin buried his face in his brother’s shoulder. “I missed you!”

Zylo squeezed him, then let him go and, with a strong arm, helped him to his feet. He smiled goofily then hugged him again. “I missed you more.”

“I bet I missed you a hundred thousand times more.”

“Then I missed you a thousand hundred.”

Oswin squinted. “Isn’t that the same?”

Zylo also squinted. “It sounds bigger.” They looked at each other, Oswin feeling a pang of jealousy at Zylo’s height and deep voice. Oswin was fourteen Freezes now. His voice hadn’t dropped. It never would.

“My voice is so squeaky compared to yours,” he complained.

“Doesn’t sound squeaky to me. You’ve got a voice like any other guy here.”

Oswin sniffed. “Thanks.”

Zylo jostled his head fondly. “Any time.”

They chatted, the cold seeping through their cloaks as they stood in the nighttime Corridor. Oswin knew that Zylo was nervous about his final year and what role he would be assigned at the end of his apprenticeship.

“I’m hoping for scouting,” said Zylo. “There’s something magical about the open expanse. Endless space stretching as far as you can see as you search for the metal shards on which Tundra relies for food. So freeing… so vital…”

Even if Oswin couldn’t relate, he was happy his brother had a passion. “You should talk to Rochelle. She used to be head of scouting.”

“Already have. That’s when she told me she was bringing you back tonight. Seeing as she was already headed out of Corridor to fix the self-moving magic, she decided she’d visit the produce fields afterward.” Zylo’s voice tapered off, Oswin choosing not to tell his brother that Rochelle hadn’t needed to go to the produce field to collect him in the end. “You’ll be careful this year, won’t you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You got into danger last year. Promise me you’ll be more cautious.”

Oswin frowned. “What’s got you worried?”

Zylo wafted a hand. “Nothing. Better be off! It’s late, after all.” He gave Oswin a final hug, then jogged away, whistling to himself.

Oswin headed into the dormitories, but not to go to his own room. Steps as hurried as his poor lungs could accommodate, he rushed to Ennastasia’s, knocked, then shifted from foot to foot.

“For timber’s sake,” an angry voice muttered. A grin seized Oswin. He’d almost forgotten how entertaining Ennastasia’s annoyance could be. With a jerk, a girl with black skin and a ruby earring opened the door. Ennastasia glared at him, her burgundy bonnet matching her earring.

“Hi,” he said awkwardly.

Ennastasia’s glare widened. She yanked him into her room. “Where have you been?” she hissed, closing the door. “Our second year starts tomorrow.”

Oswin put on a mocking tone. “Hello, Oswin! Nice to see you. Ah, Ennastasia! How lovely to be reunited.”

Ignoring him, Ennastasia gestured at the window. “You should have been back way earlier. It’s midnight!”

Oswin followed her gesture, then spun to take in her room. It was identical to his—from the bunk bed with a desk below, to the fireplace—except everywhere was crammed with greenery. Leaves, flowers, and vines choked the surfaces. The air tasted of soil. Clearly, Ennastasia had gotten into botany since he’d been away. He gaped, impressed. “It’s a forest in here.”

“Focus!” Ennastasia tapped a foot impatiently. “Where in Tundra have you been?”

Oswin couldn’t help feeling smug that he’d grown a few inches taller than her. “Helping my mother.”

“Yes, but you should have been back sooner. I was worried you weren’t coming.”

I was too, thought Oswin. “I was held up.”

“By what?”

“By… nothing.” The truth was, even before the fateful events in the Stalagmite Cabin, Lullia had told Oswin she needed him for one more week, and that missing the first few days back at Corridor wouldn’t matter. If it hadn’t been for Rochelle, he’d be at the produce field right then, and probably forevermore.

Ennastasia’s anger dissipated into the brisk air. “I don’t think I’ve ever been as bored at Corridor as I have these past few weeks.”

Oswin did a double take. “Are you saying you missed me?”

Ennastasia stuck her nose up. “It was a much needed break from your bothersome chitter.”

Oswin pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “I can leave.”

“I didn’t say that.”

Oswin sauntered to sit victoriously in an armchair by the window.

Ennastasia rolled her eyes. “You’re insufferable.”

Oswin looked as sad as he could.

“Yes. Fine. I missed you.”

Oswin beamed. “I missed you too.” With a grunt, Ennastasia pulled her chair to the windowsill that was so wide, it functioned as a second desk. Oswin bounced a leg, glancing at the potted thistles. “You really like plants, huh?”

“No,” snapped Ennastasia, taking a sprayer and misting the ivy trailing around the window with water. “I like timber and stems, and you can only get those by growing plants. The green stuff is an unfortunate necessity.”

“My family grows timber for a living,” he reminded her. “You absolutely can grow logs without the green stuff. Plant some splinters.” Ennastasia’s cheeks flushed. “So, you do like how plants look. Who knew you had a soft side?”

Ennastasia ignored him, drawing out her spellbook. “We need to discuss what happened last year.”

“Your infamous nonexistent spellbook appears again.”

Ennastasia cast him a long-suffering look. “I don’t have a spellbook. You’re seeing things.” She flipped through the pages. “The Timber Moves.” With a creak, the wooden mantelpiece above the fireplace lifted, taking leafy pothos with it. Hidden behind were paper scraps, strings drawn between them. Ennastasia snapped her spellbook closed, walked over, and placed her fingers to the crinkling paper. “I’ve analyzed everything that happened to us.”

Oswin gawked at the previous year condensed onto one evidence board. He slowly rose and—focusing on the fact that the fireplace wasn’t lit—peered at the information. “Can you…” He gestured vaguely. “Explain?”

“Let’s start with the basics. Maybe your airhead will be able to grasp it.”

“Aah. It’s so lovely to be back.”

She tapped a finger to a poor sketch of the atrium. “At the start of last year, the sphere you and I were in shrank. Potentially as a distraction so people wouldn’t notice the ghost hand. It was afterward that you saw the oddity on Maury.” Ennastasia tapped a list of names. “The only people who could have planted the ghost hand were those present at the introduction assembly, given Maury only began shifting into monsters after the event.” She indicated a sketch of the beasts they’d faced, just as blotchy as the atrium.

“Anyone ever tell you you’re a fantastic artist?”

“I’m a Barkmoth. Even my belches are named symphonies. Now, on to your contribution. Memory is one thing you might be a tad better at than me.”

“A glowing compliment.”

“Unquestionably.” She indicated the suspect list. “I need you to recall every person who was at that assembly.” She handed him a pencil. Oswin scrawled his messy handwriting below Ennastasia’s calligraphy-like lines. “Anyone tell you your handwriting is elegant?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Oswin snorted as he finished the list: the masters, the apprentices in their year group, and High Watcher Greyheart.

Ennastasia stared. “Greyheart was there?”

“You were probably too busy scowling to notice.”

Ennastasia scowled, then snatched the pencil and circled Greyheart’s name. “Why was the High Watcher at the introduction assembly?”

“Doesn’t he usually attend?”

“I spied on this year’s new apprentices during their introduction today. Greyheart was nowhere to be seen.” She blew out a breath, twirling the pencil around her fingers. “If his goal was to destroy Corridor, there are less convoluted methods he could have used.”

Oswin’s heart leaped into his throat. “You think Greyheart planted the ghost hand?”

“I think that the person in charge of Tundra—a hero for thwarting your uncle—is our prime suspect.”

As Ennastasia ominously re-covered the evidence board with ivy, Oswin burst out, “Yarrow!”

Ennastasia rolled her eyes. “No, Greyheart’s the suspect. Weren’t you listening?”

Oswin wafted a hand dismissively at the now-hidden evidence board. “Not that! I meant that Yarrow is meeting me in the common room in…” The alarm clock on Ennastasia’s windowsill read twenty past midnight, but Oswin didn’t know exactly when he’d arrived. “An indeterminate amount of time.”

“Precise,” said Ennastasia dryly. “Why so late? What’s the meeting about?”

As they hurried to the Spruce common room, Oswin explained how he’d ended up in the Stalagmite Cabin. “My name was on the Stalagmite,” he finished, as they settled into armchairs around the dying embers of the firepit. “I have to know why.” Oswin eyed the cinders warily, whereas Ennastasia watched, entranced.

“But you’re a stray,” she said at last. “That’s not possible.”

“That’s why I need to speak to Yarrow.”

“So long as you realize we can’t trust her. Greyheart may be our main suspect for last year’s events”—she fixed him with a harsh look—“but any master could be the culprit behind what happened. We must maintain suspicion until we know for certain who planted the ghost hand.”

Oswin shifted. “I should probably mention now that I heard another voice.”

Ennastasia startled. “You probably should, yes!” After Oswin repeated the voice’s message, she frowned. “ ‘It’s Getting Cold…’ What do you know about the Great Freeze?”

“I know Cathy’s family starved during it because strays hogged the food.” The one downside about being back at Corridor was being near Cathy. Things hadn’t been easy between him and Cathy, or her friend Frank, last year. “Master Kestcliff said the Great Freeze happened a decade ago: the longest Freeze ever, causing lethal famine.” His voice grew quiet, thinking about what the Scelving master had explained. “A lot of people died.”

“Trust me when I say it wasn’t strays hogging the food.”

“Who, then?”

Ennastasia didn’t move her gaze from the firepit. “Do you know about the Height of the Great Freeze?”

“The civil war Michael caused. Because of the dwindling food.” Oswin replayed snippets from his memory. “Something called survivalism was linked to it. Apparently, the Watcher’s Ring thinks survivalism is more dangerous than the beasts below.” Because Lullia had told Oswin so little, he hadn’t even known that the Watcher’s Ring—those who ruled Tundra under the High Watcher’s command—existed until last year. Lullia gave me food and shelter, Oswin sharply reminded himself. I didn’t even deserve that. “But obviously survivalism can’t be more dangerous than monsters.”

“It is.”

Oswin looked at her, shocked. “We faced three beasts last year and learned about the no-read, a monster who appears to gouge out your eyes. The Watcher’s Ring thinks those are less dangerous than survivalism?”

“And they’re right. Survivalism says those who can’t contribute to survival should be committed to the ice: a death sentence. Michael Fields aimed to preemptively exile anyone he thought useless. An infant is born with weaker legs? Abandon them. When the Great Freeze hit, and everyone was starving, his ideas grew dangerously popular. Survivalists rounded up the strays and ‘weaklings.’ ” Her eyes got a faraway look. “A war raged between those who agreed with Michael and those who didn’t. When the snow settled, Michael was committed to the ice for his ideas. They’re so dangerous, they’re suppressed, even now.”

Oswin’s stomach turned at the fact that Michael had been his uncle.

Ennastasia shook her head ruefully. “I was very young when it all happened. My grandfather kept me locked away, but I remember the sounds.” She closed her eyes, as if she could still hear them.

“I’m just… confused.”

“About what?”

“Tundra already values people based on their use. Greyheart wants food to be rationed depending on an apprentice’s utility.”

Ennastasia’s voice turned bitter. “The Watcher’s Ring thinks it’s more moderate. Respectable.” She shrugged. “At least they don’t kill people they think weak.”

Oswin thought of the strays who’d arrived at Tundra and had to choose between going back onto the inhospitable ice or “mercy” from the sharp end of a Tundran weapon.

“We know Michael Fields was looking into oddities. My original theory holds; someone wants to finish what Michael started.”

Oswin bit back a smile. “Despite the danger, you have to admit, oddities are fascinating.”

Ennastasia blinked slowly at him. “Every tale of merging with an oddity ends disastrously for the human. You’ll have to forgive me for not finding death and destruction ‘fascinating.’ ”

Oswin leaned forward, eyes sparkling. “Sure, but if you ignore the death and destruction part—”

“Because they’re such easy things to ignore.”

“—then what you have left are relics from other worlds! Worlds that we have no understanding of. Yet parts of those worlds have leaked into ours. Creating oddities.” He nodded toward his palm, where the ghost hand sat like a glove around his fingers, currently invisible. “The ghost hand and I are merged, yet nothing bad’s happened.”

“Yet.”

“There are answers to be found. What’s more fascinating than that?”

Ennastasia shrugged. “Not dying, maybe?”

“Boring.” Oswin smiled teasingly, but then his grin slowly fell. “‘It’s Getting Cold.’ That’s why you brought up the Great Freeze. You think the same person who planted the ghost hand on Maury is creating another Great Freeze?”

She deflated. “The Freeze we just had was harsher than ever. If the voice is warning about Freezes getting worse…”

“Someone could be making it happen. Using an oddity.”

Ennastasia put a hand to her chin. “If we could steal the season records, we could analyze the temperature drops. That might show a pattern of how things have been ‘getting cold.’ ”

Oswin perked up on the word “steal.” “Where are the season records?”

“Somewhere far away, and deeply unpleasant: the Archive.”

Oswin was about to ask what was unpleasant about it when the creaking of Yarrow’s wheelchair interrupted him. He stood to show his respect, and, with a roll of her eyes, Ennastasia did the same.

“Please, have a seat.” Yarrow’s eyes glittered with amusement from behind her spectacles, the soft wrinkles of her white skin shifting from her smile. “It’s good to see you back at Corridor, Oswin, and not breaking into the Stalagmite Cabin.”

“Sorry about that.”

Yarrow brushed lint off one of the many scarves draped around her torso. “No point in crying over splintered timber.”

“Why was my name on the Stalagmite?”

Ennastasia winced. “Never mind pleasantries, I guess.”

Yarrow said, “I hope you realize how lucky you were. You put your hand on the Stalagmite, desecrating it. Julious Craftwright couldn’t have reached me in time to handle the situation. If Rochelle hadn’t already been in the area, and Julious hadn’t run into her on his way to me, you’d be in the Underbelly right now.”

Ennastasia’s head whipped to Oswin. “You didn’t mention that you put your hand on the Stalagmite!”

Oswin ignored her. He was focused on one thing. “I have to be Tundran. My name was on the Stalagmite.”

“You came to Tundra seven years ago?” Yarrow checked.

Oswin nodded, a warm feeling of hope in his rib cage. “I have no memory of anything before. Was I a Tundran this whole time?”

“No.”

The warmth turned to needles. “Then why wasn’t I sent back onto the ice when I was found? Strays have never been allowed in Tundra.”

“That’s not technically true. Strays lived here until the Height of the Great Freeze. After that, none remained, and the Watcher’s Ring banned any more from joining in an attempt to prevent future unrest.”

Oswin felt very cold. “How many strays were in Tundra before the Great Freeze?”

“Many.” Yarrow turned her chair, peering out the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Teeth That Snatch. In the dark, the stalagmites and stalactites were more faint ideas than physical structures.

“So why?”

“As the Watcher’s Ring convened to decide your fate, there was a scraping. You were about to be sent to your death, but then the Stalagmite carved your name onto itself, naming you a citizen of Tundra, stray or not.”

Oswin sank back into his chair. “So I’m really not a Tundran.”

Sympathy tugged on Yarrow’s lips.

“But why did the Stalagmite carve my name? It only does that for Tundrans.”

“Clearly, in this instance, it made an exception—” Yarrow cut off. Oswin and Ennastasia exchanged a look as Yarrow pulled back a heap of scarves to inspect a wristwatch. Dark green lines flashed along the clock hands, pointing farther into Corridor. “Stay here. Do not follow me.” Yarrow cast a spell that sped her wheelchair outside.

Oswin glanced at Ennastasia. “I assume we’re ignoring that instruction?”

“Oh, undoubtably.”
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4 Stabbed by a Pin

The Thaw wind outside was a pleasant chill. Oswin squinted into the dark, jogging with Ennastasia to follow the tracks Yarrow’s wheels had left behind. His lungs ached as he spotted Reginald, a murky line in the night. Two Tundrans stood by the fence. He heard their conversation before Ennastasia.

“Just calm down.”

Oswin recognized the monotone speech of Tybolt, the scruffy Etymagery professor who, last year, had chased him from their lesson and banned him from coming back, probably because Oswin was a Fields. In the dim light, he could see they still had their unkempt beard and long, messy hair.

Standing facing them was Master Pin—the master who’d taught them literacy last year and who, rather strangely, had dragged a timber log behind her. Said log was sitting in the snow, attached to her waist by rope.

Master Pin was petite with very short hair, and she was jabbing a finger into Tybolt’s chest. “I’ll calm down when you tell me why you’re skulking along Reginald at night.”

“You’re here too,” said Tybolt.

“So you’re following me?” Pin snapped.

Yarrow reached them, a spellbook open in her lap. “Light.” A shining glow illuminated the scene. “Master Pin, what is wrong?”

Master Pin unhooked her spellbook from her belt, pointing accusingly at Tybolt. “They are!”

Oswin and Ennastasia arrived, catching their breaths. Yarrow looked over her shoulder at them, alarmed.

“The Organs Halt!” Pin screamed.

Tybolt’s hands gripped their chest. They keeled over.

“Master Pin!” Yarrow exclaimed. “The Health Maintains.” Tybolt managed a shaky breath, but they looked one second from death, the beige skin of their face sagging, as if melting off their skull.

Master Pin turned on Yarrow. “You’re in on it too, then?”

“Close your spellbook. Explain what the problem is.”

Oswin saw it happen before Yarrow did. A wooden stake drawn from Pin’s cloak. She lurched it into Yarrow’s stomach. There was a second of stillness. Not even Pin seemed to believe what she’d done. Then Yarrow choked, red soaking her scarves, and the glow from her light spell intensified, singeing her clothes. She was losing control of her magic. Oswin’s breath hitched as he felt his skin boil. He was about to catch fire, but before Yarrow lost consciousness, she fumbled her spellbook closed. The glow snuffed, and they were plunged into shadows.

As Oswin’s eyes adjusted to the dark, seeing Yarrow’s unresponsive face and Pin’s terrified expression, Tybolt’s wobbly voice sounded from the ground. “The Snow Entraps.” Mounds of white leaped around Master Pin’s hands and legs, chaining her to the spot. As Pin stared at Yarrow, Ennastasia snatched Pin’s spellbook and snapped it closed. Tybolt collapsed in relief as Pin’s magic ended, their skin shrinking back to normal.

Oswin hurried to Yarrow to help her.

“Don’t pull the stake out,” Tybolt said with difficulty. “It’s plugging the blood.” While Tybolt pushed themself to their knees, Yarrow slumped to the side, breaths shallow.

“Get help!” Ennastasia shoved Oswin toward the masters’ cabins.

Oswin sprinted, drawing in ragged breaths. By the time he was banging on Rochelle’s door, his lungs felt like they were shattering within his ribs.

To his relief, Rochelle opened instantly. “Oswin?”

He couldn’t speak, so he pointed to where he’d come from. Rochelle swirled her cloak over her shoulders and ran into the distance, giving a low whistle that summoned the swooping toothoot that usually nested in her hat. The bird lofted her into the air by her shoulders, shooting into the night.

Oswin slid to the ground. Breaths squeezed through his constricted airway, his faintness growing until the world fizzled out. When he came to, unsure how much time had passed, he was promptly sick. Cleaning his mouth with snow, he tried to get back to his feet but was too dizzy. By the time he’d recovered enough to stumble back to the incident, the area was swarming with the checkered cloaks of watchers. Yarrow lay on the ground, Corridor’s healer working on her. A master talked furiously with the watchers, while Rochelle supported a gaunt-faced Tybolt and kept an eye on Master Pin, who the watchers were in the process of arresting.

Ennastasia sped to Oswin. “We should leave.”

“But we’re witnesses.”

“No. You’re a stray who’s already caused enough trouble.” She grabbed his arm, leading him away.

“I had nothing to do with this.”

“I know that, but Greyheart will be searching for a reason to lock you in the Underbelly, given that his last attempt failed. Or worse, remove you from Tundra entirely.”

Oswin’s mind reeled. When they were close to the dormitories, he hugged himself. “Why did Master Pin do that?”

“How am I supposed to know?”

“You always seem to know a lot.”

“I don’t seem to, I actually do.” She walked up the steps stiffly, both of them ducking inside. “I have no shame in admitting the motivations of masters is not within my knowledge set.” She was talking fast. Oswin glanced at her hands: trembling.

They retreated to Ennastasia’s room. Oswin couldn’t help noticing that—while his clothes had blackened at the ends from Yarrow’s light spell going wrong—Ennastasia’s were spotless.

“Will she survive?” Oswin murmured as they settled down. He wished he could go back to an hour ago, before the attack.

“That was a nasty wound, and Yarrow isn’t young. She’ll be in the Icefirmary a while.” Ennastasia shook her head disapprovingly. “Pin must have been desperate. That was risky magic.”

“Risky?”

“If the organ-halting spell goes wrong, it can stop the organs of the caster and every human they can see.”

“That could have been us.”

Ennastasia scowled out the window, toward where the chaos around Yarrow continued, lit by the flickering torches the watchers held. “It could have.”

Oswin walked to the window and peered out. He could just make out Yarrow being loaded onto a stretcher. He consoled himself that she must still have a chance if they were taking her to the Icefirmary.

Ennastasia’s scowl intensified. “Something is seriously wrong. Last year we had issues with beasts, earlier tonight you see a woman dragged into the Stalagmite Cabin, and now a master stabs Yarrow?”

“We need to find out what’s going on. I owe Yarrow. I wouldn’t be at Corridor if it weren’t for her.”

Ennastasia quirked a questioning eyebrow.

“She sent a letter requesting I attend. Without it—” Lullia would never have let me, he nearly said. “I would have stayed at home. Which is why we have to figure out why Pin attacked.” Oswin flexed his fingers. “Now is probably a good time to mention that I sort of, maybe, can move the ghost hand independently.”

Ennastasia stared at him, expressionless.

“And push it through walls.”

Her eyes shot wide. “You’re being serious?”

“Deadly. But I can’t control it yet.” He gestured outside. “What’s the first step with the investigation?” His fear was freezing into rage. Grandmaster Yarrow had been trying to help, and Pin had run her through with a stake.

“The Archive is out of the question, even if they hold the season records.”

“But—”

“No discussion on that,” said Ennastasia firmly.

“Why?”

“Because I said so.” Her eyes flicked to Oswin. “We’ll start with Master Pin. She’ll have been taken to the Underbelly, so questioning her will be impossible. But we could ask her colleagues, or…”

“Break into her office?”

Ennastasia grinned. “Now I remember why I like you.”
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5 Watched

The welcome assembly was the following day but had been moved to after breakfast. So Oswin first trudged, half-asleep, to the Alchemy Lodge. He was greeted by porridge and the buzz of theorizing apprentices. As he ate, the low ceiling nudging noises to his ears, he absently categorized a hundred conversations. Everyone was talking about Yarrow. The details of last night’s event had rushed out like an avalanche.

Ennastasia sat opposite him, her hair twists a bit longer than last year, reaching just below her jawline. “Our schedules should materialize soon, then we can plan when to break into Master Pin’s cabin.”

Oswin nodded, then caught sight of a girl with brown skin and a monocle looking for a seat: Maury. Oswin waved her over.

With a beaming grin that showed off her tooth gap, Maury slid into the seat next to him. “Great to have you back!” Then Maury clearly noticed Ennastasia, and her smile vanished. “And, of course, it’s wonderful to be in your presence, Ennastasia Barkmoth.” Maury held her hand out delicately for a handshake. Ennastasia scowled first at her fingers, then her face. Maury retracted her hand, laughing nervously. “So sorry if I’ve offended you.”

Ennastasia hunched over her porridge.

Looking a tad nervous, Maury tied her swishing brown hair up, then down, then huffed.

“What’s wrong?” asked Oswin.

Maury burst out, “Sometimes I want to be a girl with my hair up, and sometimes I want to be a boy with it down. So long as you talk about me as either a boy or a girl I don’t care, but it’s no longer about my hair. I’m done with that.”

Oswin relaxed. He’d been worried something bad had happened. “Of course. Now, listen.” He lowered his voice. “We need to talk to you.”

Ennastasia shot him a look, which he returned with a stare. Clearly, Ennastasia didn’t want Maury in on their investigation, but that was too bad.

“Is everything all right?” Maury asked, after a few minutes of glare battle.

“Fine,” said Oswin, not looking away. An unspoken challenge had arisen: who could go the longest without blinking. “But we have something to tell you.”

Ennastasia’s eyes widened. “Don’t.”

“We need her help.”

“We don’t. We have me.”

“Maybe I want to tell her anyway.”

Ennastasia’s eyes shifted to Maury, who grimaced. Ennastasia huffed. “Fine.”

Oswin held his hand below the table, subtly shining the ghost hand into visibility so Maury could see. “The ghost hand never left. It passed on to me. That’s how I cured you of it last year.”

“Oh cogs.” Maury wrung her hands. “You took the burden! Now you’ll turn into monsters!”

“No, actually. I’m not infected like you were. It’s different. I merged with it.”

“Merged?” Maury adjusted her gold monocle. “But the writing on oddities was conclusive: merging always ends badly for the human.”

“I know. But somehow it seems to be… different for me.” Oswin laid everything out: Greyheart being their prime suspect for what had gone on last year, what had happened at the Stalagmite Cabin, and what Master Pin had done. When he finished, their breakfast bowls sat empty.

Maury’s one eye took on a zealous gleam. “We’d better run some tests on that oddity of yours, then. See what its limits are.”

Oswin grinned. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say.” But before they could plan when they were going to experiment on the ghost hand, wafer-thin snowflakes formed in the air, solidifying into schedules that drifted onto the table. Oswin memorized his, then balked. It declared they had six lessons a day instead of three, and only had Seventhday off. “What happened to the weekend? And where’s Culture? That’s the best subject!” He checked Maury’s to make sure there hadn’t been an error.

Ennastasia grimly folded her schedule. “I assume we’ll find out at the welcome assembly.”



The ice pillars around the atrium glittered. Within it, a stage and hundreds of armchairs were housed. At Oswin’s request they took the front seats, which stayed firmly on the ground.

“Still not good with heights, then?” asked Maury.

Oswin gave her a flat look. “No, I adore heights,” he joked to a bark of laughter from Maury and a begrudging snort from Ennastasia, both as joyful to him as when, a moment later, Zylo picked a seat behind him. He was so glad to be back.

Masters walked onto the stage. Secondmaster Rochelle’s eyes were dark with rage. As Oswin glanced from Master Tybolt to Master Vervack, the Artificing, Alchemy, and Vinderation master with batlike ears, and to Master Kestcliff with curly hair like a moss ball, he saw that they all looked unsettled. He fought the urge to blurt out What’s bothering you?

High Watcher Greyheart marched to the front, thudding to a stop by the podium. “Good morning,” he boomed.

With hesitation, the apprentices said, “Good morning.”

“I am your High Watcher. Show respect. GOOD MORNING!”

“GOOD MORNING!” the apprentices shouted, exchanging looks.

“As you may be aware, there was an incident last night. Grandmaster Yarrow has been injured and will be in the Icefirmary for the foreseeable future.”

Mutters erupted, and Zylo leaned forward in alarm. “I thought my buddies were joking.”

Oswin let out a shaky breath. He’d been worried Greyheart had been about to announce that Yarrow had died. “It’s no joke. I was there.”

“What! Were you hurt?”

“I’m fine.” Oswin felt a pang at just how much he’d missed Zylo’s protectiveness.

Greyheart slammed a fist on the podium. Splinters shot into the air. “Silence! Do not fear. Without Yarrow, Corridor will prosper. Returning to what it always should have been.”

Secondmaster Rochelle’s face twisted, knife points of fury in her eyes.

Greyheart spread his arms. “You will now benefit from six lessons a day instead of a measly three, and the pathetically long weekend has been upgraded from three days to one, allowing for ample time to finish the out-class work your masters will be setting.”

Maury sat forward sharply. “Out-class work?”

Oswin said, “There won’t be time for sleep, let alone investigation.”

Ennastasia grumbled her agreement.

Greyheart clasped his hands behind his back. “I can already see your concern, and I know what you’re thinking: Where will you find the time to deal with all this extra work? Worry not. Not only have we removed frivolous subjects like Culture from your schedule, but we have ended all extracurricular activities.”

There was an outcry. Oswin felt empty. Greyheart was ruining Corridor. The High Watcher yelled for silence, and the apprentices lobbed snow at him.

Greyheart turned to the masters. “This disobedience is what leadership like Yarrow’s fostered.”

Rochelle took two steps to stand at Greyheart’s side. She held up a hand, wordlessly counting down from five. By the time her fingers were curled in a tight fist, the apprentices had fallen into a terrified silence.

Rochelle dragged her displeased gaze over their faces. “These changes are non-negotiable. Even if we may personally disagree with them, we must adjust.”

Greyheart smiled. “Thank you, Master Roch—”

“Secondmaster Rochelle,” she corrected.

Greyheart scratched his cropped beard. “Another needed change is to your classes. No longer will the strongest endure lessons with the meek. Each year will have six classes ranging from the most skilled to the utterly useless.” He lowered his voice, Oswin straining to hear. “Of course, there will be a class zero.”

“What’s class zero?” Oswin murmured first to Ennastasia, then Maury, then Zylo. None of them knew.

Greyheart continued. “Finally, Master Vervack has assisted in re-forming a complex enchantment system that used to stand proud here at Corridor.” He nodded at the AA&V master. “Would you do the honors?”

Vervack reluctantly produced her spellbook, hands shaking. “The Hourglasses Form.” In a swirl of snow, tall hourglasses appeared. They lined the dormitories, stretching from where Reginald met with the building on the far left, all the way to where the dormitories reached the Wice. There were at least two hundred, each containing spirals of sand.

“Back when I was an apprentice,” said Greyheart, “our worth was measured with the hourglasses. The more sand, the better. You gained sand from excelling and lost it for being lazy or failing any of the two Utility Provings you have each year.”

“What if you run out of sand?” Oswin blurted. Instantly a handful of sand vanished from one of the hourglasses, the plaque at its base reading OSWIN.

“Do that too many times,” said Greyheart, as a sinking feeling weighed on Oswin, “run your hourglass empty, and you’ll be kicked out. Only those willing to contribute to survival deserve the effort it takes to train them.”

There was a stunned silence as the apprentices looked at the hourglasses.

Greyheart clasped his hands. “That is all!”

Rochelle said, “What about the apprentice-welcoming tradition?”

Oswin remembered fondly how, last year, the older apprentices had hurled snowballs at the ones joining as a humorous way to welcome them.

“A waste of time we won’t bother with. Get them to their lessons.” Greyheart marched off, smokelike hair trailing.

Secondmaster Rochelle walked to the podium, holding her hands up against the growing clamor. “While Greyheart has enforced many changes, it is I who will take on Yarrow’s role until her return. While we have to observe Greyheart’s demands, Corridor will remain a place of nurturing.” Most of the masters nodded solemnly, though Tybolt rolled their eyes, and the skunk-haired Spellbookery master, Master Crull, held back a yawn. When Rochelle dismissed the apprentices, they got up in a daze. Paper rustled as they eyed their ridiculously busy schedules.

“We have Scelving first,” said Oswin.

“Assuming we’re in the same class,” said Ennastasia. “I’m in class six. You?”

Oswin envisioned his schedule, sagging in relief. “Class six.”

Maury’s shoulders tensed. “I’m in four.” Oswin wasn’t sure what to say, he was so upset. “Hopefully it won’t be too bad. I’ll talk to you at lunch?”

Oswin gave Maury a wave as she headed off.

Ennastasia peered at her schedule, nostrils flaring. “It says class six is for the most useful apprentices.”

Despite everything, Oswin fought a smile. That meant he was useful. Maybe this new system wasn’t all bad.

Ennastasia seemed far less happy.

In the Iceberg Cabin, they were taught Scelving. Oswin wasn’t keen on the idea of training to one day scout the Endless Expanse or delve the frost caves, but at least the subject had delicious historical information to sponge up.

The Iceberg Cabin’s roof snuggled below an ice mound, the wooden walls were adorned with climbing axes, and an ice rink stretched out front. Inside, Oswin sat farthest from the crackling fireplace, Ennastasia next to him. When he recognized the shoulder horns of Frank and glass ponytail charms of Cathy, he felt grateful to have Ennastasia nearby, because every time he looked away, he felt someone staring at him, and he was sure it was Cathy.

Master Kestcliff took the register and, with a spell, had the paper fluttering out the window. “We have three lessons in a row on Firstday, so we’ll be learning until lunch.” Kestcliff looked exhausted, rubbing a hand over the white skin of his face. “Which should give us barely enough time to cover the content. A ludicrous amount of teaching, but would Greyheart listen? No.”

The first half was a torrent of information on equipment malfunctions. Oswin enjoyed it, given that his mind hoarded information, but the others developed headaches. When the apprentices finished and put their pencils down, they groaned in relief, massaging their wrists.

Kestcliff said, “Now we’ll practice climbing. The second Utility Proving of your second year is the only one you get to know in advance: the Wice climb.”

“What’s the Wice climb?” Oswin called out.

“Hand, Oswin,” Kestcliff reminded him.

Oswin put up his hand and, when called upon, said, “What’s the Wice climb?”

Kestcliff summoned a moving sketch on the chalkboard: figures climbing a monstrous wall. Oswin’s fingernails dug into his palms; there was no way he could do that.

“You’ll climb the Wice without ropes or spell assistance. At the top, the ice will bestow upon you a gift you can only receive once: a spellbook.”

Oswin felt nauseous, and his mind conjured icy outcrops tumbling to the ground. “Is there another way to get a spellbook?”

Kestcliff’s smile grew sympathetic. “Not really.”

“Not really?”

Cathy glared at Oswin, the chimes hanging from her shockingly blond hair jingling against the pinkish skin of her neck. “Not for you, stray. The only other way to get a spellbook is to inherit one from kin.” She pouted mockingly. “Which you, tragically, lack.”

Oswin shot to his feet. “I have a mother and a brother.”

“You’re not Tundran like them, so it doesn’t count—”

“Cathyquizzia Montmurmur,” snapped Master Kestcliff.

“It’s Cathy.”

“It’ll be ‘removed from my lesson’ if you continue.” Kestcliff glanced to Oswin. “There are some rare ways to inherit spellbooks, but they rely on… rituals.”

Oswin sank back into his chair. “What sort of rituals?”

“The sort too unpleasant to speak of.”

Ennastasia said, an edge to her voice, “Don’t we have too much content to be sidetracked, Master Kestcliff?”

Oswin’s gaze snapped to her, thinking of all the times she’d used a spellbook.

“Indeed. Everyone, grab climbing shoes.”

As the apprentices exited the Iceberg Cabin to practice climbing, Oswin fell into step with Ennastasia. He nodded at where, concealed below her cloak, was a spellbook she shouldn’t have had. “Who did you inherit yours from?”

Ennastasia’s eyes drowned in fury. “Never bring that up.”

The hairs on Oswin’s neck stood on end. He bit his tongue as the temptation to ask more questions vibrated his bones. “Right. Of course.” His racing thoughts on Ennastasia having a spellbook paused as he got that same feeling of Cathy staring, only, when he turned, he saw it had never been Cathy: in the distance, he glimpsed a figure ducking behind a tree.

Odd, he thought nervously.

Once the apprentices were tied into the ropes that stretched to the top of the iceberg, Kestcliff had them climb, using a hundred different techniques they were expected to master before lunch. Some apprentices were more at home on a cliff than the ground. Others were average. Then there was Oswin, who’d not yet lifted his feet.

With loud thuds, High Watcher Greyheart approached, observing the class.

“High Watcher,” Kestcliff greeted him.

Greyheart grunted in acknowledgment. “Why isn’t the stray climbing?”

“He’s… afraid of heights.”

Greyheart looked expectantly at Kestcliff. “Take some sand from him.”

“I’m sure he’ll improve with time.”

“With motivation, yes.”

Oswin’s heart sank as Kestcliff apologetically informed him that his inability to climb had cost sand. He felt less able to climb than before: his anxiety that he’d never complete the Wice climb tethered him.

When the lesson ended, Oswin collapsed in relief, and he wasn’t the only one. It had been three hours of nonstop learning. He shuffled to lunch, certain his placement in class six was a mistake.

In the cafeteria, the apprentices’ faces stretched with lethargy. The only thought on everyone’s mind was food. At least, Oswin consoled himself, the buffet was well-stocked. He filled a bowl with his favorite: leek pie. While he ate with Ennastasia, Maury passed by on his way to Philomena, agreeing to meet that evening.

After lunch was two hours of Spellbookery with Master Crull. The Spellbookery classroom was in one of the lowest cabins of the classroom tree house. Oswin’s fear of heights had his stomach twisting, and he only relaxed when he stepped inside, meeting the warm scent of ancient pages.

Dabbing a handkerchief to his red face, Master Crull taught them about spellbook maintenance and risk management. He handed out training spellbooks that couldn’t cast spells but would label their attempts as “successful,” “quite possibly adequate,” or “regrettably incompatible with remaining alive.” By the time Crull was specifying how closing a spellbook ended active spells but that enchantments persisted so long as the book that cast them wasn’t destroyed, half the class was asleep.

At the end, Oswin put his hand up, to a serenade of groans from everyone—Crull included—who wanted to leave. “I still don’t understand the need to close spellbooks between spells.”

Crull dipped his head, seemingly asleep. With an abrupt intake of breath he said, “Think of casting active spells like juggling.” He plucked up a wooden paperweight. “When I cast an active spell, I have to focus on it, like focusing on catching this.” He threw the paperweight up and down continuously. “So long as my spellbook hasn’t closed, the spell is active. Even if its effects have stopped, if I lose concentration, it can turn nasty.”

Oswin thought of Yarrow’s light spell nearly bursting him into flames.

“Closing my spellbook ends it. But if I’d kept my spellbook open and cast another kind of active spell, I would have to focus on both.” He reached for a pencil and juggled the two objects. “The more unique spells I cast, the more I have to focus on.” He added a mug. “Making disaster more likely—” His missed the paperweight, and all three items crashed down. “It’s vital to close your spellbook between active spells. Remember: enchantments aren’t an easy way out. They are infinitely harder.”

Etymagery was after Spellbookery, but when Oswin walked into the decaying cabin, Master Tybolt shambled toward him. “Out! I’m still not teaching you.” Oswin tried to protest, but Tybolt chased him outside and slammed the door. Last year, when Tybolt had learned that Oswin’s surname was Fields, they’d refused to teach him. It seemed their opinion on the matter hadn’t changed.

Oswin stuttered his way fearfully down from the top of the classroom tree house. At least, when the lesson ended, Ennastasia presented him with the notes she’d taken.

At dinner, Oswin scoffed his food, eager for the investigation meeting, only to get that same feeling of being watched. He looked up. Through a window, in the distance by Shemmia Woods, he saw a head leaning out from behind a tree. Frustrated, he shot to his feet and, not saying a word to a surprised Ennastasia, rushed into the snow. He ran as fast as his lungs allowed, but when he reached the tree, there wasn’t a face at all, but an eerily humanlike growth, with branches that looked like arms. He swore the face seemed pained, before reminding himself it was just a tree.

He was being paranoid.

Right?
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6 Prime Oculus Receptacles

Oswin arrived at Ennastasia’s room before she did, so he picked the lock and waited inside. Ennastasia arrived thirty minutes later, Maury in tow.

Ennastasia raised an eyebrow. “Please, do come in.”

Oswin said, smug, “I shall, thank you.”

Ennastasia gestured for Maury, who’d been waiting nervously in the doorway, to take the desk chair. He flung himself into it with such obedience, it almost toppled. Ennastasia looked skyward, as if summoning her strength.

They had mountains of out-class work. They labeled Scelving sketches, wrote the difference between enchantments and active spells, and completed an analysis on the letter o in the final syllable of spells. By the time they were ready to break into Pin’s office, it was getting dark, and Ennastasia was complaining about not having enough energy. Even Oswin’s head hurt. Maury grunted in agreement, then spluttered apologies about making lazy noises in Ennastasia’s presence.

“First step,” Ennastasia cut in, tone annoyed, “break into Pin’s office.”

Maury tentatively raised a hand.

Ennastasia pinched the bridge of her nose. “This isn’t a lesson. Spit it out.”

“Of course, do forgive my insolence. It’s just, I may have an idea.”

Oswin leaned forward. “What is it?”

Maury relaxed when he spoke to Oswin. “I made something last year that, by taking a reading of a type of magic, should be able to find traces of it left behind. If I took a reading of the ghost hand, we might be able to see where it’s been, and, more importantly, who has interacted with it.”

Ennastasia’s eyes bulged. “You can do that?”

Maury bowed. “Anything for a Barkmoth. O-of course, I’ll need a krachtsteen to power the device. That’s a special type of stone that holds energy. N-not to imply you didn’t already know that! But I’m ashamed to tell you, I currently lack a krachtsteen. I hope you’ll forgive a humble Tundran like myself—”

“Stop talking like that.”

“As you wish. My deepest apologies.”

Oswin held up a hand, the ghost hand shimmering into view. “We can start by taking a reading.”

Maury sprung to his feet and ran out. There were crashes as Maury searched his own room a few doors down. Oswin and Ennastasia looked at each other in increasing alarm at the screeches, explosions, and squawks.

Maury burst back in, brandishing a ticking device. “Behold!” His one eye glinted with adoration. “The magzuke!” The magzuke was a long and thin silver triangle. In the center was a looking-hole and at the base, an indent for a stone to slot into. “Currently, it can only perform basic functions. I tried using the krimpsteen—a type of krachtsteen—I found last year to power it fully, but that nearly imploded my bedroom.” He held the hole to his eye, peering through. “Theoretically, a tamer krachtsteen could power it. Hold still.” Maury grabbed Oswin’s wrist and put the device to his hand.

The blue of the ghost hand flashed as Oswin felt a sharp sting. He jerked his arm away. “What was that!” Maury turned the device over, revealing a needle sinking into the silver, the end red. “Did you take my blood!”

“Yup.” Maury shook the device, beaming. “Now that it has a trace of the ghost hand, it’ll be able to detect who else has come into contact with it.”

“You should have warned him,” snapped Ennastasia.

Maury’s zealous glee collapsed. “Oh cogs. You’re right. I’m so sorry to have bothered you, Barkmoth.”

Oswin said, “You stabbed me, not her.”

Ennastasia wafted a hand. “You’re fine.”

“Whose side are you on?” Though his hand had already healed.

Maury inspected the magzuke, suddenly puzzled.

“What?” Ennastasia inched toward the device.

“Oswin’s core temperature is significantly low. The device must be faulty. I cobbled this together with scraps, so you’ll have to forgive its sorry state. I only hope to one day live up to Barkmoth standards—”

Ennastasia shoved Maury’s hands away. “If you’re going to talk like that, don’t speak to me at all.”

Maury went silent.

Ennastasia put a hand to her face. “Why did we bring him into this?”

Oswin stood, holding a calming hand toward Ennastasia. “It’s dusk, let’s get this heist going.” Before you and Maury have a real fight…

Maury’s eye shimmered. “Heist?”

Oswin smiled at Ennastasia. “Like old times?”

“A year ago isn’t ‘old times,’ ” Ennastasia complained, but Oswin saw the smile she was hiding.



“The first issue,” said Ennastasia, as their boots sank into the snow outside, “is finding Pin’s office.”

Maury looked like he was holding in his words.

Oswin nudged him as they approached the gigantic Alchemy Lodge. “What is it?”

Maury turned to Ennastasia.

Ennastasia counted to ten, then said, “You can speak.”

“I know where it is. Of course, I’d love to tell you: to assist a Barkmoth.” He pointed not at the Alchemy Lodge, but at a tower built into the back of it. Crisscrossing wooden stilts rose into the darkening sky, at the top of which was a wide cabin. “Pin is a master of Vinderation. Her office is in the Vinderation Tower.”

Oswin craned his neck. “Why must Tundrans build everything so tall?”

As they walked around the Alchemy Lodge to reach the Vinderation Tower, Oswin and Maury fell into step, discussing the ghost hand. Oswin tried to float the oddity off his fingers and into the air, while Maury scribbled notes.

“You can make it visible and invisible at will?” checked Maury. “But you’re unable to get it to leave your hand. Tell me what the conditions were the first time.”

Lullia was about to catch me, thought Oswin. “I had my eyes closed as I tried to reach through a door.”

“Closed eyes! And reaching through a door. Let’s try that.” Maury dragged Oswin a few steps toward the Alchemy Lodge.

Ennastasia breathed heavily through her nose. “Do we have time for this?”

As Maury blubbered an apology and moved away from the lodge, Oswin closed his eyes and placed his palm flat on the wood. He thought back to that night, of Lullia following him. Dread flooded him. When Oswin opened his eyes, the ghost hand was slinking back through the wall.

“I saw that!” Maury cried, cutting off her apologies. “The ghost hand hovered through the wood. It’s incorporeal!”

Oswin’s eyebrows rose. “In-core-puh-reel?”

Ennastasia said, “It can go through things.”

Maury bowed. “A perfectly precise explanation, Barkmoth!” She turned to Oswin. “Corporeal is the opposite—what we are. Able to push and pull on things. But then, clearly, the ghost hand can be corporeal if it pulled the bolt across back at the Stalagmite Cabin. What’s interesting is that, just like you can make it visible and invisible, it seems you can also make it physical or nonphysical. This is so exciting!” She clapped her hands. “More tests!”

“No!” said Ennastasia. “We have more important things to get to tonight.”

As they started walking again, Maury went back to apologizing, Ennastasia returned to rolling her eyes, and Oswin looked skyward to see an eom shine into being, dancing in purple twists around the top of the Vinderation Tower. He thought happily back to last year, when Ennastasia had offered to answer questions for him. One of them had been what eoms were: expressions of magic that appear when magic is at its height.

In all her eye-rolling, Ennastasia must have noticed the eom too. “Any voice?” she asked as they reached the foot of the horrifically tall tower.

Oswin wanted to be sick even before they’d started ascending. He gripped his stomach. “No…”

“Definitely a different voice this year. Last year you only heard the ghost hand during eoms.” Ennastasia started climbing, the external stairs spiraling around the tower.

Maury indicated that Oswin should go next. “Might be less scary in the middle.”

Oswin gripped the railing. He wanted to watch his feet, but, of course, there were gaps between the steps, so he closed his eyes and felt his way along. At the top, Ennastasia gestured at the lock. Oswin, shaking, set to work. Only, the wooden planks below him softened. It seemed like the floor was absorbing him. “Guys?”

“It’s happening to me, too.” Ennastasia lifted a foot. A squelching sound responded.

“Who’d make a floor that turns to putty?” panicked Maury. “What poor design!”

Scratches appeared in the wood, forming five eyes. The three apprentices went still.

The eyelids moved like lips. “What grows down, and always dies on the ground?”

Oswin’s knee had disappeared into the planks, and Maury was up to his ankles. Ennastasia had escaped onto the railings.

The eyes said, “If you’re meant to be here, you’ll know the password.”

“What even are you?” asked Oswin.

“Prime oculus receptacles, obviously.”

“Oh, yes, obviously,” said Oswin, while Ennastasia scowled in thought. “What do you want?”

“To keep people out. People like you. Apprentices.” The oculus—oculi?—glared in multiple directions. Oswin was trying to use the door handle to lift himself off the floor, feeling cold air hitting the ankle that had gone completely through and remembering what a long fall awaited him.

“Stalactite!” Ennastasia burst out. “A stalactite grows down, and if it touches the ground, it dies because it becomes a column.”

All five eyes swiveled, rising out of the floor to take her in. They turned inward, whispering. At last, they said, “Incorrect. The answer was an icicle. When one falls it shatters.”

Ennastasia narrowed her eyes. “When icicles fall onto snow, they rarely shatter—”

“NEXT RIDDLE!” The eyes grew, stealing the floor’s structure.

Oswin sank faster. “Splitting splinters!” He frantically grabbed at the door frame, getting one foot on the edge. His other dangled through the floor.

Maury had hopped onto the railings as well, shaking in fear. “If I was designing intruder traps, a floor-riddle monster would be my last thought. Just think how much more efficient an alarm—”

“Shut it!” Ennastasia sniped.

Maury’s mouth clacked shut.

The eyes turned to Oswin, whose muscles were shaking.

“What’s green but not a plant, and ice but made of flesh?”

Oswin’s face scrunched as he raced through options. “An ice apprentice! They’re green because they’re new; they’re ice because they’re ice apprentices, but made from flesh because they’re human—”

“WRONG!” the eyes all but screamed, almost jolting Oswin off the door. “The answer was… a tree.”

Maury blinked. “You said it wasn’t a plant.”

“And trees aren’t ice or flesh,” hissed Ennastasia. “You’re changing the answers.”

“FINAL RIDDLE!” The eyes grew so tall that the floor was sucked into the lengthening stalks. “What does—”

Ennastasia shouted, “What’s the minimum number of snowflakes in a snow heap?”

The eyes stood, unmoving. Then, in an instant, they flattened, the platform returning to normal. Nothing more than scratches, they murmured to each other. “It can’t be one. Two is too few. Three’s not enough. What about a hundred? But then would it be fair to say ninety-nine isn’t a heap when they’d look identical? What if…”

As the oculus chattered, Maury tentatively placed a boot on the floor, finding it solid, then jumped down with a thud. Ennastasia climbed down more carefully, while Oswin refused to trust the floor again and balanced precariously on the edge of the door frame, gripping the handle.

“It’s fine, Oswin,” said Ennastasia. “Whatever those things are, they’re distracted.”

“What if they solve your riddle?” asked Maury, before amending, “Your very impressive riddle.”

Ennastasia glared at him. “It wasn’t a riddle. It was a paradox. There is no answer. Now, seriously, Oswin, we’re safe.”

It took some time for Oswin to be convinced, but eventually he inched onto the wooden floor. Highly motivated, he had the door open in minutes. He threw himself forward, rolling away from the horrible platform. Finally inside.
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7 A Brotherly Glow

Oswin shakily got to his feet inside the Vinderation Tower. A hallway ran to a square room, around which, doors led to offices. Ennastasia stopped by one in the corner, tapping the plaque proclaiming MASTER F. PIN as the owner. Oswin worked on the lock, and soon they were inside. The only light was the glow of the eom beyond the glass, like effervescent creatures swimming deep underwater. They searched, but the office had nothing more than empty cupboards.

After half an hour, Ennastasia grumbled, “Absolutely naught.”

Oswin was huddled in the corner, trying to forget how high they were. “We climbed all this way for nothing?”

“It’s not necessarily a dead end,” said Maury. “We could visit her cabin. See if we can find anything there.”

Oswin shuffled to the exit. “Love that idea. Let’s go and investigate her very-much-on-the-ground cabin. Right now. Please.”

“Wait,” said Ennastasia, and Oswin half sobbed. She ran a finger over a dust-covered windowsill. “We didn’t discover nothing.”

“What do you mean? It looks like no one’s been here for seasons. There is quite literally nothing.”

“Exactly.” Ennastasia wiped her dusty finger on Oswin’s cloak.

“Thanks for that.”

She strode into the central room. “What kind of person keeps their office so empty and enters it so little that mountains of dust can build up?” She gave the office a final glance. “Finding nothing tells us something: who Pin is.”

Maury said, “What an incredible detective you are, Ennastasia Barkmoth. I’m sure your grandfather is very proud.”

“Oh yes. He’d be overjoyed I’m breaking into places with the stray. Now shut up and follow me.”

They reached the ground—Oswin thanking the ice he was no longer up a tower—and set off for the masters’ cabins. They stopped at the edge of the structures that, unlike last year, were no longer tiny until growing to their normal size when approached. Instead, the cabins all stood full-sized already. Oswin reckoned that the shrinking-sphere incident last year being caused by the same magic that had made the cabins grow and shrink had something to do with it.

Ennastasia pursed her lips. “Neither of you would happen to know which one is Pin’s, would you?”

Maury, who clearly didn’t, looked on the verge of tears at the idea of telling a Barkmoth no, but before he could say anything, Oswin hushed him. Uneven footsteps were approaching.

“Hide!” hissed Oswin. He, Ennastasia, and Maury dived behind a thistle bush. Oswin peered through the leaves to see—ragged hair curtaining their unkempt beard—Master Tybolt.

Tybolt approached a cabin, clumsily fumbling with the lock. Oswin swore the noise was like picks working, but then Tybolt was inside, closing the door with a barely perceptible click.

“They’re always careless,” murmured Ennastasia, as Oswin frantically checked his memory. “I’ve never seen them close a door so quietly. And why aren’t they lighting a candle to see by?”

Realization breathed over Oswin. “That’s not Tybolt’s cabin.” He led them forward, hiding below a window.

Ennastasia whispered, “What do you hear, super ears?”

Maury frowned. “Super ears?”

“It’s self-explanatory.”

Oswin pressed an ear to the cold wood. “Rustling pages, opening drawers…”

“Tybolt’s broken into another master’s cabin to search it. My guess is, it’s Pin’s. But why?” When neither Oswin nor Maury answered, Ennastasia said, as if speaking to toddlers, “Because Tybolt’s got something to hide. They were arguing with Pin yesterday, remember? Tybolt must be tampering with evidence.”

Oswin dared to peek through the window before ducking back down. “We need to get in. Find out what Tybolt’s up to. I can sneak inside and spy, but I’ll need Tybolt distracted while I go through the window—it doesn’t look locked.”

“Leave it to me,” said Ennastasia. Then, with an awkward look to Maury, she amended, “With us. Wait for the signal.” She grabbed the stammering Maury, and the two hurried away.

“What’s the signal?” But they were already gone. “Great. Don’t tell me.”

The next second, a splintering noise erupted. Ennastasia was spelling trees to fall, creating noise aplenty. Oswin peered into the cabin, seeing Tybolt’s silhouette staring out the window opposite. Oswin jammed a lock pick into the window’s base, tragically bending it out of shape as he levered it but making enough space for his fingers. He silently pushed the pane up.

Another tree fell. Tybolt kept watching.

Oswin slunk through the gap and rolled soundlessly onto the floor. He closed the window, then ducked behind a sofa. Tybolt glanced over but didn’t see him. The noise of falling trees stopped, and Tybolt returned to shambling about, the scent of decaying leaves mixing with dry bark.

As Tybolt searched, Oswin noticed something stuck to the underside of the sofa he’d hidden behind. He reached below and felt documents. He gave them an experimental tug. They came free. Ears tracking Tybolt on the other side of the room, he flicked through the pages. This was Pin’s cabin. The documents were hers: she’d been collecting information on other masters. He shifted from reading to memorizing. He could always look over the information later.

He was scanning the fifth page when a wail echoed outside. He startled, the papers slipping between his fingers and hitting the floor with a quiet, but very noticeable, thud. He stared at the documents.

Tybolt fell quiet.

Oswin held still for what felt like hours. The wail sounded like the toothoot, perhaps investigating the falling trees. If the toothoot was about, Rochelle would be nearby.

The silence stretched. Oswin had bigger problems than Rochelle. Tybolt still hadn’t moved. They’d definitely heard the documents fall and might be trying to hear if someone was hiding. The stillness was agonizing. Then, in a burst, hurried footsteps rushed Oswin’s position. Fear flattened him to the floor and slid him below the sofa.

Tybolt’s snow-speckled boots came into view. Their shoes shifted, and then, horrifically, their legs bent. They were going to check below the sofa, Oswin just knew it. He tried to send the ghost hand to knock over a vase and distract Tybolt, but as much as he willed it, the oddity didn’t budge.

Tybolt picked up the documents instead, straightening and walking away. There was a creak, a soft click of a door closing, then silence.

Oswin didn’t move—what if Tybolt had only pretended to leave? He could feel the underside of the sofa pressing against his back as he waited, making him think of all the time he’d spent hiding below his duvet on the produce field, pretending candlelight didn’t exist. Only then did the ghost hand hover into the air, almost mockingly.

“Now? I needed this a minute ago.” As if in protest, it zipped back to his hand. Oswin fought a flare of annoyance.

The door burst open. “Oswin?”

Ennastasia. Oswin inched out and stood as Maury quietly closed the door.

“She has a spellbook!” Maury said, amazed. “A real, true as timber, spellbook!”

Ennastasia glared daggers. “I do not. You were seeing things.”

“But—”

“Do I need to remind you who I am?”

Maury’s face slackened. “Forgive me, I forgot my place.” Ennastasia looked even angrier, but Oswin didn’t think it was fair to be upset that time, given she’d essentially told Maury to treat her like a Barkmoth.

“I found something,” said Oswin, “but Tybolt took it.”

“Did they see you?”

Oswin suppressed a shudder. “I hope not.”

“What did you find?” asked Ennastasia as she and Oswin explored, eyes wide in the dim light, the eom outside brushing the interior purple.

“Documents. This is Pin’s cabin. I found her writings.”

“On what?” said Ennastasia, as Maury inspected a glass cabinet filled with glinting obsidian and delicate cog birds.

“Research on the other masters.”

“Master Pin was investigating them…?” Ennastasia checked below a cushion, then a bureau’s drawer. Pin’s cabin was definitely more lived in than her office.

“Yes, but Tybolt took the papers before I could read them all.”

“We’ll make do with what you remember.” Ennastasia pushed a curtain at the back to the side. She stopped. “Oswin.”

“I see it.” Behind the curtain lay a dark cupboard. Inside was a bed surrounded by logs. “Who has their bed in a closet?”

There was a crash, and both Oswin and Ennastasia startled. Maury had knocked items out of the cabinet in her effort to reach the top shelf.

“Maury!” Ennastasia admonished at the same time Oswin said, “Are you okay?”

“Sorry!” Maury stepped away from the cabinet, hands raised. “I’m usually steady, but, well, ah, it’s a nerve-racking night and…” Maury’s rambling petered out.

Ennastasia turned back to the strange bed, picking her way through the dense collection of wood to the pillow, which still had an impression. “Pin was sleeping here.” She grabbed the pillow and was met with crunching.

Oswin frowned. “Wood chips…”

Ennastasia patted the mattress: the dull thud of a tree trunk.

Oswin scanned the shelves. Mostly empty, except for a box labeled OATS. “This was a food cupboard.”

“Why did Pin turn it into such an odd bedroom?”

They inspected the rest of the cabin as quietly as they could, but the only other notable find was Pin’s bedroom, the bed with a worse coating of dust than the office.

“This is getting stranger,” said Ennastasia. “This was the master who dragged a log around with her all of last year, right?”

Oswin nodded, picking up one of the small logs from the floor, thinking guiltily of planting splinters on the produce field. Lullia would have spent all day working alone.

Ennastasia inspected Oswin’s face. “What is it?”

His nails dug into the bark, stuck on whether to be honest. At last he said, “I’m think I’m a bad son.”

Ennastasia made a face. “How? You’ve just spent weeks helping Lullia.”

“Because I left.” He loathed the way his voice cracked. “Even though she’d been kind enough to give me food and a place to live.”

“ ‘Kind enough’? That’s a parent’s job—”

There was a crash from the main room.

“Flickering fog,” cursed Maury.

Oswin dropped the timber and hurried out, Ennastasia on his heels. He skidded to a halt. A chair was toppled by the glass cabinet. Maury must have stood on it to grab what she’d been trying to get earlier. She was now sprawled on the rug, staring at a stone a few feet from her. It was dark blue and carved in the shape of a monstrous feline face with a mane of books and roaring mouth.

“It’s a krachtsteen,” stammered Maury. “Specifically, a luchtsteen, which could power the magzuke—”

Oswin heard someone hurrying toward the cabin. Footfalls too even to be Tybolt. Not heavy enough to be Rochelle, even if they were plenty heavy. He pointed at the door. “Footsteps.”

“Hide,” said Ennastasia.

“You don’t understand, if we don’t—” As Maury jerked to grab the krachtsteen, it zipped toward the ceiling. There was a gushing noise. The krachtsteen’s mouth stretched wide, sucking in air at an alarming rate. The mouth grew larger, now the size of a dinner plate. A dark abyss writhed behind its sharp teeth. The air swept Oswin and Ennastasia off their feet, dragging all three apprentices toward the stone.

Oswin tried to scream, but his voice was squashed. Ennastasia first grabbed the legs of a coffee table to stop herself being pulled into the krachtsteen’s mouth, then the back of Oswin’s doublet. Maury, though, with a panicked glint in her eye, leaped for it, flailing the magzuke onto the krachtsteen.

There was a burst of air, throwing Oswin and Ennastasia back. Oswin shook his head, trying to regain his balance, and stumbled to his feet to see Maury standing with the krachtsteen—now shrunk—slotted into the hollow of the magzuke.

“Crisis averted,” she breathed, just as they all heard the sprinting footsteps reach the door. Oswin shoved Ennastasia, grabbed Maury, and hauled them both into the cupboard with the makeshift bed. He pulled the curtain closed as someone barged inside.

In the cramped space, Oswin balanced by the curtain, holding perfectly still so as not to disturb it. Maury was precariously half sitting on the bed, trying not to make wood pieces crunch against one another, while Ennastasia looked like she was about to topple from the sudden rush. She threw out an arm, but there was only air, so Oswin grabbed her collar, leaned in the opposite direction, and made himself an unsteady counterweight. They stood like that, halfway toward falling, relying on the other to stay upright. Maury watched them, eyes wide.

In the main room, the intruder paced. Oswin would have made a snarky remark about how popular an abandoned cabin could be, but as funny as he was sure it would have been, it perhaps wasn’t worth being discovered.

Ennastasia found her feet, Oswin his own, and they separated, the curtain undisturbed. Maury, meanwhile, lifted the magzuke to her eye and, pressing her monocle to the looking-hole, peered at Oswin. Her gap-toothed grin burst to life. She excitedly held it out to him.

Moving more cautiously than Maury so his clothes wouldn’t ruffle, Oswin held the magzuke to an eye. He glanced first at Ennastasia, seeing nothing, and then at Maury, where a faint blue afterimage shimmered around her right hand. Evidence that Maury had been in contact with an oddity. Oswin looked at his own hand. Sure enough, the outline of the ghost hand showed up clear as day. The magzuke worked.

He handed the magzuke to Ennastasia, who looked through it herself; all the while the person outside searched. Oswin pulled the curtain back with slow fingers to peek. Confusion smacked him. Rummaging through a box was Zylo.

Oswin just managed to suppress a cry when Ennastasia tapped his shoulder. She’d been looking out the other side of the curtain, but as she offered the magzuke to him with a shaking hand, Oswin realized her shock ran deeper than his. Heart in his throat, he took the magzuke. Ennastasia pointed at Oswin’s eyes, and then beyond the curtain. Like a rusted mechanism, he peered through the magzuke into the main room.

Zylo’s hands glowed blue.

Oswin dropped the magzuke, jerking back.

“No!” Maury lunged for the invention.

Zylo’s head snapped in their direction.

The magzuke hit the floor. The krachsteen shattered, and there was a burst of air as its power died. The force shoved Oswin, Ennastasia, and Maury out of their hiding place, landing with a thud in the main room.

Oswin stormed straight back to his feet and toward Zylo.

Zylo’s eyebrows shot up. “Ozzy?”

“Don’t ‘Ozzy’ me. It was YOU! You planted the ghost hand on Maury. It was you behind everything last year, wasn’t it? You’ve been lying this whole time!”

Zylo’s eyes flew wide. He didn’t deny it.

Memories of last year replayed in Oswin’s head. Zylo had found him in Shemmia Woods, right after he’d heard that mysterious conversation. He’d also been nearby during the introduction assembly, having escorted Oswin there, and had left in a hurry so he could prepare to put the oddity on Maury.

Ennastasia and Maury got to their feet, Ennastasia glaring a burning sun at Zylo, Maury somberly checking the dead magzuke.

A distant wail grew rapidly closer.

“The toothoot,” said Ennastasia.

Oswin listened, hoping the bird was alone. To his dismay, he heard heavy steps. Trying to push his fury down, he hissed, “Rochelle too.”

“No time to chat, then,” said Ennastasia. “Zylo, you’re coming with us. You have a lot to own up to.”

Zylo held up his hands, terrified. “Lead the way.”

Ennastasia turned to Oswin. “What’s our best way out of here?”

“You three go out a back window. Close it behind you.” Oswin went the opposite way, throwing open a window at the front.

Maury said, “We’re not leaving you.”

“I’m better at going unnoticed than any of you.”

Rochelle’s footsteps were dangerously close. “Who’s there?” she called.

Oswin heard her spellbook open. “Go! I’ll lead her away.”

Ennastasia gritted her teeth reluctantly, taking Zylo and Maury to the back window. She opened it, let the other two go first, gave Oswin a nod, then fumbled out herself.

Oswin threw himself out the front-facing window, landing with as much noise as he could.

“There,” said Rochelle, and Oswin heard the toothoot’s eerie wail as she changed direction toward him. In the darkness he tried to find somewhere to hide, but there was only snow.

He hadn’t thought this through.
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8 Turn the Spy

The eom let out a few puffs of light, then died, giving Oswin one last glimpse of the toothoot’s massive wingspan before blackness enveloped him. He could feel his hands and legs buried deep in the snow, and a solution presented itself. He wriggled down until a thick layer covered him. He only hoped that, in the darkness, it wouldn’t be too obvious that he’d buried himself.

Rochelle’s footsteps drew near. Sharp talons crunched into the hard soil below the covering as the toothoot landed. Oswin held his breath.

“Someone came out this way,” said Rochelle, clearly having noted the open window. Oswin felt the snow shift as Rochelle turned, probably scanning for footprints. When she found none, she said, “Scout for them.”

There was a scrape as the toothoot took to the wing. Rochelle inspected the area. Oswin hoped she wouldn’t step on him. Just as he was sure he was going to faint, running out of oxygen, he heard Rochelle return to the cabin’s door and venture inside. Oswin emerged, sucking in glorious air. He shook off the snow and shuffled along. Wherever the toothoot was, it didn’t find him, and he safely joined the well-trodden path that the other apprentices had used to get to the cafeteria. Knowing his footprints would be indistinguishable, he hurried to Spruce Dorm.

With relief, he darted into Ennastasia’s bedroom, where a lit candle had him worrying the flame would catch on the curtains. Maury was sitting on the windowsill, entirely unbothered by the wick. Her focus was on the broken magzuke, cradling it as if it was a dead sibling.

Zylo stood sheepishly by the fireplace.

“You.” Oswin stabbed a finger into Zylo’s chest. “Explain.”

“You should sit down. It’s a long story.”

“I’m not doing anything until you start talking.”

“Okay. Just… okay.”

Oswin breathed heavily, crossing his arms, then uncrossing them, then crossing them again.

“In my first year as an ice apprentice, Henreeza Craftwright came to Corridor to do some repairs,” began Zylo.

“Julious Craftwright’s wife?” Ennastasia said at the same time as Oswin said, “Maury’s mom?”

Maury stiffened.

“Yes, to both,” said Zylo. “Henreeza brought her child, Maury. At that time, I’d been looking into the Teeth That Snatch.”

Ennastasia sat in her desk chair. “Why?”

Oswin couldn’t look at Zylo, so he glared at the flicking candle he wanted to drench.

“In a Scelving lesson—when I was reading a book on the thousands of fatal expeditions into the Teeth—I noticed notes in the margins.” He shrugged casually, as if he wasn’t close to tears. “Something about a way to survive the Teeth. I took the… I took…” Zylo sank into the armchair by the fireplace. He put his head in his hands.

Oswin said, “Spit it out.”

Zylo’s palms pressed against his eyes. “I took the book to the Teeth, and this little kid wandered over. They wanted to know about the Teeth, so I told them all I knew, because I like that sort of adventure. I told them about the scrawled theory on how Tundrans could go in and return alive. Of course, there isn’t a way to go into the Teeth and come back. Those theories were probably written by another apprentice, just messing about with ideas. But I was naive, and I didn’t make that clear—” Zylo’s shoulders shook.

“Fog above,” breathed Ennastasia. “You’re the reason original Maury went into the Teeth.”

Oswin’s glare faded as what had happened dawned on him.

Zylo wiped his eyes. “I turned away for one second. When I looked back, the kid was gone. Their footprints went into the Teeth, but there was no sign of them among the stalactites. I got help, and a search began. Watchers and masters walked the border, calling out, attempting returning spells. Nothing worked. The search lasted weeks, but it was obvious Maury wasn’t coming back—” Zylo’s voice broke. He put his face back in his hands. After he’d collected himself, he whispered, “I searched long after most others had gone home, my fingers almost falling off in the Freeze. It was my fault, so…” He squeezed his eyes shut. “One night I found a mimic. She’d just lost her family. She was skin and bones. Near death. We both knew Tundra wouldn’t take a mimic in, but they would accept Maury with open arms. The original Maury was certainly dead, but I could save this mimic. So I showed the mimic one of the search sketches of Maury and helped her transform. Then I went back to bed, and the new Maury wandered into Corridor to be found by a master.”

Oswin tore his eyes off Zylo to look at Maury, who didn’t meet his gaze, rigid as a stalagmite. “You knew?”

“Not about how this relates to the ghost hand,” Maury rushed out. She was shrinking, as if she could disappear if she hunched enough. “But it’s true that it was Zylo who found me. I would have died if it wasn’t for his plan to get Tundra to accept me.”

“That’s why you both acted like you knew each other at the start of last year.” Oswin paced, not looking at his brother. If he did, he knew he wouldn’t have the heart to push for answers, and he needed answers. “How does this relate to the ghost hand?”

Zylo lifted his head, eyes red, wavy hair bedraggled. “Greyheart spoke to me. Alone. He’d been organizing the searches, and after Maury was found, he’d noticed something was off.” He shuddered. “He didn’t leave me alone until he got the truth out of me.”

Oswin stopped pacing.

Maury looked sick. “You never mentioned that Greyheart knows I’m a mimic!”

Ennastasia leaned forward in her chair. “Greyheart?” Her eyes flicked to Oswin.

He glanced back at her. Their main suspect for everything that had happened last year. “What did he say?”

“That he’d keep it a secret. I believed him. But then…” Zylo’s clenched fists rested on his knees. “Before your first year at Corridor started, he spoke with me. That was the conversation you overheard. He was going to reveal that Maury was a mimic, tell everyone I’d deliberately shoved original Maury into the Teeth. Unless I did one small favor: plant the ghost hand on Maury.”

Oswin said, “When Michael Fields was an apprentice, he took out The Book of Oddities, so we’d assumed he had plans involving oddities. If Greyheart wanted you to plant one, then perhaps he’s the person picking up where Michael left off?”

Maury quietly protested, “But Greyheart stopped Michael’s coup and committed him to the ice. Why would he finish what Michael started if they were enemies?”

“No idea,” said Zylo. “From the way I’ve heard him talk about Michael, Greyheart loathed him.”

Ennastasia said, “Isn’t it obvious? Greyheart got his hands on Michael’s plans after his arrest. He would have been in charge of searching Michael’s home. Whatever he found, he must have repurposed for his own ends. Starting with Zylo planting the ghost hand on Maury.”

Zylo deflated. “I should have known it wouldn’t end there.”

Ennastasia baulked. “You’re still working with Greyheart?”

“I have to follow his commands, or else he’ll tell everyone about Maury. About what I did.” His head sagged. “I might as well have shoved the original Maury into the Teeth. I should never have taken my eyes off that kid. It was my fault.”

Tentatively Oswin put a hand on his brother’s shoulder, his anger still not fully cooled.

Zylo rested his hand on top, gripping tightly. When he let go, his face was still wrought with grief. “I tried to help last year. I had a secret meeting with Maury to try and stop her transformations.”

Maury frowned. “No, you didn’t.”

“Despite my attempt to help, you still turned into a kikorka,” said Zylo apologetically. Oswin suppressed a shudder at the memory of the towering half-frog, half-orca beast he and Ennastasia had barely survived. “So Greyheart had one of his allies—no idea who—wipe your memory.”

“My memories were wiped?” Maury’s eyebrows shot up. Oswin expected a fight, but the only thing that broke out was a wide grin on Maury’s face. “They must have used an invention. Spells can’t impact memories.”

“But you’re still working for Greyheart,” repeated Ennastasia.

Zylo raised his hands defensively. “If I don’t, Maury’s in trouble, and Greyheart said he’d hurt Oswin if I didn’t comply.”

“I wasn’t accusing you.” Satisfaction glinted in Ennastasia’s eyes. “I was clarifying.”

Oswin pushed off the wall. “What are you suggesting?”

“Zylo spies on Greyheart for us.”

“That’s too dangerous!” said Oswin.

“It’s the least I can do.” Zylo stood, shoulders back. “I’m meant to look after you, not the other way around.”

“Aren’t I allowed to look out for you, too? All last year you were facing this alone. If you’d told me, I could have helped.”

“And been in more danger. What sort of older brother would that make me?”

“An honest one.”

Ennastasia cut in, “Zylo, Greyheart sent you into Pin’s cabin, didn’t he? Why? Is he involved in what happened to Yarrow? He seems awfully happy about being in charge of Corridor now that she’s in the Icefirmary.”

“Greyheart’s not behind Pin’s attack,” said Zylo. “He ordered me to search Pin’s cabin to find out who was.”

“So he’s pleased at how the cards fell, but he wasn’t the one who threw them in the air.” Ennastasia put a hand to her chin. “We’ll need you to update us on everything Greyheart says to you. Try to get as much information out of him as possible, but don’t be too obvious about it.”

“That’s too dangerous!” Oswin repeated.

“It’s not,” said Ennastasia.

Maury mumbled, “It sort of is.” Ennastasia looked almost excited to hear her disagree, but then Maury hunched. “I misspoke. Of course, you’re correct. A small-minded apprentice such as I could never understand a Barkmoth’s wisdom.”

Ennastasia’s excitement rotted.

Oswin looked from one of his friends to another imploringly. “If this goes wrong, Greyheart could hurt Zylo. Even kill him.”

Zylo said, “I can handle it.”

“Do I get a say in this at all?”

Zylo and Ennastasia both said, “No.”

Oswin fumed.

“Looks like that’s settled.” Ennastasia guided Zylo to the corridor, and he cast a pitiful look at Oswin.

“Are we good?”

Oswin kept his eyes on the floor. “Maybe.”

Zylo left, defeated.

Ennastasia gestured at the open door. “You too,” she told Maury. “Go and mope about the magzuke in your own room.”

Maury hopped off the windowsill, bowing to Ennastasia before departing. Oswin wasn’t sure how to feel about Maury, either. She’d been keeping a secret with his older brother for as long as he’d known her. He could understand hiding it when he hadn’t known she was a mimic, but after?

Oswin went to leave, but Ennastasia stopped him. “What did the documents say?”

“That Rochelle was talented at magic and quit the Scouting Grove after the Height of the Great Freeze.” His eyes darted as he mentally read. “That Vervack has experience with timber mechanisms. She labeled the fact that Vervack had once wanted to work for the Archive as ‘suspicious.’ ”

Ennastasia pursed her lips. “Evidently, the Archive didn’t want to work with her.”

“What do you mean?”

“Usually, the Watcher’s Ring assigns a Tundran a role where they think they’ll be most useful. But the Archive only works with people they invite. It’s intense.”

“Why?”

Ennastasia shrugged. “The Archive are unbeholden to anyone’s demands. They do what they want, and no one can stop them.”

“But why?”

“The documents, Oswin.”

With frustration, he returned to the mental pages. “The bottom of the last page was on Tybolt. It said they were irreversibly changed after the Height of the Great Freeze.”

“It goes without saying that Tybolt cannot be trusted. We might know who planted the ghost hand on Maury, but if Greyheart wasn’t the mastermind behind Pin’s attack, then we have another mystery to unravel. Pin was investigating something. Her suspicions—or paranoia—made her lash out at Tybolt. As of tonight, Tybolt’s another prime suspect. What did the next page say?”

“I didn’t see it.”

Ennastasia clenched her fists. “Irksome.”

Oswin resisted the urge to itch. “I hate not getting answers.”

“We agree on that, at least.”

Oswin tapped his skull. “Great minds think alike.”

Ennastasia shot him an amused look. “Exceptions exist for every rule.”

Oswin feigned offense. “Wow.”

“Starting tomorrow, we need to—”

“Pester Vervack and Rochelle until we get answers as to what was going on with Pin?”

“Not how I was going to phrase it. But, yes.”

“Like I said. Great minds.”

Ennastasia pointedly ignored his comment. “We’ll keep an eye on Tybolt, too, but I doubt they’ll be receptive to questioning. It may be best to keep our suspicions hidden and watch them from afar.”

“Now that we’ve sorted all that, how about a game of Huvect before bed?” Oswin had missed the ridiculous card game, especially now that extracurriculars had been canceled. “I could really use a mind cleanse after everything that’s happened.”

Ennastasia nodded enthusiastically, then hesitated. “No,” she said at last, looking miserable. “Better not.”

Oswin tilted his head. “Why?”

“No reason,” she said too firmly, ushering him outside like she had Zylo. “Good night.” She closed the door on him.
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9 The Missing Face

At breakfast, Oswin saw Ennastasia sitting on her own, staring at her bowl so intensely, it was rude of it not to burst into flames. A letter lay, ignored, next to it.

“What’s that?” Oswin had intended on sitting alone and moping about Zylo, but questions were infinitely more important than sulking.

Ennastasia startled, snatched the letter into her pocket, and said, “Nothing,” then admonished Oswin the dozen following times he tried to get an answer.

Their first lesson was with Master Crull. Oswin had to focus hard on what he said so as not to keep glancing at Ennastasia and the pocket he knew contained the letter. Crull droned on about searching spells and spellbook layouts. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he had the class memorize the three types of spell difficulty: physical contact with a spellbook, having the spellbook open to the page containing the spell you’re casting, and speaking the spell out loud.

“Physical contact with the spellbook is non-negotiable,” said Crull. “But the other two can be ignored by talented spellcasters.”

“Like Yarrow,” Oswin called out, remembering her casting only by placing her hand on her spellbook.

Crull made a note on the chalkboard that sand would be deducted from Oswin’s hourglass for calling out. “Most Tundrans struggle to cast beyond the basic twenty-two spells. Talented individuals command a wide range if they have their book open to the correct page and read the words out loud. The number of Tundrans who can cast without being on the correct page is minuscule, as is those who can cast without speaking. I can count on one hand the number of Tundrans who can cast silently without their spellbook open. And yes”—his beady eyes slid to Oswin—“Yarrow is one.”

“If she survives,” Cathy muttered to Frank.

“Let’s hope not,” said Frank, and Oswin shot glares at the backs of their heads.

“Whereas,” continued Crull, “if I named every Tundran who uses their spellbook as a coaster for their mugs, we’d be here until dusk. For many, magic is more trouble than it’s worth.”

Oswin worried that would be him. Then he worried he wouldn’t even get a spellbook. He had no chance of getting to the top of the Wice.

Next, Crull demonstrated the searching spell. “You don’t want to be fumbling for the right page as a kikorka hops toward you, so you write the searching spell on the first page. Expert spellcasters know their spellbooks like the backs of their hands, but it takes a lifetime to reach that level.” He opened his hefty spellbook. “Correct Page Opens.” In a whirl, his spellbook snapped to the middle. “Just like that, I have the spell I need and can stop that kikorka from tearing me apart.”

For the rest of the lesson, they put tabs, bookmarks, and folded corners into their training spellbooks to create efficient layouts. The searching spell was tricky—the magic often misunderstood which page was correct, so manual methods of searching were important too. Crull would time how long it took them to find a spell. Whoever came last lost sand. Oswin was, surprisingly, often first. He could remember where every spell was, and his hands were nimble from years of lock picking. He felt a wealth of pride when Crull reluctantly awarded him a pouch of sand to add to his hourglass. Oswin ran his fingers over the velvet: proof he wasn’t useless.

As class six walked from the classroom tree house to the Alchemy Lodge for AA&V, they theorized what their own spellbooks might look like. Cathy reckoned hers would have the most pages, while Frank was convinced his would be green. Oswin knew glumly that he wouldn’t get one.

“You’ll be fine,” Ennastasia murmured, bumping her shoulder against his. Oswin’s anxiety weakened until he saw a face shape on a tree trunk, but they were far from where he’d seen the other tree face last time. He almost tripped at the sight. He inspected it, Ennastasia going on ahead. It looked—and sounded, when he knocked on it—like a natural part of the tree. He had to hurry to get to AA&V in time, gasping out what he’d seen once he reached the classroom and sat next to Ennastasia.

“Any ideas?” he asked, writing sticks scratching on paper in the tall classroom. He tried not to feel the gaping space above him pressing on his neck.

Ennastasia’s face creased worriedly. “As agonizing as it is to admit: no.”

“The ice lungs,” said Master Vervack, drawing lungs on the blackboard and momentarily taking Oswin’s attention away from his fears. Vervack had to stand on a box to reach the top of the blackboard, she was so short. She put her chalk with the many other writing implements tucked behind her batlike ears. “Are grossly misunderstood. The Words Visualize.” The white dust on the board shifted, showing the Stalagmite with the Watchpost on top, where the protective shield around Tundra, keeping beasts out, came from. It also showed citizen watches, their clock hands always pointing toward the Stalagmite.

Vervack indicated the precariously balanced Watchpost. “While the Stalagmite projects the magnetism the citizen watches point to, it is the ice lungs that keep the monsters out.” The chalk lines shifted, swooping into the Watchpost, showing a sprawling room crammed with antiques. In the middle hovered a glass case, within which floated frost-composed lungs. As they expanded, mist wafted off them, collecting at the base of the case.

The apprentices were to create model ice lungs using synthesized snowflakes, tweezers, and hope. Vervack turned the lines on the board into a million instructions. Oswin squinted at what Vervack had declared “perfectly clear,” just about grasping the idea of slotting snowflakes into the shape of lungs.

Vervack said, “If you haven’t constructed yours by the end of the lesson, you’ll be missing lunch.” She added bitterly, “As Greyheart insisted…”

Ennastasia nudged Oswin, nodding at the ice lungs she was doing a terrible job of constructing, and then at Vervack. It took him half an hour of brow-furrowed contemplation to understand that intentionally failing would be an opportunity to speak with Vervack about Pin.

By the time the long lesson was ending, most of the apprentices had finished their ice lungs, despite Vervack simultaneously lecturing them on the three types of metal that scouters could find on the Endless Expanse. Oswin had deliberately left a few pieces of his out, as had Ennastasia, so they were kept behind. Vervack ignored them, conducting her own experiment with metal arms and hovering flowers, so the two apprentices sped into an unspoken competition. Oswin got his final snowflake in place first and fist-bumped the air. The movement jostled the table, almost destroying Ennastasia’s work. She shot him a warning glare, and he grimaced apologetically.

“I’ll speak with Vervack,” he said, going to where Vervack was untangling the now rapidly growing flowers from the metal arms. Her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows, and the colorful petals brushed over her black skin.

Vervack didn’t look up from her work, eyes enlarged by round glasses. “How can I help?”

Oswin was meant to ask about Pin, but a different question had been paining him all lesson, especially because he’d needed something to soften his nerves over the strange tree face. “Where do the ice lungs come from?”

Vervack’s large ears twitched against her Afro in annoyance, and Oswin abruptly realized she could move them freely. He subtly tried to move his own ears, but all he managed was a series of odd expressions.

“Some theorize they predate Tundra,” said Vervack. “All we know is they keep us safe. There’s more reading on them, if you’re interested.” She gestured to a thick book.

Forgetting entirely about Pin, Oswin hefted the book, brought it to his desk, and thumbed through it. The ice lungs were, apparently, linked with the seasons.

“Ennastasia.” He elbowed her to get her attention. Ennastasia’s hand jerked, tweezers digging into her model lungs, crumbling them. She dragged an enraged gaze onto Oswin, who worried that he’d melt. “Please don’t kill me,” he half joked, because, from the scowl on Ennastasia’s face, he wouldn’t be surprised if she stabbed him with the tweezers.

“I’m considering it. What is it?”

He placed a finger on a sentence. “ ‘When the lungs out-breathe, there forms a Freeze. When the lungs breathe in, the Thaw begins.’ ”

Ennastasia raised an eyebrow. “A children’s rhyme.” She stilled. “‘It’s Getting Cold.’ There’s a link there.”

“Another thread to investigate.”

“Enough threads to get tangled in. Oh well, you’re finished with your model; let’s ask Vervack our questions.”

“Don’t you have to finish yours?”

Ennastasia looked at him flatly.

“Barkmoth. Right.” He raced through the remaining pages, memorizing but not reading, then walked to Vervack, who was crushing the flowers into a pulp. “I have a question.”

She laughed good-naturedly, wiping her soot-smudged nose. “When don’t you? What’s your question?”

“Do you know why Master Pin attacked Tybolt and Yarrow?”

Vervack’s friendliness froze. She grabbed one of the pencils behind an ear to scribble on a blueprint, shifting uncomfortably. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious.”

“Aren’t you always…”

“We were there when it happened,” Ennastasia cut in. “We just want to understand.”

Vervack said quietly, “Even if I knew, it’s not something I’d tell apprentices. Information on how to construct enchantment levers, however—”

“Pin could have killed us,” said Oswin.

Vervack’s grip on the pencil tightened. After a pause, she relented. “Pin started acting oddly a year ago, after the previous Freeze ended. She”—Vervack straightened, not looking at Oswin—“took an obsession with animate magic. Where nonliving matter is made living. Is animated. Reginald had to ignore her, she spent so much time pestering him.”

“Why do you think she became obsessed?” asked Oswin.

“I think that might be enough questions.” Vervack turned away, and it was only when she wiped her eyes that Oswin realized she was crying.

“But—” Oswin felt a hand on his arm. Ennastasia shook her head.

They left for Reginald, Ennastasia setting a blistering pace.

“No, no, don’t wait for me,” gasped Oswin as he struggled to follow. Ennastasia stopped by Reginald, Oswin bending over when he caught up, lungs aching. Ennastasia gave Reginald the harsh Barkmoth treatment, but all he could tell them was that Pin, when she’d bothered him, had rambled incomprehensibly. Ennastasia stormed off. Oswin leaned his head back, then weakly hurried after, but paused long enough to check the tree where he’d seen the first face shape.

It was gone.

When he caught up to Ennastasia again, they were by the hourglasses. “The first face has vanished.” He gestured weakly toward Shemmia Woods.

Ennastasia looked, horrified, over to where he’d indicated. “Brilliant. We’ll have to add ‘stalked by trees’ to our list of concerns. But first…” She nodded toward the hourglasses. “Add your sand. I’ll get us some food. Meet in my room.” She strode back to the Alchemy Lodge.

Oxygen slowly refilling the blood in his limbs, Oswin staggered to his hourglass. It ran worryingly low, but when he emptied the pouch Crull had given him into a chute, the sand within bolstered. His shoulders sagged in relief.

“No exceptions,” boomed a voice.

Oswin saw Greyheart, Rochelle, and one of the new apprentices standing by an hourglass.

Rochelle looked furious. “It’s the first day.”

“And already she’s proven she isn’t worthy.” Greyheart held a tall axe, the sharp end gleaming in the sunlight. A small apprentice clung to Rochelle. Greyheart dragged his entirely black eyes over the small crowd that had formed. “If you can’t prove yourself, this is your fate.” He cleaved the hourglass. Glass and sand sprayed outward. The apprentice sobbed as Greyheart dragged her toward Shemmia Woods to kick her out for good.

Oswin looked at his velvet pouch, stomach churning.
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10 A Glimpse of Blond

By the time Ennastasia arrived at her room with food, Oswin had worked himself into a frenzy.

“There’s no way I’ll be able to complete the Wice climb.” He paced, explaining what had happened. “I’ll fail a Utility Proving. Run out of sand. Get kicked out!”

“You’ll manage.”

“That’s baseless optimism.”

Ennastasia snorted. “I’m not capable of that.”

“Do you not understand how bad I am with heights?”

“You can practice.” She handed him a plate of goldencrusted leek pie. “I got your favorite. It’ll make you feel better.” Oswin took the food, stunned Ennastasia knew his favorite. “Just a guess,” she said, though it obviously wasn’t.

Touched, Oswin ate, reading his memory of the book on the ice lungs. While he enjoyed learning how Kaldine the Ice Charmer had formed the Stalagmite or how Tarner the Tinker had made breathing devices—based on the ice lungs—for delving the frost caves, his main concern was finding anything that could link the ice lungs with the voice’s message: It’s Getting Cold.

“I think the ice lungs are an oddity,” said Ennastasia suddenly.

Oswin’s eyebrows rose. “Like the ghost hand?”

“Yes.” As if making a point, Ennastasia’s eyebrows shifted up more than his. Oswin forced his own higher. Ennastasia’s eyebrows reached their limit, and her face fell back to normal, Oswin smiling victoriously. “You didn’t win that,” she said between bites of a pastry, then tutted. “If the ice lungs are an oddity, you need to stay away from them. If you merge with them like you did with the ghost hand, what will keep the protective field around Tundra?”

Oswin shuddered at the idea of monsters getting in again. “True.”

“I am a paragon of wisdom.” Ennastasia reclined in her chair. “I think someone’s meddling with the ice lungs. They’re at the top of the Stalagmite, where you saw someone dragged inside. The voice said, ‘It’s Getting Cold.’ The Freezes are longer.” She fixed her brown eyes on him, ruby earring glinting. “Someone is harming the ice lungs, turning the seasons nasty with some kind of frozen curse.”

“We should tell a master.”

“Absolutely not. We don’t know who we can trust.”

“Tybolt’s our prime suspect. It’s just them we can’t trust.”

“But what if we’re wrong? If we tell the person actually behind this, they’ll want us dead. And that’s not even considering whichever masters might be working for Greyheart.”

“But then—”

“I’m not going to sit idly by. I’m a Barkmoth. I’ll have my grandfather tighten the ice lungs’ security.” Her hand rested on her pocket, where she’d put that mysterious letter. She silenced Oswin’s budding questions about it with a look.

That evening, as Ennastasia sent word to her grandfather to increase security, Oswin waited impatiently in her room. Restless, he tapped all the plants’ leaves. Some sneezed. Others stung his fingers. Some didn’t respond at all, which Oswin found disappointing. Wondering if Ennastasia might have hidden something in a pot, he was gently lifting a plant out when a polite knock sounded. Surprised, he knocked the plant off the windowsill but managed to catch it. Hanging his head in relief, he put the plant back, then crossed to the door and opened it, seeing Maury, hands clasped tensely.

“Oh,” said Maury. “Ennastasia sent me. I suppose I should have guessed you’d be here too.” He relaxed, gap-toothed smile warming his face, and sat in the desk chair. When it squeaked, he started fiddling with its joints.

Oswin closed the door and stood awkwardly, then murmured, “Why can’t you treat Ennastasia normally?”

Maury paused his tinkering. “She’s a Barkmoth. I’m a mimic—a type of human Tundra doesn’t welcome—one slipup and she could ruin me.”

“She wouldn’t—”

“She’s dangerous. Her grandfather more so. I can’t treat her like any old Tundran, because she isn’t.”

The door shoved open. Ennastasia stood there, clearly having heard every word. Maury looked like he might faint.

After an agonizing pause, Ennastasia said, “We’re breaking into Tybolt’s.”

When the painful silence continued, Oswin tentatively said, “Bet I’m better at breaking in than you?”

Ennastasia’s shoulders loosened. “I’m sure you think you are.”



They waited until dark, which was useful given that they had mountains of out-class work, then set off. The only trouble was, once Tybolt’s cabin expanded to a normal size, they were faced with sealed windows and a door with a triangular keyhole. Oswin tried to pick it. After fifteen unsuccessful minutes, Ennastasia said, “Let someone competent work.” But her unlocking spells failed too.

“What’s that about competence?”

Ennastasia rounded on Oswin with a scythe-like glare.

Maury, terrified, said, “You’re highly competent. It’s the door’s fault.”

Oswin smiled wryly. “Can’t believe you’ve been shown up by a door.”

“You didn’t get in either.”

“But I’m not a Barkmoth.”

Ennastasia looked as if she wanted to chop the door up.

They trudged back to their rooms, Oswin and Ennastasia both declaring they’d perfect their unlocking before the other’s inferior method, while Maury trailed quietly at the back.



A few days later, after a grueling Spellbookery lesson on the phenomenon of how saying spells backward caused miniature explosions, Oswin hung behind to speak to Master Crull, arm aching from putting it up to ask questions.

When Crull turned from cleaning the blackboard, he sighed. “What is it this time?”

“What happened with Master Pin?” Oswin figured there was no harm in questioning masters Pin hadn’t been investigating.

“If I answer one question, could you promise to stop pestering me?”

“I could, yes.” He didn’t promise that he would. “I heard that Pin started acting odd a year before she stabbed Yarrow. At the end of the Freeze. What did she do that was strange?”

“She took an interest in timber,” said Crull. “Bought logs from the Token Exchange and hauled them to her cabin.”

“And—”

“For a kid who asks so many questions, you never ask if the questions are welcome. Students like you will be in class zero in no time. You’re only in six to begin with because Rochelle put her foot down about you and Ennastasia being separated.”

Oswin flinched at the sudden information.

“With any luck, you’ll run out of sand and get kicked out.” Crull’s hand—which was rather club-like, Oswin thought—moved to his spellbook. “I said one question. Now, leave me be.”

“Wait, Rochelle—”

“The Apprentices Flies.”

Magic shoved Oswin out of the room. Skidding to a stop at the edge of the Spellbookery cabin’s porch, nearly falling onto the snow below the low-hanging branches of the classroom tree house, he wisely decided to leave Crull alone.



Oswin was still mulling Crull’s words over a week later—crushed that he hadn’t gotten into class six on his own merit and wondering what had gotten into Master Pin—when Zylo sat opposite him at lunch.

Zylo’s eyes were heavy, but he smiled all the same. “How’s my little brother?”

“Busy.” Oswin’s skin prickled as he chewed potatoes. “You?”

Zylo’s muscular shoulders sagged. “Busy.”

Despite his residual anger, Oswin said, “Want to talk about it?”

“Yes,” said Zylo. “Being in my final year, I have practice expeditions on top of six hours of out-class work every day. I hardly sleep.”

“Me too.” There hadn’t been time to discuss the investigations with Ennastasia because he’d been drowning in assignments. Preparing a break-in to Tybolt’s cabin had been impossible.

Zylo cracked a smile. “You’ve never been one for sleep. I remember that much from the produce field.”

Oswin tilted his head in sudden consideration. “Were you ever taught by Master Pin?”

“The one who…” Zylo made a stabbing motion.

“The one whose cabin you broke into,” Oswin reminded him dryly. “On the orders of Greyheart. Because of the blackmail you didn’t tell me about.”

“You didn’t share everything you knew with me, either. You got up to a lot and never so much as hinted at it.”

It took a second for Oswin to realize that Zylo was entirely correct.

Zylo breathed heavily, downed scalding tea, and scratched at stubble that Oswin eyed enviously. “Master Pin taught me last year. She was quieter than usual. Jumpy. Staring at walls.”

Oswin added Zylo’s testimony to the others he’d collected, but as the busy weeks passed, he struggled to find time to reexamine them.

In AA&V they’d begun working on citizen watches again, after last year’s failed attempt. Oswin heard ticking in his sleep, whenever he finished his out-class work in time to get any. Scelving was full of dread-inspiring practice for the Wice climb. Even the seated work made him shudder as they fixed broken gear. Through it all, he kept feeling as though he was being watched, or thinking he could spot a distant figure but, on approaching it, finding only a growth on a tree that merely looked like a person. Worse still, when he went back to check in the days after, the growths were gone. Kestcliff couldn’t name any monsters that stalked someone by pretending to be trees beside timberknights, but those only camouflaged as flat parts of wooden walls or tree trunks, not faces or arms. Oswin couldn’t find anything in his own research, which left him feeling overworked and paranoid.

At least Etymagery was a respite, given that he only had to memorize Ennastasia’s notes, which became the highlight of his day. She’d complain about the smell of decaying leaves or poorly sketch Cathy and Frank with silly hairstyles. His least favorite note was the one that folded into a miniature meersnof—a tripod beast he’d faced last year—and snapped at him. Ennastasia laughed from one room over at his yelp. His favorite had been one saying, This would be less tedious with you. He’d dashed into Ennastasia’s room and wrapped her in a hug. She’d put her hand to his face to shove him off, and said, “Airhead,” fondly. Whenever Oswin felt miserable that he was too busy to spend time with Ennastasia, he read her notes.

In P.F.T.W., also known as Preparation For The Worst, also also known as Pufftow, Rochelle put them in pairs and blindfolded one while the other had to complete a circle around them without being heard. At first, no one could complete a circle except Oswin, who felt burning pride that he was excelling at something. It was Ennastasia who finally caught him. When he asked her how, she said, “I watched your shadow through a gap in the blindfold.”

“That’s cheating!”

“If you’re caught, sure. Otherwise, it’s creative problemsolving.”

At the end of the lesson, Secondmaster Rochelle stood before Oswin and, to his surprise, offered him one-to-one climbing training, having heard he was struggling.

“Shouldn’t I be punished for failing?” Oswin had sure been losing sand for it. His hourglass was dangerously low.

“Failure should be a lesson, not shameful.”

Oswin didn’t know what to say as he gratefully followed Rochelle to floating ice panels. First getting him into class six, and now this. She was looking out for him. It made all his worries feel softer.

With Rochelle’s guidance, he practiced climbing horizontally, so that he was never far from the ground.

“Make sure the axe is firm before putting weight on it,” Rochelle would say, or, “Don’t reach across your body; swap the hand on the axe.”

Oswin winced with every movement, pained by his binder.

“Problem?”

“No.”

Rochelle’s eyes narrowed. “Are you injured?”

“No.”

“The Illness Visualizes.”

To Oswin’s dismay, his own rib cage glowed, visible through layers of warm clothes. Shame joined his apprehension.

Rochelle shut her spellbook softly. The light faded. “I see.”

“I can’t take it off.” Not wearing his chest compressor felt wrong. It was sickening, knowing his problem would worsen. The other boys’ voices would drop. Stubble would grow. Oswin couldn’t think about the changes he’d be stuck with. It was suddenly impossible to breathe.

Rochelle crouched at his side. “I know it’s hard, and I know I don’t understand what it’s like. It’s for your own safety that you should take your compressor off when exercising. You understand that, don’t you?”

“That doesn’t make it easier. And no, you don’t understand.” He struggled in a ragged breath. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. This must be a difficult subject for you. But I won’t train you if it causes injury. If you wear your binder while doing this, or wear it for too long, you could hurt yourself. What if a rib breaks? What if you cause permanent damage?”

Oswin looked away, scrubbing at his face with an ice-bitten glove. The cold soothed him.

“We have treatments.”

His head snapped back to Rochelle. He fought down scorching hope. Lullia had always said there were no treatments.

Rochelle’s smile was comforting in its confidence. “Healers can perform what Tundrans of old would think miracles.”

Oswin drew in a sharp breath, the knowledge that he could change in the ways he wanted turned the scorch into an agonizing inferno.

“I can set up meetings for you to have with Corridor’s healer, to assess what’s best for you.” Rochelle’s expression grew heavy. “But certain injuries make treatments impossible. I know it hurts. But you owe yourself the best shot of completing the Wice climb, and of getting those treatments. For that you need practice, and you need your health.”

Eventually, Oswin nodded. He excused himself to change and emotionally recalibrate. He cried, laughed, then cried a bit more. There were treatments!

He returned, wearing something more supportive. He’d added bulky layers, and, though he did feel worse out of his binder, his chest was as flat as he could safely get it.

“Good,” said Rochelle. “Now, climb.”

By the time Rochelle ended their training, Oswin felt slightly more confident.

“Thank you. I really don’t deserve your help. Especially as a stray.”

Rochelle peered down at him. “Everyone deserves help.”

Oswin just nodded politely, then, testing his luck, said, “What do you know about Master Pin?”

Rochelle loomed. “I won’t speak on that.”



It was after another lesson of Scelving, where he’d managed to climb his own height, that Oswin hung back to speak to Master Kestcliff, who pulled his cloak around himself, shuddering in the chill.

“Crull, Vervack, and Rochelle tell me you’ve been nosing around. I imagine you want to speak to me about Pin too?”

Oswin’s eyebrows shot up.

Kestcliff adjusted his square glasses. “Surprised we masters talk? We are colleagues and friends. As was Pin. She and Vervack have known each other decades. So, I’ll answer your questions if you leave my friends in peace. I wasn’t as close to Pin, and I don’t want them retreading painful memories.”

Oswin couldn’t look Kestcliff in the eyes. He hadn’t considered how the masters might feel. “Deal.”

“Ask away.”

“Did you notice any of Pin’s strange behavior?”

Kestcliff looked into the distance, as if he could see her on a faraway hill. “She took a log everywhere, no matter how we tried to reason with her. We heard cries from her cabin at night. The next day, her arms would be stiff, as if her joints were rusted. She refused to explain why. Then the incident with Yarrow happened.”

“Do you know what made Pin attack?”

“No more than you. Now, please remember what I asked. Don’t bother those who want to forget. They lost a good friend.”

Oswin frowned. “Pin didn’t die.”

Kestcliff clenched his jaw. “Not in the traditional sense, but she stopped being herself so much, she’s had to stay in the permanent-care ward in the Icefirmary.”

Oswin stiffened. The Icefirmary was a lot more accessible than the Underbelly, where he and Ennastasia had assumed Pin was. They could break in to speak to her.

Oswin thanked Kestcliff, then hurried to Ennastasia. Only, when he turned, he saw that distant figure again, disappearing behind a trunk. But this time, he glimpsed incredibly blond hair.

He knew that color.

Cathy.
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11 Letters from Quinn

Oswin didn’t care if he had mountains of out-class work, he was telling Ennastasia everything. No one answered his knocking, and when he picked the lock, he was met with emptiness. Even the plants were gone. He thought the room looked lonely without the greenery.

There was only one other place he could think Ennastasia would be—the Spruce common room—so he hurried there. He spotted Maury and motioned for her to join, but she’d continued her avoidance of Ennastasia. Remaining seated with Philomena, she looked like she wasn’t changing that.

Frustrated, Oswin slipped a note to Maury, detailing everything, and hearing in return that Yarrow was stable in the Icefirmary but still had a long way to go recovery-wise. He thanked Maury and Philomena, who’d read as much on the notice board, then went to the mezzanine. Ennastasia sat in an armchair surrounded by out-class work, staring with red eyes at that mysterious letter.

“Are you all right?”

Ennastasia startled and pocketed the letter, wiping furiously at her eyes. “Dust. In my eyes.” Oswin opened his mouth, but Ennastasia snapped, “What is it?” so he proceeded to list what he’d gathered. “Buying timber, screaming at night, stiffened limbs… Doesn’t sound good.”

“Agreed.”

Oswin sank into the armchair by the globe.

Ennastasia rubbed a hand over her face. “Sometimes I wish there were two of me. Then this would be solved already.”

“Or you’d argue about who has stronger magic.”

“Obviously, I would.”

“The other Ennastasia would be your double.”

“But I’d be the original.”

“Splitting splinters, you really would argue with yourself.”

Ennastasia crossed her arms.

“What now, then?”

“We have a few leads. I’m still working on unlocking spells. I’ll get us into Tybolt’s cabin, which is a potential next step.”

“I’ve been working on lock picking. I’ll get us in.”

“I bet you my Huvect deck and skates I’ll get in first.”

“Deal.”

They shook on it, then Ennastasia said, “I miss Huvect.”

“And skate racing,” Oswin added wistfully. “Corridor’s just work, these days.”

“Even if there were still extracurriculars, I wouldn’t be allowed—” Ennastasia cut off, pursing her lips.

Oswin frowned. “What do you mean, ‘wouldn’t be allowed’?”

Ennastasia ignored his question. “I know we’re being taught more this year, but my brain’s retaining nothing. The more lessons are crammed into my skull, the less it can hold. It’s utterly baffling that Greyheart thinks this is an improvement.”

“Guess some of us are better at memory than others,” Oswin said, spinning the globe. Though, Oswin had to admit, even he was overwhelmed. It was getting hard to sort through his memorized facts for what he needed.

“We’re getting off track.” Ennastasia shot him a scowl, as if it was his fault. He just grinned. Ennastasia’s glowers were endlessly pleasant. “If Pin is in the Icefirmary, we should break in and speak to her. With all this sneaking around, it goes without saying that it would be prudent for you to have control over the ghost hand.”

Oswin sagged. “I tried to use it back in Pin’s cabin, but it only activated after Tybolt had left.”

Ennastasia gestured. “Try again. No one can see us up here. I think we may be the only apprentices who can be bothered to walk up the steps.”

Oswin looked at his right hand, the spectral glove shimmering into view. “Move!” Nothing happened. Ennastasia covered her mouth, and Oswin could tell from the crinkles of her eyes that she was laughing. “It’s a work in progress.”

“Don’t you need progress for something to be a ‘work in progress’?”

“Hilarious.” He tried again, but by the time Ennastasia had finished all of her out-class work, he’d only managed flickers of movement.

“By my estimations, you have a one-sixth chance of controlling it,” Ennastasia chimed helpfully.

“You could have kept that to yourself—”

Cathy and Frank walked through the common room carrying bundles of out-class work, disappearing below the mezzanine.

“What?” Ennastasia queried. “If you’re going to start a sentence, do try and be bothered to finish it.”

Oswin put a finger to his lips, slinking to the edge of the mezzanine. He pressed against the banister, listening. Cathy and Frank had sat down at the table below, papers sprawled between them.

Cathy grumbled, “Greyheart made all these changes but didn’t think to exile the stray.”

Oswin gripped the railings, wondering if Cathy really had nothing better to do than stalk or complain about him.

Frank said, “When we head into the next Freeze, Oswin will be wasting an entire person’s worth of rations.”

“Not to mention he messed with my mother’s head,” added Cathy.

“Yeah, after the incident at the Stalagmite, Quinn was…”

“Different.”

Oswin’s grip loosened. What? he mouthed, mentally comparing Cathy to the woman who’d been dragged into the Stalagmite Cabin. Same hair. Same face. Same… everything. That woman—Quinn—must be Cathy’s mother. He thanked the ice below that his hearing was so good that he could eavesdrop.

“That mongrel’s story got under her skin. Her letters are worrying. She talks about the strangest things.”

Frank scoffed. “Your mother writes to you?”

Cathy was silent for a beat, Oswin imagining her flint eyes glaring. “Mom feels bad about how little she saw me growing up, with all her watcher duties. So, yes. She writes.”

“Well, if Oswin was giving Quinn strife, we should have a ‘word’ with him.”

“Too right,” Cathy said moodily, before hissing, “How does Vervack expect us to understand the backward-forward fire paradigm with only diagrams?” The comment started a competition of complaining between Cathy and Frank.

When it was clear they weren’t going to say anything else useful, Oswin returned to Ennastasia, recounting what he’d heard. “I should have realized Cathy and Quinn were related. They have the same hair.” Maybe Quinn was stalking him, not Cathy?

“Cathy has a mother. A revelation, truly.” Ennastasia wafted a hand. “People can look similar without being related, and plenty of people who look nothing alike are. What matters more is Quinn’s letters. We need to see them. Because you’ve obviously already got a scheme, tell me what I need to do.”

“You keep Cathy and Frank distracted while I break into her room. I don’t want Cathy finding me there.”

Ennastasia did just that, going downstairs and demanding that Cathy and Frank review her essay on axe sharpness. They sounded unwilling, but it was a Barkmoth demanding their help.

Oswin removed his hat, pulled his neck scarf over his nose, then swiped a book and buried his face in it. Assuming a stilted walk, he passed Cathy and Frank unnoticed as Ennastasia insisted they make every sentence rhyme.

In the corridor, Oswin broke into a faster pace, recalling the noticeboard of the apprentices’ room numbers last year. It was quite the trek to Cathy’s: room sixty. Oswin was out of breath by the time he got working on the lock, freezing air brushing onto his fingers from the keyhole. The lock resisted, and when he tried the door handle, it stayed closed. Defeated, he returned to the Spruce common room, sneaked by Cathy and Frank again, and waited for Ennastasia in the mezzanine.

“Well?” she asked, minutes later.

“Locked.”

“You couldn’t pick it?”

Oswin gave her a look. “Sure, but I returned emptyhanded anyway.”

“Ha-ha.”

“You try and unlock it.”

“Maybe I will.” She spun on her heels.

When she returned fifteen minutes later, also empty-handed, Oswin grinned. “Looks like that went well?”

Ennastasia angrily dodged the topic. “We’ll need a different approach, unless you’re hoping Cathy will drop her room key.”

“Maybe if I ask nicely?”

“Take this seriously.”

“Take what? And my name’s Oswin.”

Ennastasia pinched the bridge of her nose while Oswin fought giggles. “Why are you like this?”

“Who else will raise your blood pressure?” While Ennastasia muttered about how her blood pressure didn’t need raising, Oswin stilled. “The keyhole. Cold air blew through it.”

Ennastasia stilled, also. “Her window must be open.”

They both burst into action. Outside, in the nighttime Corridor, they hurried through the snow, Oswin envisioning the interior of the dormitories so that he’d know which window was Cathy’s.

“There,” he said after a handful of minutes, pointing at an open one.

“The Timber Moves.”

Some of the wooden stilts holding the dormitories off the ground grew branches, creating coiling stairs. Oswin ascended carefully. It wasn’t too high, and he’d had a few more one-to-one sessions with Rochelle, which had improved his confidence, but it was still a great relief when he threw himself through the window. He was in.

Oswin’s eyes adjusted to the constricted moonlight. Cathy’s room was unnaturally clean. Every piece of furniture parallel. In the corner, decorated with blue charms matching the ones in Cathy’s ponytail, was a quarterstaff glistening like frost. Oswin’s eyes widened in terror at the height of it.

He padded silently, searching for Quinn’s letters. He didn’t see anything at first—Cathy’s belongings were all neatly tucked away—but then he spotted pages below the pillow on the bunk bed. He slid them out and leaned toward the moonlight. As he scanned through them, the neat writing became panicked, the authoring hand trembling. The sentences grew short; the grammar deteriorated. One sentence stood out: I’m not sure I’m me anymore.

Ever since the night at the Stalagmite, Quinn wrote that she’d had nightmares of turning into a tree. Bugs would crawl over her. Her feet would stretch into roots. Arms elongate into branches, bones snapping. The nightmares seeped into the waking world. She’d stood for ten hours, daydreaming, in a row of timber logs. The last letter had one scrawled, illegible sentence.

Oswin looked out the window as the darkness lightened from a green eom. His muscles tensed on instinct, but Maury was no longer corrupted by the ghost hand. There would be no monster attacks.

Letters memorized, he slipped them below the pillow in precisely the same arrangement as before. He went back to the window, but looking down was so much worse than looking up.

“What did you find?” Ennastasia called quietly.

Oswin couldn’t answer. The ground was so far away.

“Oswin?”

He tried to swing a leg out the window, but his body remained still.

“It’s okay,” said Ennastasia, unusually soothing, earning a raised eyebrow from him. “Just shift a leg over.”

“I’ll slip. I’m good at that. It’s an art form.”

“Your strongest skill,” Ennastasia agreed. Oswin barked a nervous laugh. “But this is so simple, you can’t get it wrong.”

Oswin nodded slowly.

“Oswin?”

“Yes?”

“You’re still not moving.”

“Right. Okay.” Oswin lifted a foot, fingernails digging into the frame, and ungracefully hauled himself forward.

A key turned in the lock, and light spilled into the room, illuminating his crime. Cathy and Frank stood in the doorway, gaping.

“You!” snarled Cathy.

Oswin promptly fell onto the first part of the branch staircase. With a cry, he slipped to the ground, landing with a burst of snow. Cathy leaned outside and saw the timber staircase shrinking back into stilts, Ennastasia not having vanished them quickly enough.

Cathy frowned. “Did you steal someone’s spellbook, stray?”

Oswin glanced to Ennastasia, still hidden below the dormitories. As a Barkmoth, she could stop all this easily, but Cathy would know about her spellbook, so Oswin shook his head at her. Ennastasia hesitated, so Oswin held her gaze, hoping he could convey that, as a stray, if one of them had to get in trouble, it should be him.

Ennastasia fled.

Cathy vaulted the window, landing with a thud. Oswin struggled to his feet and ran.

“Get back here!” Cathy yelled, as Frank landed next to her.

Oswin darted below the dormitories, weaving through stilts. He was desperate to get out of sight, but the eom had killed the darkness. Air howled against his ears, his face bitten by snaps of cold. Running footsteps neared as his speed dropped. His lungs gave out. With a splutter, his breath jammed. His head grew light as he stumbled, limbs slowing.

Come on, he begged the ghost hand. A distraction would be really helpful right now! Go knock on a stilt or something! Hope rattled in his chest as the spectral glove detached itself, shooting into the darkness. But it only did a loop-the-loop before zooming back. Helpful, he thought dryly.

The world spun. He flopped over from lack of air.

“Stop hiding, coward!” Cathy’s voice joined the creaking wood. She sounded close. Oswin tried to crawl, but everything was going dark. Just as his eyes sank closed, his lungs kick-started. Clutching his side, he choked in a gargle.

“Did you hear that?”

“This way,” said Cathy.

So much for being stealthy, Oswin thought, feeling as if tar had sponged into the folds of his lungs. He might have been breathing again, but his lungs hurt and vision swirled.

“What’s wrong with him?” Cathy’s voice came from above. She prodded him. Only ragged noises escaped Oswin’s throat.

“There’ll be a lot more wrong with him in a second,” said Frank, buzz-cut hair catching flecks of snow. Fortunately, Oswin’s lungs began to thaw. Air seeped down his windpipe. Unfortunately, Frank delivered a vicious kick to his stomach. Oswin curled in pain.

“Pull his hands off his face.” Cathy raised a boot to stomp, and Oswin braced himself.

Someone tackled Cathy. Lifting her clean off the ground, Zylo tossed her into a snowdrift, then grabbed Frank’s shoulders and headbutted him. Frank fell with a cry, hand pressed to his forehead. Cathy scrambled out of the snowdrift, but Zylo rounded on her, shoulders squared, breathing like an enraged kikorka.

Cathy held her hands up. “All right!”

Zylo’s attention shot to Oswin, who was breathing shakily. He checked him over, then marched at Cathy, pushing his doublet’s sleeves up.

Cathy pointed accusingly at Oswin. “He broke into my room!”

Frank stood next to Cathy, forehead red. “And he’s a stray, and a Fields!”

Zylo grew taller in his anger. “I’m a Fields, he’s my brother, and you’re both about to be sorry.”

Cathy glared. “He’ll be kicked out of Corridor once I tell the masters what he did.”

Zylo hesitated. “Kicked out?”

Oswin got unsteadily to his feet, leaning on a stilt. “What did I do?”

Cathy huffed. “You invaded my room!”

“And now I’ve fixed that by leaving. No need to thank me.”

Cathy bared her teeth.

Oswin said, “If you tell Rochelle about my break-in, Zylo and I will explain how you beat me up. I can already feel how convincing my bruises will be.” He didn’t mention how quickly he healed.

Cathy’s expression was lethally sour.

Zylo’s voice lowered. “I suggest you go back to your rooms and forget about this.”

Cathy turned her nose up, then spun, ponytail charms jingling, and stormed off. Frank followed. The dark of night vanished their figures as the eom faded. With the threat gone, Zylo checked Oswin over, lifting his arms to see if they were broken.

“I’m fine,” Oswin assured him.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Zylo breathed out, resting his hands on Oswin’s comparatively tiny shoulders. “I was so scared they were going to cause serious damage.”

“You and me both.”

Zylo ushered him out of the under space, then led him through the Hazel common room, filled with beanbags, clay ornaments, and wheelbarrows of plants. They both trudged into Zylo’s messy bedroom to find a worried Ennastasia waiting.

“That scheme went well,” joked Oswin, sinking into Zylo’s desk chair and trying not to grimace in pain. It would only make his brother worry.

“Are you all right?” asked Ennastasia. “I fetched Zylo as quickly as I could.”

“Fine. Though I’d love to finally know where you got that spellbook from, given I took a beating to keep it secret.”

Ennastasia’s eyes flicked to Zylo, alarmed. “I don’t have a spellbook.” But Zylo hadn’t noticed the slipup. Ennastasia pulled herself up and handed Zylo some papers. “I’ve written what we’ve uncovered. Passing these on to Greyheart should buy you goodwill.”

Zylo snatched the papers. “I would thank you, but, as far as I can tell, you just abandoned my little brother. So. I un-thank you.”

Oswin felt all his annoyance at Zylo for lying melt. “I told her to flee. A Tundran shouldn’t get hurt because of a stray’s nosiness.”

“Your friend,” said Zylo firmly, “should keep you safe.”

Ennastasia drew in a furious breath. “I am Ennastasia Barkmoth. You must address me with respect.”

Zylo addressed her with nothing but a dark glower and an opened door. With an aggravated look, she exited.

Zylo crouched by Oswin, checking him over again. “You’re as resistant to bruising as ever.”

“Don’t tell Cathy and Frank that.”

Zylo stepped around piles of clothes and Scelving equipment and fell into the armchair by the fireplace.

“You have a chest of drawers, you know.” Oswin knew he wasn’t one to talk. The only ordered part of his room was the drawer with his bits and pieces. He nodded at the maps, rope, and axes. “What’s all that for?”

“Practical training,” said Zylo. “We join with experienced scouters, going on miniature expeditions over the Endless Expanse.” He sighed wistfully. “They’ve been everything I’d ever dreamed. I can’t wait until it’s my full-time role.”

“You’re going to be a scouter, then?”

“No doubt. What about you?”

Oswin melted into the desk chair. He worried that Tundra would assign him to the ice to rot, so as not to take up precious resources. Not be the extra log that stalls the cart. He stewed in silence, focusing on the pain from Frank’s kick. “Punching bag,” he joked at last. In all honesty, he didn’t blame Frank. He had broken into Cathy’s room.

Zylo’s expression turned rigid. “Are you still upset with me?”

Oswin sighed. “No.”

“And are you okay?”

Oswin thought about the Thaw Utility Proving. Even though they weren’t far into the year, the weather was already disturbingly cold. It wouldn’t be long now. And after that… “I’m worried about the Wice climb.”

“Great timber tree, it feels like only yesterday I did mine. Not that it did me any favors.” He grabbed a dust-covered spellbook. “I can barely cast the easiest spells. Watch. The Drawer Opens.” A drawer rocketed into a wall, Oswin ducking just before his head would have been bashed. Zylo shut his spellbook. “Sorry!”

Oswin twisted to stare at the dent the drawer had left.

“Best stick to what I know.” Zylo stretched, bellowing an impressive yawn. “We both need rest. You take the bunk. I’ll take the floor.”

“I’m not making my brother sleep on the floor. I have my own room.”

“It’ll be a sleepover.”

“I’m scared of heights,” said Oswin stubbornly. “I’m not climbing that ladder.”

In one swift movement, Zylo flung the mattress onto the floor, then plonked himself on a mountain of discarded clothes, faking snores. With a fond roll of his eyes, Oswin clambered onto the bed, grabbed a pillow, and settled down.

“Night, Ozzy,” said Zylo.

“Night, Zy.”

Oswin didn’t sleep. He fretted about Quinn, the Thaw Utility Proving, and what would happen if Greyheart realized Zylo was spying on him. Looking at his sleeping brother, stretched out and drooling, didn’t help. It hurt how much he didn’t want anything to happen to him.

Instead of sleeping, he planned. He could try to figure out where Quinn’s house was and break in to find more information. Then he wondered if constantly breaking into people’s personal spaces was a good idea. He spent one second deliberating. Breaking in was fine. Getting caught was the problem.



When morning light peeked between the curtains, Oswin wasn’t surprised he was still awake. Without rousing Zylo—one of his hairy legs dangling out the side of the duvet he’d pulled over himself—Oswin got ready.

By the time Zylo had rolled out of his makeshift bed and they’d had a large breakfast, Oswin’s lack of sleep was dragging his scalp toward the ground. It was Fifthday, which meant that, if they’d been following last year’s schedule, there would have been no lessons. But now Oswin had to struggle through hours of lessons and out-class work, knowing he’d have the same tomorrow. Then, on his one free day on Seventhday, he’d be investigating with Ennastasia, which he did want to do, but not if his brain was exhaustedly leaking out of his ears.

When he reached the end of the day, he didn’t remember a single thing he’d learned. It was a horrific feeling, not having a perfect replay. He shuddered at the idea that this was how everyone else lived. All he did remember was that, in AA&V, he and the other apprentices had finished their citizen watches. He remembered because, when he collapsed onto his mattress, there was a bronze citizen watch in his pocket.

It was only once Seventhday arrived—finally, a day without lessons—that Ennastasia knocked on his door.

Bleary-eyed, Oswin spoke around a yawn. “Good morning.”

“I’ve got breakfast.” She had bags below her eyes that could rival Rochelle’s. In her room, they munched on muesli while contemplating the pinboard of evidence.

“It’s time for the Icefirmary.” Ennastasia dabbed a napkin to her mouth. “We need to speak with Master Pin.”

“And then head to the Archive, where the season records are. If anything will tell us about things ‘getting cold,’ it’s got to be those.”

“No, Oswin. We’ll only risk the Archive once we’ve exhausted all other options.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“And what happened to all your plants?”

“I got rid of them.” Ennastasia’s hand inched toward her pocket before she realized Oswin was watching.

“Ennastasia, that letter you keep looking at—”

“Leave it.”

“At least tell me why you have a spellbook?”

“I told you to stop asking me about that.”

Oswin’s nostrils flared. “I’ll stop if you invite Maury to join us.”

Ennastasia turned her eyes skyward. “Flickering fog, you’re full of demands today.”

“You need to be nice to her.”

Ennastasia put her bowl on the windowsill and crossed her arms. “If she doesn’t want to come along, that’s her business.”

Oswin thought of Ennastasia telling Zylo to respect her position. Of her ordering Maury around. “If you don’t want to be treated like a Barkmoth, then stop acting like one.”

Ennastasia looked at him, floored. She didn’t say a word for a good minute. Oswin didn’t take it back, despite Ennastasia’s dejection. She needed to hear it, even if it came from a stray.

In the silence, he wrote out Quinn’s letters, then handed them to Ennastasia.

She read them, expression severe, then stuck them to the evidence board. “There are too many similarities between Quinn’s and Pin’s behaviors for it to be coincidence. Sudden obsessions with timber, staring into space, losing sense of reality. Whatever is happening to one, happened to the other. A timber plague…” Ennastasia absently placed a hand on the window’s frosted glass, peering outside.

Oswin followed her gaze. Through the heavily falling snow, a figure shuffled into the distance, garbed in a dark green cloak covered in twigs. “Tybolt?”

“They’re heading out of Corridor.” Ennastasia swirled her cloak over her shoulders. “Grab your boots. We’re following them.”
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12 The Swaying Stag

They followed at a distance, the heavy snowfall obscuring them from Tybolt’s view. Oswin glanced up with dread, breath fogging the air. Snow fell in thick clusters. Wind shoved him.

Ennastasia pursed her lips. “I don’t want to say it, but…”

“The Freeze is back.”

“Earlier than last year, and last year’s was already early.”

“ ‘It’s Getting Cold.’ ” Oswin’s eyes were somber. “I think you’re right. We’re facing a frozen curse.”

After an hour of following the snow path through Shemmia Woods—Oswin eyeing the roots in case they decided to make a snack of him—they reached open snow. He looked around, confused. “Why are all these fields empty? Where’s the produce they grow?” He’d only passed through here with Rochelle at the start of the year, and that had been in the dark. He’d assumed it had been more produce fields, but clearly, it wasn’t.

“We’re not in the produce fields,” said Ennastasia uncomfortably, as if expecting a meersnof to lurch out on its three spindly legs. “This is the Eyelid. My neck of the woods.” From her bitter tone, and glares at the grand lodges and beast-shaped bushes, she was obviously not proud of that. One lodge stood out: a burnt ruin, blackened from a fire that must have raged through it.

“What’s the deal with that?” Oswin pointed.

Ennastasia didn’t look at the lodge. “A reminder.”

“Of what?”

“That, forty years ago, the head of a powerful family thought herself competent enough to use coal magic.” Her brow furrowed. “Flames claimed all those within.”

Oswin looked back to the burnt lodge, ears full of the imagined roaring of fire. He felt sick at the idea of being trapped, smoke filling the air, heat surrounding him.

“Coal magic is evil,” spat Ennastasia. “Unpredictable. Spiteful. It wants all living things turned to ash.”

“I thought a select few were allowed to use coal magic?”

“They shouldn’t be,” snapped Ennastasia. “Yarrow’s spell nearly burned us alive earlier this year, remember?”

Oswin felt the itch of memorized warmth.

They traveled through the Eyelid until they reached the close-knit cabins of Central Tundra. Oswin’s toes tingled with excitement as he forgot all about the burnt lodge. This was only his second time here. He could finally upgrade the smudge of snowfall that was his mental picture of Central Tundra into something accurate.

Tybolt progressed between the cabins ahead.

“Where are they going?” wondered Oswin.

“How in Tundra should I know? Do I look future-attuned?”

“What does future-attuned look like?”

“Like Gale Residuan. I don’t have floating future-orbs circling me that randomly whisper ineffectual prophecies.”

Oswin didn’t think “ineffectual” was fair. One of Gale’s orbs had predicted Oswin needing to steal the ghost hand last year. “And future-attuned is what being able to see into the future is called?”

Ennastasia cast her eyes upward. “Timber, I forget how little common knowledge you have. Yes—surprising utterly no one—being future-attuned means you are attuned to seeing the future.”

Oswin nudged her. “Airhead, remember?”

“Indeed.” She gestured at Tybolt, trudging to a tavern. A wonky sign above read THE SWAYING STAG. “Maybe they’re meeting someone there.”

“We’ll need to find somewhere out of sight to spy.” Oswin spotted an alley between two towering lodges, shielded by a pallet of wood leaning on its side. He led Ennastasia over and they both slid below it, then peered through the snowfall. Tybolt spoke to a woman who hunched to fit in the tavern’s doorway. The woman stepped aside, and Tybolt shuffled in. Oswin spotted them inside and guided Ennastasia’s gaze to a bay window glowing from hanging chandeliers. Within, Tybolt lowered onto a chair, holding a glass of sloshing amber liquid. They sipped it slowly, foam sticking to their beard.

Ennastasia crinkled her nose. “Disgusting.”

“I’m sure they don’t think so.”

“I’m sure they don’t. I’m also sure they’re wrong. Alcohol tastes repulsive.”

“You’ve tried it?”

Ennastasia shot him a look. “Every Tundran has had at least one sip from a parent.”

Oswin’s eyes darkened. “I’m no Tundran.”

Ennastasia looked back to the tavern. “That shouldn’t matter.”

Oswin wanted to agree, but, factually, he was less deserving of Tundra’s protection because of his origins.

Oswin and Ennastasia both waited, expecting someone to join Tybolt, but they remained resolutely alone.

“If they’re not meeting someone, why trek here in this weather?” said Ennastasia, massaging feeling into her shivering legs, while Oswin waited comfortably in the snow. “If they wanted a drink, they could have done that in their cabin.”

They watched until the sun threatened to duck below the distant Wice, and Tybolt decided they’d had enough of the Swaying Stag. The master headed, expression dejected, back to Corridor.

When Tybolt was out of view, Oswin said, “Do we follow them again?”

“No.” Ennastasia darted toward the Swaying Stag. With a “my grandfather” and an “as a Barkmoth,” Ennastasia was allowed entry, but, despite her efforts, the woman wasn’t letting the Fields stray in.

“Only you,” she said to Ennastasia. “I know your grandfather wouldn’t want his sort in here.”

Ennastasia was about to counter, but Oswin said, “Don’t worry, I’ll meet up with you soon.” He put lots of emphasis on the word—probably too much, from the woman’s suspicious expression—then slunk back to the pallet. He worked a long nail out of its groove: it would do perfectly. Hood up, he skirted the Swaying Stag, checking the windows. Most had tables by them, but one led onto a dark passage. He casually leaned against the wall next to it and, when no one was looking, jimmied the nail into the crack at the base. He opened the window and ducked inside, closed it, then used his cloak to wipe away the snow that had blustered in. He pulled his neck scarf up and walked to Ennastasia, who was by Tybolt’s table.

The corner of her mouth turned upward. “You’re getting slow. I thought you said soon, not ‘next century.’ ”

“I knew a delayed reunion would make you savor it more.”

They checked around, finding nothing at first, until Ennastasia glanced out of the bay windows and went rigid. Oswin looked as well, seeing a perfect view of the Stalagmite Cabin.

“Let me guess,” whispered Ennastasia. “Those doors are the ones you saw Quinn dragged through?”

Oswin’s throat dried up. “Yep.”

“Tybolt was watching those.” She lowered her voice. “Some criminals like to return to the scenes of their crimes.”

“Tybolt dragged the woman into the Watchtower?”

“Possibly.”

“We really need to get into their cabin.”

“Agreed.”

The woman guarding the entrance noticed Oswin. “Hey!”

“Meet at the pallet,” Ennastasia hissed, then marched to the woman. “We must talk about the decor—it’s far too dusty.”

But the woman ignored her, stomping to Oswin. He dashed through the tables, jolting drinks and rushing apologies to the exclaiming patrons, before reaching the side passage. Thudding steps followed as he threw the window open, then flopped ungracefully outside, feeling that same dread he’d had any time Lullia had caught him. He wished he could send the ghost hand to shove a chair into the woman’s path.

He bolted for the pallet, sliding below it and hoping the woman hadn’t seen. When he looked back, the woman had only just reached the window, having tripped over a chair that had miraculously fallen in her way.

“Oswin?”

He turned to Ennastasia, catching his breath. She squinted at him, amazed. Realization flooded his limbs. He looked down to see the ghost hand zoom back home. He held his arms up. “I can control it!” He tried to send the ghost hand off again. Nothing happened. His arms flopped. “Never mind.”

“Did you use the ghost hand on purpose?”

“No.” He tried once more. Not even a hint of motion. “And, it’s gone again…” Oswin trailed off, disappointment fading as, in the evening light, he glimpsed golden lanterns strung between a cluster of stalls not far away. A bustling crowd shifted between them, and the smell of caramelized vegetables wafted over him. “What’s that?”

“The Token Exchange.”

Oswin’s heart leaped. “Can we visit it?” It was unrecognizable from the desolate scene it had been when he’d sneaked to Central Tundra.

Ennastasia looked at him from under her furrowed brow. “We have important things to attend to.”

“Crull mentioned Pin buying logs from the Token Exchange. We should investigate that.”

Ennastasia’s brow furrowed further, so Oswin turned on his pleading eyes.

She grumbled, “Fine.”

He gave a little jump, hurrying toward the Token Exchange.

“Are you a child?” Ennastasia asked.

“We both are,” he said, only feeling encouraged. He slithered through the crowd, ducking arms and darting around groups. Ennastasia struggled to keep up. For once, it was her catching her breath.

The Token Exchange spoke in ruffling fabrics and clattering tokens. Oswin’s icy eyes took in every detail, from a man frying syrup dough balls to youngsters bartering for cabbages. Oswin basked in the smell of fresh bread. Even the flickering lanterns only slightly unsettled him.

“I hate it here,” said Ennastasia when she caught up.

“Why?”

One of the nearby vendors perked at the sight of her. “Ennastasia Barkmoth!”

“Here we go,” muttered Ennastasia.

The vendor handed her a bejeweled box. “Please accept this gift. It’s an honor to have you here!”

Ennastasia reluctantly took the box. Once the vendor had stopped groveling and returned to her stall, Ennastasia pulled her hood up. “That’s why.”

They moved from one stall to another. Every seller spent ten minutes fussing over Ennastasia, complimenting her velvet cloak or lavishing her with gloves, hair ribbons, necklaces, and warm drinks. She took each with snarled thank-yous before off-loading them to Oswin, who accepted them with sparkling eyes. This would be the biggest bolstering of his bits-and-pieces collection ever. One vendor gave Ennastasia alchemy sludge while complimenting her ruby earring. Their biggest mistake—given that the earring was from Ennastasia’s late mother—was saying they could make a grander one.

Ennastasia, storming away from the stall, shoved the box of alchemy sludge into Oswin’s chest. “If I never see that vendor again, it will be too soon.”

Oswin put a hand on Ennastasia’s shoulders. “Want to talk about it?”

“Absolutely not.” She glanced over her shoulder. Some children were staring, astounded, at Oswin’s hand. Ennastasia stared them down, expression smoldering, daring them to comment on the stray hanging out with a Barkmoth.

They explored a little longer, because Oswin had seen a stall claiming to sell the best locks in Tundra. “That’s impressive.”

“It’s hyperbole.”

“Their locks aren’t the best?”

“Unlikely.” Ennastasia examined the wares.

Fighting disappointment, Oswin went to the other side of the stall and inspected the locks, before noticing one that was triangular, like Tybolt’s. He went to get Ennastasia’s attention—she was examining the logs for sale with interest—but a tall woman got in his way, her checkered cloak marking her as a watcher. When he looked up, he saw strikingly blond hair.

Quinn.

He didn’t need to warn Ennastasia; she’d seen and positioned herself to the side, as unnoticeable as possible. Oswin followed her lead, not looking at Quinn, but listening closely.

“Ah, Quinn!” said the vendor. “More timber?”

“Yes.” Her voice was dry, as though she hadn’t drunk in weeks. Oswin resisted the urge to turn. He heard the thud of timber hefted onto the counter and the clinking of tokens.

“There’s always more whenever you want it. Have a good day, now!”

From the corner of his eye, Oswin watched Quinn disappear into the crowd. When he looked back to the locks, Ennastasia was at his side.

“Selling logs of timber on their own is odd,” she mumbled from the corner of her mouth.

“It is,” agreed Oswin. “And Pin did the same.” Timber logs were meant to be sent to transmutationists to be turned into goods and equipment. There was little use in owning logs, except for fires, and, as far as Oswin could tell, the timber for sale in this stall wasn’t dry: the kind typically used for burning. “Why sell them?”

“That’s the question.” Ennastasia stepped to the stall owner, a small woman with no hair and a large grin. Ennastasia smiled as charmingly as she could. “Why are you selling logs?”

At the sight of Ennastasia, the stall owner shooed a Tundran she’d been speaking to away. “Ennastasia Barkmoth!” She bowed, nose brushing the snow. “What a joy!”

“I’m simply over the moon to be here. Do answer my question.”

“As you see, young Barkmoth, there is a niche market for logs made for aesthetic purposes.”

Oswin, who’d drifted over, couldn’t stop himself from saying, “Why?”

The vendor didn’t deign to glance at him.

Ennastasia snapped, “Answer his question.”

The vendor turned to Oswin, infatuated expression dropping. “I don’t know. Some people like to collect timber.”

Ennastasia said, “Since when?”

“At least a decade, esteemed Barkmoth. It’s been growing popular: I gain more repeat customers every year.”

Oswin picked up the triangle lock, fiddling with it. “Who?”

“Splinters, how am I meant to know? There’s nine, at least.”

Ennastasia gestured at the stack of books behind the vendor’s desk. “You keep logbooks?”

“Perfectly so. I follow all regulations set by the Watcher’s Ring, as I’m sure your grandfather will be pleased to hear. Should he ever wish to visit—”

“I want to see them.”

The vendor blinked.

“Your logbooks,” added Ennastasia impatiently.

“Of course. Yes. You can see them…” Reluctantly she hauled a stack of books onto the desk. Ennastasia motioned for Oswin to follow, then flicked through the pages at the speed of light. She cast him a questioning glance. Oswin looked back, confused.

“Did you get all that?”

Oswin’s eyebrows shot up. “My memory isn’t that quick. I need at least a second on each page. Given the thousands of them, that could take a while.”

Ennastasia addressed the vendor. “We’ll be taking these.”

The vendor’s eyes grew as wide as dinner plates. “You will?”

“Yes. And that lock.” She nodded at the one in Oswin’s hand. Then she had Oswin empty half the gifts she’d received from the other vendors onto the table. “As compensation,” she said, Oswin grumpy that he couldn’t keep all of them. “Don’t be greedy,” she chided as he sulked.

The stall owner took the gifts numbly as Ennastasia collected the logbooks. Oswin put the triangular lock in the pocket with the alchemy sludge as they left.

“We’ve been here too long,” Ennastasia hissed, as another vendor approached with more gifts. “Everyone and their snowman will have seen me.”

“Why’s that a bad thing?”

“Because my grand—” She cut off. “Nothing. I simply shouldn’t be here. Barkmoths are above frivolous activities like shopping. We have servants for that. Doing it ourselves is debasing.”

Oswin thought of the mysterious letter. Of Ennastasia’s room empty of the plants she’d clearly adored. Of the extracurriculars she’d said she wouldn’t have been able to take part in even if they were still going on. He got a horrid idea about what the letter had said. But, knowing Ennastasia’s likely reaction, he kept his thoughts to himself.

Hunched against the wind’s onslaught, they left the hubbub of the Token Exchange. Oswin’s lungs protested the brutal pace, but they reached Corridor in good time and rushed to Ennastasia’s bedroom, where she deposited the logbooks on her windowsill.

“Why did you want those?” Oswin asked, lungs recovering from the journey as he practiced with the triangular lock.

“Master Pin had an obsession with collecting logs, and now Quinn does too. If there’s a market for selling timber, then there must be more people like Pin and Quinn.” She tapped the logbooks. “The transaction history will tell us who’s been buying them, and when. I trust you’ll analyze the data swiftly.”

Oswin pointed a lock pick at the hefty logbooks. “You want me to go through all that?”

“Don’t you love nosing around?”

The massive pile of information would be a feast. He hauled the logbooks into his lap.

“That’s what I thought.”

Even though it was late, they stayed up—Ennastasia working through her “simply ridiculous” amount of out-class work and Oswin devouring logbooks. There was so much information to get through to find anything related to timber purchases that, by the time his eyelids refused to stay open, he’d barely dented the stack.

“Are you ready for the Thaw Utility Proving?” Ennastasia asked, as Oswin packed away the logbooks.

He stilled, then went back to packing, pushing down panic. The honest answer was no, especially because he didn’t know what it was going to be. “Sure. I’m ready.”

Ennastasia didn’t look convinced. “And what about the Wice climb?”

Oswin didn’t bother lying then. “No.”

“Keep practicing with Rochelle, then. You have to make it to the top to get a spellbook.”

“I know.”

“If you don’t, you’ll be kicked out.”

“I know…” Oswin looked quizzically at Ennastasia.

“Don’t fail,” said Ennastasia softly. “Please.”

That was the second time he’d heard her use the word “please.” He searched her face. There was such a deep concern that he’d never seen there before. “You’d miss me,” he realized.

Ennastasia shot indignantly to her feet. “Miss you?” Furious, she ushered him out of her room. “More than you could ever understand.” She shut the door before he could respond.

He smiled at the closed door. “I’d miss you, too.”
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13 The Ending Expanse

The following day, it was officially declared that the Freeze had begun, and so the Thaw Utility Provings were announced. For Oswin’s year it was a mock scouting expedition onto the Ending Expanse, with apprentices gaining or losing sand based on how much metal they collected. Oswin had sat on his hands to stop them shaking. His hourglass was almost empty. Worse, Greyheart had announced that, to recognize talent, the classes would be shuffled depending on their results. Oswin turned, alarmed, to Ennastasia. If they were in different classes, with all the work they had, they’d hardly see each other.

As protests sparked, Greyheart deducted sand from the complainers’ hourglasses. Oswin had never seen the cafeteria fall silent so quickly. Another apprentice had been kicked out for having an empty hourglass just last week, after all.

Greyheart beamed. “Good luck.”

The Ending Expanse was the stretch of snow between the atrium, classroom tree house and Iceberg Cabin. With a spell, Rochelle turned the intense weather so heavy, Oswin couldn’t see through the snowfall. In groups, they’d collect the metal the masters had hidden below the snow. They had their citizen watches, which always pointed toward the Stalagmite, to help navigate, but that was it. At least Oswin was grouped with Maury and the Residuan twins, Philomena and Gale. Though he did wave mournfully to Ennastasia as they parted.

His group set off, leaning against the blustering wind. Philomena, her messy black shoulder-length hair blustering, had a sticklike device with a crystal that glowed when near metal. She swept it methodically, yelling facts about scouting above the wind and how, in her opinion, delving was better. Gale said nothing, his future-gazing orbs hovering close to him, shining a purple glow onto his light tawny skin—his short, neat hair held below a fuzzy hat.

It wasn’t long before Philomena’s detector lit up. As Oswin and Maury dug into the snow, Oswin heard rattling screeches. Thudding steps.

“Did you hear that?” asked Oswin.

Philomena squinted into the distance. “No.”

Oswin swallowed, looking into the whiteout. Was he imagining that roar? “I think there are monsters.”

Gale leaned toward one of his orbs, the sphere chittering. “It’s to test us,” he said, hands shaking. “We have to get the metal and survive beasts.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” snapped Philomena. “They won’t be real beasts, just spells to make something look like a beast.”

Just as they were figuring out how to divide the metal among themselves—only the person who handed it in received sand for it—four apprentices charged into them from the white. Cathy somehow pulled her quarterstaff from a tiny pouch at her side and, its blue charms whistling through the air, swept Oswin’s legs from under him. He landed in the snow, and Cathy tried to steal his metal. Oswin held his fists closed, lungs teetering into danger mode.

“This isn’t fair!” Cathy tried to prize his fingers open. “I shouldn’t have to fight you to stay in Corridor. I shouldn’t be at risk of expulsion!”

Oswin’s grip weakened. “Expulsion?” Unprompted, his memory presented him with the hourglasses: Cathy’s was almost empty. He realized then how few questions she answered correctly, and how often she failed out-class work.

“Shut it!” Cathy thwacked her staff toward his hands. Oswin rolled, the staff sinking into the snow. He ducked below another swipe, enjoying the shock in Cathy’s eyes as he collided with her. She stumbled, shoving her shrinking quarterstaff into her pouch, and grabbed his shoulders. A blur of ungraceful headbutts and clawing followed. Oswin looked around for help, but his teammates each had their own battles.

Cathy tackled him to the ground, forearm pressing against his throat. She lowered her snarling face to his. “Why harass my mother? Break into my room? Why let me almost kill you last year!”

Cathy had pushed Oswin down the Plughole last year. If Ennastasia hadn’t jumped after him, or the toothoot flown them both out of danger, he would have drowned. “How was that my fault? You pushed me!”

Cathy pressed harder. “Your lie changed Quinn. You’re taking up food. Need I give more reasons? Go join your parents on the Endless Expanse, stray.”

The fight drained from him. Oswin didn’t think about his stray parents often. He didn’t remember them, or his life before Tundra. But he knew they were dead. Survival on the Endless Expanse was beyond brutal for Tundrans, let alone those without a settlement to return to.

Cathy hauled him to his feet. “I deserve to be here. You don’t. Give me the metal!”

Oswin shook Cathy off, but her words had hooked into him. Indecision raged. If he kept the metal, Cathy would be kicked out. A real Tundran.

He threw the metal to the ground.

Cathy snatched it up. “Let’s move!” she yelled to the others, running into the snow. The rest of her team dashed after her.

“You were useless!” Philomena snapped, and it took Oswin a second to realize she wasn’t speaking to him.

Gale sniffed. “I tried my best—”

“Your ‘best’ is me doing all the fighting because you’re too busy hiding behind those things!”

Oswin limped to Maury. “Are they okay?”

Maury stiffened. “Not really. Gale likes future-gazing and hates Scelving. Philomena loves Scelving and hates future-gazing. And they’ve both been exhausted by the workload. They each think the other dislikes them. It’s a big misunderstanding.”

“Have you told them that?”

Maury averted her eye. “It’s not my business to tell them what to do. I just want to keep the peace.”

Philomena swung an axe at a future-gazing orb, shattering it.

“The peace has really been kept,” said Oswin disapprovingly.

Philomena stormed over to Maury. “I’ve always told him an axe beats future-attunement.”

Maury shrank uncomfortably. “If you say so, Philomena.”

Oswin’s voice grew harsh. “Do you make a habit of tormenting your brother?” Zylo would never treat Oswin like that. Philomena finally noticed the flood of tears Gale was weeping. Oswin sucked in a breath. “Whatever. We need more metal.” Without it, he’d be kicked out.

They set off again, Gale trailing at the back. Eventually Oswin spotted spikes poking out of the snow. He rushed forward, realizing only once he’d reached them and turned to the others that Philomena’s detector wasn’t glowing.

The snow shifted. The spikes—actually legs—shot up. An eight-legged creature with acid leaking between its joints rose above him: a spindle. Its head was a massive flat sheet of steel, and it reared, ready to crush him.

With a splat, a dark gloop hit the spindle. The substance had a slowing effect, so that the beast’s descent paused just enough for Oswin to throw himself out of the way. In a wave of snow, its head crashed onto the ground where he’d been.

Maury lobbed another bit of gloop, and the beast slowed further. “Run!”

Oswin did so, getting lost from the rest of his group as more spindles rose out of the snow, each with hissing liquid oozing from their joints. Some had heads like swords, others blunt weapons. One had a toothy trap that clacked open and shut as it rushed at him.

Oswin got out his citizen watch and tried to follow it to escape the Ending Expanse, but the beast caught up. Two of its legs pinned him, and its snapping face lurched for his throat.

Everything stopped. The beast froze in perfect stillness. The snowflakes hung motionless in the air. In a whirl, the snow rushed away, the beast crumbled into a pile of sawdust, and the Ending Expanse became clearly visible. Oswin looked around, seeing all the other beasts turn into woodchips too. The other apprentice groups each headed toward Rochelle, metal in hand.

This was it, then. The Utility Proving was over. Oswin had failed. He lay in the snow for a while, not wanting to face the music. But eventually he got up. Not to go to Rochelle, but to traipse to his hourglass, prepared to see it empty. Except, he saw two figures, one cloaked in red, the other’s brown hair in a bun.

“Ennastasia?” said Oswin, confused. “Maury?”

The two startled, turning to him. Oswin didn’t know what to be surprised about. How full his hourglass was, the fact that Ennastasia and Maury were clearly the reason, or that they’d worked together.

Ennastasia turned to Maury. “Is it sealed?”

Maury used a wrench to tighten a bolt. “Now it is.”

Oswin looked to Ennastasia’s notably emptier hourglass. It’s not cheating. It’s creative problem-solving.

Ennastasia tucked her hands below her arms, walking briskly past him. “You have enough sand, and you can give this to Rochelle.” She put a metal cube into his palm. “You won’t be kicked out.” She went to leave.

“Wait,” said Maury.

Ennastasia looked back. “What?”

Maury’s voice shook, but he spoke all the same. “Thank you. I was distracted with the Proving. I wouldn’t have thought to do this if you hadn’t spoken to me at the end.”

Ennastasia watched Maury silently.

“I know I’d hate it if everyone treated me like a threat,” Maury continued, the fact that mimics were a type of human Tundrans thought a threat left unspoken.

Ennastasia’s tone was as friendly as Oswin had ever heard it, which was to say, slightly above freezing. “Just don’t go telling people I have a heart.”



As Greyheart had promised, the classes were shuffled. Thanks to Ennastasia and Maury, Oswin had passed, but he’d still performed poorly and was mercilessly moved to class zero. The pride he’d felt at being at the top plummeted into shame. At breakfast, a master handed him a plate with one slice of toast, then meaningfully stood between him and the other food. Oswin glanced around: other apprentices had two slices. As he took a seat, he realized he wasn’t sure if it was because he was a stray, in class zero, or both.

Ennastasia sat with him. “I overheard two masters talking.” She slid half of one of her slices onto his plate, waving away his thanks. His sadness softened at the gift. “This is the earliest a Freeze has started. Ever. The Greenhouses haven’t replenished their stockpile. All of Tundra is rationing.” Her shoulders tensed. “Have you completed your analysis of the logbooks? Practiced your lock picking?”

“I haven’t had a chance with all the work.”

“Me neither.” She sighed, finished her food, then went to put her plate away. Guiltily, Oswin ate, knowing other apprentices were equally hungry.

Approaching from behind, Cathy grabbed Oswin’s remaining slice. “Now that the Freeze has arrived, my patience is as weak as a spindle’s web.”

Oswin gave her a sideways look. “Spindle silk is notoriously durable for its thickness.”

Cathy moved closer and Oswin tried to lean away, but she was blocking him in with an arm. “Your brother can’t look out for you forever. I’ll find you alone eventually. When I do, I’ll throw you down the Plughole. Not even Yarrow’s magic could bring you back from there.” Her eyes bore into him. “I’ll finish what I started last year.”

Someone cleared their throat.

Cathy straightened. “What?”

Ennastasia leveled a glower at Cathy, snatching the toast back. “Get away from my friend.”

With a last scowl at Oswin, Cathy stalked off, muttering, “As you wish, Barkmoth.”



Class zeros didn’t get lessons. They were cordoned off in an attic in the northmost section of the dormitories. The spiral staircase leading up to it—with horrifically large gaps between the steps—ended in a tall, cramped room Oswin and the other zeros had to share. Were it not for Rochelle giving them worksheets before rushing to her lessons, there would have been nothing to do. Oswin held back tears as he worked, the others defeatedly silent. When he finished, he read every book in the attic, which must have once been a library. Besides the frosty circular windows, the walls were nothing but shelves.

When he spotted the next Dramatic Life of Jabidy Jorn, he vaulted a sofa to reach it, a gleam of happiness in his current misery. The story was the best escape, but eventually he finished it and agonized not only over his failures but now also if Jabidy could return her friend from the land of the dead. At least he could analyze the logbooks or practice lock picking. He relaxed, as he had time to enjoy learning, rather than drowning in it. Counterintuitively, he was learning more by learning less. Though, having a master explain it would have been better.

He was trying to ignore the worst part: neither Ennastasia nor Maury was in his class, and when he tried to introduce himself to the other zeros, they were either terrified of a Fields or hated strays. At least he had his healer meetings. Rochelle had kept her promise, and he’d begun speaking to Corridor’s healer about treatments back in the Thaw. Thankfully, the meetings had continued into the Freeze. It was a bit of hope in all that was going on, knowing that, once everything had been talked through and triple-checked, there were options for him.

Rochelle continued to help Oswin climb until swapping a hand on a climbing axe—the other axe between his jaw and shoulder—was second nature. But where skating was efficient, climbing was not. His limbs ached, and his hands shook from gripping the axes. When Zylo started running more sessions, Oswin’s muscles felt like they were melting.

“It’s useless!” he despaired during one of Rochelle’s sessions, slumping onto the ground by a hovering ice panel. He could traverse horizontally, but verticality petrified him. He’d never pass the Freeze Utility Proving.

Rochelle sat by him. “You’re improving.”

“Not quickly enough.”

“Progress doesn’t happen evenly. Sometimes it’s fast, sometimes slow.”

Oswin clenched his fists. “I just want to be useful to Tundra. Not burden it. To earn respect.”

Rochelle’s expression darkened. “You are useful, but here’s the important part: usefulness shouldn’t decide how happy you are, or how others can treat you.”

Oswin wished that were true.

When Oswin’s muscles weren’t aching, his stomach was painfully empty; your class decided how much food you received. Class six got twice as much as zero. At least Ennastasia shared her ration, and when she wasn’t able to, Zylo or Maury stepped up instead.

“Zylo,” Oswin protested, as his big brother slid grains onto his plate. “I’m not hungry. Honest.”

Zylo pulled up a chair to sit with him. “Not being hungry is not a good sign.” He briefly puzzled over the double negative. “You know what I mean.” Zylo was in his year’s class six, so his portions were comparatively huge. At Zylo’s insistence, Oswin ate, but seeing the other apprentices with their sunken cheeks made the food flavorless.

As the weeks passed, his days were spent picking locks and analyzing logbooks in the tiny-tall attic. The next investigation step was to break into the Icefirmary, but given how busy Ennastasia was, and the harsh weather, there hadn’t been a chance.

One evening in the common room, Oswin reluctantly gave Maury his alchemy sludge as a key ingredient to perfecting her slow-down splats.

Maury explained, “You throw it at someone, and it seeps through their clothes to their skin. Then they”—she slowed her voice comically—“slow… right… down.… I had a rudimentary version during the Thaw Utility Proving, but thanks to the alchemy sludge, I’ll be able to make it more potent.”

“A fitting name, then: slow-down splats.”

“All my inventions have to have fitting names since the incident with the shoemaker.”

Oswin raised an eyebrow. “Do I want to know?”

“No.”

Oswin was silent less than a second. “Tell me anyway.”

“I made a machine that could crush shoes into squares, rectangles, triangles, whatever—”

“As one does.”

“And a customer took off and placed their nice shiny shoe on the pedal, and it became a nice shiny cube.” Maury shrugged. “I thought it looked cool, but the customer was not happy, so now I make the names more like warnings.” With that, Maury dived back into a rather alarmingly sharp set of contraptions. Oswin found it best not to watch her inventing.

During one lunch, Oswin’s guilt about using resources got the better of him, and he rushed with his unfinished food to Maury’s room, hurriedly pushing the plate to him. “Zylo gave me too much. I can’t finish it.” That was a lie. He’d barely had a mouthful.

“All right, but I’m not taking it all.” Maury only took half, so Oswin hurried to the tiny-tall attic, where some class zeros were wasting away over worksheets. Their eyes went wide at the food.

“You can have it,” said Oswin.

“Don’t you need it?” one said.

“I’ve already eaten half,” he lied.

“He’s a Fields,” another whispered. “What if he poisoned it?”

“You should be too hungry to care.” The first took the food. “Thanks.”



That night, Oswin dreamed so intensely of leek pie that he startled awake at the imagined crunch of pastry. Just as he was sinking back onto his pillow, he heard the crunch for real, from outside. Heart picking up, he slipped silently out of bed and slunk through the shadows. Pressing against the wall next to the window, he peeped through the gap in the side of the curtains.

A face was pressed against the window. The distant figure was distant no more. Oswin didn’t move. The face stared, pupils locked onto him. With a jerk, the face vanished into the dark.

Oswin threw the curtains aside, intending to jump out, before remembering the drop that awaited. “Splitting splinters.” Cursing his own fear, he darted into the corridor and tore along it, then burst down the external stairs and dashed through the snow. His breaths choked his lungs, but he could see the person. Not a tree growth anymore; they were running.

“Wait!” he gasped. His speed waned as he passed through Reginald and into Shemmia Woods, then finally fell to his knees. He gripped his sides, teeth bared in pain, his other hand pressing against the ice.

Footsteps. The figure approached through the trees. Oswin looked up as he squeezed in air. It was Quinn. She stood, unnaturally tall, arms too long, eyes too wide.

“I thought strays were thieves. That those different deserved nothing. But they just wanted to live.”

“Wha—” Oswin swallowed, trying to find his voice, but his vocal cords were rusty needles. By the time he recovered, Quinn was long gone.
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14 Tybolt’s Hut

Oswin stumbled to the dormitories, reaching them as a bleary-eyed Ennastasia exited her room.

“Was that you running?” She looked him up and down. “Did you go out dressed like that?”

Oswin figured his snow-covered bare feet and pajamas were evidence enough. He wasn’t even cold, so instead of answering, he said, “It was Quinn following me.” At Ennastasia’s serious look, he filled her in on what had happened and was promptly forced to promise not to be so airheaded as to run after a threat alone in the middle of the night again.

“Self-preservation,” said Ennastasia the next morning, slamming an open dictionary in front of him. “Give that a read.”

Oswin made a point of memorizing the definition. “What do you think Quinn meant about strays and ‘those different’?” He slid the dictionary back.

Ennastasia pocketed it, huffing. “If whatever happened to Pin happened to Quinn, and it’s made her ‘different,’ she’s probably reconsidered her previously unsympathetic stances.”

Oswin stared blankly. “Explain it like I’m a toddler, please.”

“I thought you were?” joked Ennastasia. “When Quinn fitted the norm, she was happy hating those who didn’t. Now that she doesn’t fit, she’s realized that was a nasty thing to do.”



Thoughts of Quinn faded as Oswin’s apprenticeship continued. Snowstorms. Freezing winds. Working in the tiny-tall attic knowing others were learning useful stuff. It spun in a never-ending cycle. One Sixthday evening, he finally picked the triangular lock, which meant he could get them into Tybolt’s at last. He told Maury and got a high five and a gift of slow-down splats. Curious, he’d prodded the gloop and been immobile for hours. When he recovered, Ennastasia said he only had himself to blame.

Late that evening, Oswin gathered his friends in Ennastasia’s room, which still felt barren without all the plants. The Freeze was getting worse. They needed to solve what was happening, or the food would run out. Even the apprentices from the higher classes were getting pitiful portions. “We break into Tybolt’s tonight.”

Ennastasia, reclined in her armchair, pressed her fingers against one another. “As it happens, I’ve also perfected my unlocking spell, so you didn’t win our bet.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Oswin stood. “Let’s go.”

“We can’t,” Ennastasia said sharply. Confused, Oswin sank back down, sharing a look with Maury. “We need to wait for an eom for better visibility.”

Oswin squinted. “We do?”

“Yes. No questions. I’m exhausted.” Ennastasia did look it, from the bags below her eyes to her trembling hands. “I’ll let you know when it’s time.”

Disappointment fizzled in Oswin’s stomach. “Okay.”

Ennastasia looked torn. “Okay,” she echoed.

Back in his own room, Oswin worked in the dimness, growing familiar with the triangular lock, occasionally checking out his window, but Quinn hadn’t shown up again. The hours dusked into midnight, and he heard the quietest opening of a door and careful footsteps. Ennastasia’s door. Ennastasia’s footsteps.

Oswin forwent grabbing his cloak and sneaked out after her. He followed her to the masters’ cabins, realizing, with a sinking sensation, that she was breaking into Tybolt’s alone.

Ennastasia hid behind a tree, watching Tybolt’s cabin, so Oswin did the same a few paces away, watching her. Paranoid, he checked behind himself, but he only heard a few mamats below the snow. No Quinn.

He looked back at Tybolt’s cabin. The longer he looked, the more he started to think Tybolt wasn’t in. With all the extra work the masters had been given, the other cabins had candles burning in their windowsills and exhausted masters slogging through marking.

Tybolt’s cabin was dark.

Ennastasia crept to the front door, getting out her bark-like spellbook. “The Door Unlocks.” Nothing. She flipped pages, tutting. “The Lock Unlocks.” Still nothing. More page flipping. Oswin sneaked up behind her. “The Lock Opens.” Ennastasia ground her teeth. “The Door Opens!”

“What are you doing?”

Ennastasia startled, spellbook landing on the porch. She snatched it back up.

“I thought you’d perfected your unlocking spells?”

Ennastasia shot him the dirtiest look he’d ever seen. “I have.”

He gestured in a go on, then motion.

“This is fog magic. I’m better with timber. Not to say I’m not exemplary with all types of magic, because I am. Though, of course, I’d never use coal magic; it’s downright rotten. It’s just…” Oswin gestured again, so she straightened her shoulders. “Unlock!”

Oswin’s stomach lurched at the one-word spell, the riskiest kind. The door was unaffected. Instead, there was a popping noise, and a jolt of agony spiked in Oswin’s shoulder as his arm clicked out of place. He gasped, gripping his shoulder before realizing that made it worse. His arm hung uselessly by his side.

Ennastasia closed her spellbook, but the damage was done. “Are you all right?”

“Marvelous!” Oswin shook his good hand to distract from the pain. He staggered away from the cabin, walking in circles.

“I can cast a healing spell.”

“I think you’ve cast enough!” The pain was ebbing, at least. “Give me a second. I’ll be better in a minute.”

“In a min— Your shoulder’s dislocated!”

Oswin felt his arm click back into place. He rolled his shoulder experimentally. Ennastasia watched, astounded.

“It still hurts,” he admitted, returning to the door. “But it’s fine. I recover quickly.” He crouched by the triangular keyhole and slid out his lock picks.

“Do you think that speed of healing is normal?”

He shot her an odd look. “Everyone heals differently. I’m lucky to have been born this way.”

Ennastasia wore a strange expression.

“What?” A tad impatiently, Oswin pressed an ear to the door. They had more important things to do—like getting the rest of those documents from Tybolt—than worry about a minor injury.

“Nothing.”

It didn’t sound like nothing, but before Oswin could push any more, he realized, to his horror, that this lock was harder than the one he’d practiced on. It was enchanted: no matter how he applied pressure, the internal pins slotted back into place.

“I should be getting this door open,” complained Ennastasia. “This was my break-in.”

“Point in the direction where I apply for permission to break in, and I’ll fill in the relevant paperwork.”

“Very funny.” Ennastasia peered at a window. “How’s the primitive lock picking going?”

Oswin worked silently.

Ennastasia tested the glass. “The Window Opens.” Nothing.

“Oh, yes, so much more advanced than my methods,” said Oswin, then: “Didn’t I say you’d cast enough?”

Ennastasia hushed him, to which Oswin rolled his eyes. Their joking felt meaner than usual, mainly because he couldn’t hide his annoyance that Ennastasia had intended to break in without him and Maury.

“If your way is so superior, get us inside.”

“I will!” Oswin’s cheeks heated. Minutes stretched, the only noise his lock picks. “Sometimes it can take a while.”

“Sometimes, or always? And a while, or never?”

“At least I’m not staring blankly at a window.”

“At least I’m not—”

“Why?” Oswin barely kept his hiss quiet.

Ennastasia inspected a different window. “Why what?”

“You know what.”

She breathed sharply out of her nose. “I didn’t want you or Maury getting into trouble. I figured I’d do it on my own.”

“That’s cinder muck. What’s the real reason?”

Ennastasia pursed her lips. “Tybolt is an absent-minded, apathetic fool.”

“Just because you have a lot in common doesn’t mean you can dodge my question.”

“Says the boy who doesn’t grasp what I’m getting at.” She reached past Oswin, grabbed the handle, and twisted. The door creaked open. It had been unlocked.

“Flickering fog.” Oswin pocketed his lock picks. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Ennastasia stepped inside. “How didn’t you notice that?”

Oswin followed her in. “You didn’t notice either.”

Ennastasia grumbled.

The inside of Tybolt’s cabin was as tidy as their classroom. Which was to say, not at all. The main room was shadowed by a mezzanine, the rest barely lit by the moonlight filtering through the snowfall. Cobwebs blanketed the surfaces, a grandfather clock ticked wonkily, the furniture was mud-stained, and the air reeked of decaying leaves. It wasn’t a large space, and only felt smaller from the piles of crumpled papers.

Ennastasia rifled through drawers and peered below furniture. Oswin stood, trying to guess where Tybolt might have hidden the documents.

Ennastasia whispered, “I suppose I’m the only one here who knows how to search.”

“I’m looking with my eyes. I’ll find it.”

“If you could find some common sense while you’re at it, that’d be great.” She held back a gag as she picked up a dust-covered sock, throwing it to the floor. “Disgusting.”

Oswin began poking around. He unfurled scrolls to find illegible scrawls. He checked behind paintings and knocked on the floor to see if it was hollow. He ended up meeting Ennastasia in the middle. Together, they lifted a rug. Staring back at them were the documents.

Ennastasia snatched them first. “I win.”

“We found them at the same time.”

“Remind me who’s got them?” She held them out of his reach.

Oswin’s nostrils flared. “I’m not in the mood for joking.”

Ennastasia’s arm lowered. “I suppose not.”

“I just want to understand.”

Ennastasia pointed to the documents.

“You know I don’t mean that.”

She heaved in a breath. “It’s because of the letter.”

“The one you won’t tell me about?”

“No, a secret second letter. Yes, of course that one.” Ennastasia wiped a hand over her face. “Last year, my behavior wasn’t Barkmoth-like. My grandfather wrote me of his displeasure. I have to do better. Be better. That means no Huvect or skating.”

“Or plants,” Oswin realized.

“It means nothing frivolous. It means I can’t afford to make more friends than the one I already have.”

The world tilted around Oswin. That’s why Ennastasia had tried to break in alone. She wouldn’t risk growing closer to Maury, and if she’d tried to break in with Oswin, he would have insisted that Maury come along. “Tell your grandfather to shove it.”

“Oswin!”

“What?”

She huffed. “I can’t. You’ve no idea what he’s like.”

“How’s he going to know?” His tone softened. “You deserve to do the things you enjoy, and make new friends, regardless of what your grandfather thinks. He shouldn’t get to control you like that.”

Ennastasia looked at Oswin for a long time. “I’m not the one who needs to hear that family shouldn’t control you.” Oswin’s heart stalled. “Lullia—”

“We’re talking about you,” Oswin hissed warningly. “Not me.”

“But—”

The front door swung open. Tybolt stumbled in, stopping short at the sight of them. Tybolt’s scruffy hair swished as they turned from Oswin to Ennastasia, who both scrambled to their feet.

Tybolt saw the papers in Ennastasia’s hands. They bellowed out the front door, “Rochelle!”
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15 Naught for Zeroes

Ennastasia opened her spellbook, but Tybolt tripped on the rug, knocking it from her hands as they flailed for balance.

Tybolt said, “I don’t think you’re meant to have one of those yet.”

Ennastasia grabbed her spellbook, then thrust the documents at Oswin. “Memorize them,” she whispered, before hurrying to Tybolt. “I have no spellbook.” She concealed her spellbook below her cloak. “You’re unfocused, inattentive, and seeing things. Besides, you should be careful how you address me. I may be an apprentice, but I am, first and foremost, a Barkmoth.”

Tybolt’s face twitched.

Oswin hurried through the documents, absorbing as much as he could. He just needed to memorize them before Tybolt snatched them back.

“Apologies, Barkmoth,” Tybolt spat. “Do accept my humble, lowly, groveling regret. Any pointlessly grandiose titles I need to add to your name?”

Oswin couldn’t help saying, “Why did you take these?” He indicated the papers.

Zeroing in on the documents, Tybolt stumbled over with shocking speed. In an uncoordinated jab that was such a blur Oswin had no chance of dodging, they snatched them back, then peered at Oswin, recognition in their eyes. “Fields…”

A chill chittered up Oswin’s spine.

Tybolt lunged at him but stopped at the sound of creaking. Rochelle ducked into the room, her presence absorbing the space. She struck a match and lit a candle. Oswin wished she hadn’t. “What in Tundra is going on?” she asked.

Tybolt jerked a hand toward Oswin and Ennastasia. “These pesky vermin squirmed their way into my house to steal from me.” Oswin couldn’t help but notice that the documents had, in Tybolt’s unsteady movements, disappeared. He checked his memory. There was a second when the documents had been out of sight for only a moment, but in that time they had vanished altogether. No matter how Oswin replayed the events, he couldn’t figure out where Tybolt had hidden them. It was astoundingly impressive sleight of hand that he’d never have expected them capable of.

The top of Rochelle’s fluffy hat brushed the beams as she straightened to her terrifying height. “They did what?”

“Surely you’ll kick Fields out?” The glare Tybolt fixed on Oswin made him think he was about to be murdered.

Ennastasia said, “You can’t kick him out without kicking me out, and then I’ll be forced to speak to my grandfather.”

Tybolt seethed.

Rochelle said, “Oswin and Ennastasia won’t be kicked out, but I’ll ensure they’re adequately punished.”

“If they’re not being kicked out, then they’re not being adequately punished.”

“Your discontent is noted.”

“Note this.” Tybolt made a rude gesture. “Get out of my cabin, the lot of you.”

Outside, Ennastasia fixed Rochelle with a harsh look. “You won’t do anything. I forbid it.”

Rochelle scowled. “You forget yourself. As the acting grandmaster—”

“I am a Barkmoth—”

“I. Am. Speaking!” Darkness swelled around Rochelle’s eyes. Oswin flinched. Ennastasia fell silent. “You have grossly breached Tybolt’s privacy. You will both smooth the ice of the iceberg for the remainder of the Freeze, and there is nothing anyone—Barkmoth or not—can do to change my mind. Go back to your rooms.” Rochelle stalked into the darkness, the tall shape of the toothoot swooping to land on her hat, almost as tall as Rochelle herself, making the pair of them look like a moving tree.

Stunned, they walked back to the dormitories and settled into Ennastasia’s room.

“I’m not going to have any time to think,” Ennastasia groaned, head in her hands. “With all the out-class work, lessons, and now detention.”

“At least we have the documents.” Oswin tapped his head. “All up here.”

Ennastasia punched him approvingly on the shoulder. “I knew you were good for something.”

Oswin scribed everything he’d seen. There was more information on a few of the other masters, but nothing of interest, until they got to Tybolt’s section.

“They had a wife and child,” said Oswin.

“They both died.” Ennastasia put finger to paper. “In the Height of the Great Freeze.” Oswin felt a pulse of sympathy for Tybolt.

As Ennastasia combed through every word, Oswin went back to the logbooks. He just needed to check a few more, and the monumental task would be complete. He asked Ennastasia to get the evidence board down so he could scrawl his findings.

When he finished, Ennastasia spread the documents out. “Entirely unrelated to our investigation, but sort of interesting, is that Master Vervack is much older than she looks. She’s seventy-four Freezes.”

“Seventy-four!” Oswin had never heard of someone surviving seventy-four Freezes. “She doesn’t look it.”

“I’d bet she has the best alchemical remedies for skin aging.”

“I reckon it’s anti-aging spells. How much do you want to stake on this?”

Ennastasia tipped her head. “Five tokens?”

“I don’t have any.”

“You’d better not be wrong, then. And, when you are, you’ll have to do my out-class work.”

“If, not when.”

“When.”

“If—”

“Your findings?” Ennastasia cut in, before they spent the rest of the night bickering, so Oswin explained what he’d found in the logbooks.

“I’m nearly finished.”

“Good. Keep working. In the meantime…” She looked at the scribed documents with a foul expression. “We’ve hit a dead end, which leaves our other options.”

“Break into the Archive!”

“I already said that’s our last option.”

“But you didn’t say why, and it feels like we really are at our last option. What’s gotten you so agitated?”

Ennastasia pinched her nose. “The Archive is dangerous. It’s no secret. Everyone but you knows as much. If we break in, there’s a high chance we won’t come back. I like being alive, thank you very much.”

“What do we do, then?”

“We visit—”

“The Archive,” said Oswin stubbornly.

“The Icefirmary. As we originally planned.”

“Oh. Right. Master Pin’s there.”

“Your brain makes an appearance! I’ll get the celebrations started.” Ennastasia gathered the documents and stabbed them to the evidence board. “We’ll interrogate Pin.” She then shooed Oswin toward the door, stifling a yawn. “Now go. I want to sleep for at least one hour.”

“Or do you want to play Huvect?”

“I’m exhausted. And my grandfather—”

“Ah. You know you’ll lose.”

“You’ve only beaten me once.”

“And I bet that fact kills you.”

Ennastasia cleared space on her windowsill and got her cards out, her grandfather’s instructions evidently forgotten. “Put your tokens where you mouth is, airhead.”

They stayed up playing, Oswin changing his bets from best-of-three all the way to best-of-twenty-five. Eventually, tiredness driving them to delirium, they fell asleep with their heads on the windowsill, cards scattered, forgotten for dreams. The sun not yet risen, a loud knock woke them both.

“Oswin’s missing! He’s not in his room!” Zylo said as Oswin and Ennastasia sat bolt upright.

“I’m here,” said Oswin, stumbling to the door and opening it.

Seeing the cards on the windowsill, Zylo’s eyebrows rose. “Couldn’t sleep? Never mind, there’s no time.” He slipped inside, Maury trailing behind, also eyeing the cards as Ennastasia packed them away.

“No, no, keep gawking,” snapped Ennastasia. “You’re acting like neither of you have stayed up playing Huvect.”

“I haven’t,” said Maury.

Ennastasia snorted. “Of course not. You stay up inventing.”

“Too right.” Maury gave his exaggerated wink.

“Enough!” cried Zylo.

Oswin closed the door. “What is it?”

“I met Greyheart in Shemmia Woods. Passed on the information Ennastasia gave me.” Zylo paced, snow-covered boots making worried thumps. “I’ve got a new assignment. He wants me to steal a book. On oddities. He wants it by next week.”

Oswin frowned. “There aren’t any, besides the one we found last year.”

“This book isn’t in any Corridor library,” said Zylo, face grave. “This book belonged to Yarrow. It’s in her cabin.”

“Oh for fog’s sake,” cursed Ennastasia.

“Language!” said Zylo, shocked.

Ennastasia sighed. “We just finished breaking into Tybolt’s cabin, we broke into Pin’s earlier this year, and now we have to break into Yarrow’s?”

Hurt crossed Maury’s face. “You broke into Tybolt’s cabin? Without me?”

“It’s Ennastasia’s fault,” said Oswin, explaining what they’d found. Maury crossed his arms. He looked like he wanted to tell Ennastasia he was angry but closed his mouth pointedly. Clearly, some of his old instincts had stuck around.

“At least we know what to do.” Oswin went to the door. “The sun will be rising soon. We need to move quickly if we want to get this book tonight.”

“Tonight?” Zylo’s eyes widened.

Ennastasia moved to the door as well. “I’m impatient to know what book it is that Greyheart wants. Besides, I’ll be too busy once lessons start, especially now that Oswin and I have detention.”



The four apprentices set out in the dark dawn. Back over the river, back to the masters’ cabins, and right to the end where Yarrow’s waited. It sat empty, given that she was in the Icefirmary, which gave them one less thing to worry about. Oswin worked the door, glad his practice hadn’t gone to waste. It took him ten minutes, but they were eventually inside.

The front room was an office filled with books, and they each hurried to a corner to scour for the title Zylo had told them: Utter Incomprehensibilities. It took fifteen minutes to find it. It would have been quicker, but Ennastasia had to waft Oswin away from Yarrow’s paintings, one of which was a view of the Watchtower through an alleyway. He’d reached to touch the delicate brushwork, curious why it had appeared warped when looking into the cabin through a window but was now crystal clear, when she’d hauled him back.

“Anything in here could be alarmed,” she’d reminded him. “Yarrow is a strong spellcaster.”

“As strong as you?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Now Maury, having found the book, handed it to Oswin so he could memorize it. Oswin flicked through the fifty pages, imprinting them into his brain. By the time he was finished, the dawn had grown bright.

Zylo peered out of a window. “We need to go.”

“Done.” Oswin slotted the book back, his mental copy making the physical one obsolete. Heads low, they all rushed to the dormitories. Ennastasia presented Oswin with paper and a pencil, and he set to scribbling while the others attended lessons. The weather was so lethal, Oswin worried the snowfall would cut through the wooden walls.

By the time lunch rolled around, he’d finished. His wrist ached like fire, but he proudly walked to the Alchemy Lodge. Except, the wind was so forceful, he almost didn’t make it. He saw a younger apprentice bowled off her feet, her friend trying in vain to catch her. When he finally escaped the snow, he was greeted with a grim sight: a cafeteria of empty plates and hungry faces.

“Let’s find somewhere to sit before my legs snap,” said Maury, as he and Ennastasia walked over. “My bones feel as brittle as a cart’s ice-cracked wheel.”

As they moved to the buffet, Oswin saw a new sign hanging above it:

USELESS? FOODLESS.

A watcher stood to attention nearby and glared at Oswin, who, as a class zero and a stray, couldn’t take anything. A ringing noise buzzed in his skull at the word “useless.” His balance left him, and he had to put a hand to the wall as Ennastasia barged over to the watcher and tried to demand that the rule be changed, but she eventually returned, defeated.

“The order came from Greyheart himself. I can’t overrule it. But you can have some of my food, and I’m sure Zylo will help.”

“Me too,” added Maury. True to their word, they all shared their rations. Oswin thanked them, but, knowing the food should have gone to Tundrans, it was difficult to eat.



That evening, the four of them met in the mezzanine to pore over Utter Incomprehensibilities.

“This is the most information on oddities since…” Ennastasia hesitated, glancing uncertainly at Zylo. With resignation, she produced the burnt Book of Oddities she and Oswin had found last year. “Since this.”

Zylo gawked at it.

“It’s got lots.” Oswin sifted through the pages. Much was related to other misunderstood magics, but there was tons on oddities. He pointed at a particular line. “It says humans can never safely merge with an oddity unless the oddity is willing, and there is a sacrifice of kin.”

Maury said, “But you merged with an oddity—the ghost hand—without sacrificing kin, and you’re fine.”

“You what?!” Zylo all but screeched, and Oswin was forced to quickly, and with periodic patting of Zylo’s shoulder as he panicked, retell everything that had happened last year.

“Are you turning into monsters?” Zylo worried once Oswin had finished.

“No. That only happens if you’re incompatible with an oddity. The ghost hand said I was different: compatible. The worst thing I’ve experienced is it moving off my hand and through doors, which, if you ask me, is pretty handy.” He wriggled his fingers. “And yes, that was a pun.”

“An awful one,” snapped Ennastasia, with no hint of teasing.

Oswin eyed her. “Are you all right?”

“It doesn’t matter what this says about humans safely merging with oddities because…” She floundered, then said, “Because Oswin clearly merged safely.”

It wasn’t just Oswin shooting Ennastasia a look. She was acting strange, but neither Maury nor Zylo seemed willing to push her as to why.

Oswin had no such reservations. “You’re acting up.”

“Focus!” Ennastasia jabbed another paper, her hand shaking. “This part is far more important. It says that while there is a history of humans surviving merging with oddities—though with disastrous effects—there is no such history of humans merging with multiple oddities. In other words, we know that neither Oswin—” Ennastasia cut off again, shocked at her own words, then recovered and said, “That Oswin cannot, under any circumstances, merge with another oddity. It would kill him.”

“We won’t let him merge with more oddities, then.” Zylo put a hand on Oswin’s shoulder. “Right?”

Oswin nodded distractedly, eyes never leaving Ennastasia. She never fumbled her words. He wished he could pry into her brain and see what had unbalanced her.

Together, they compiled a list of theorized oddities. The ghost hand popped up a few times, featuring in stories about people turning into horrific beasts.

“Seems I wasn’t its first victim,” Maury said glumly. “Though, from the looks of this, I became the worst monsters by far. A kikorka, a meersnof, and a skelaard. Probably because… well, you know.” He didn’t say that he was a mimic, but they all thought it.

“Your abilities could be an invaluable tool,” suggested Oswin, thinking of all the places he could sneak if he could shift into a rodent.

He’d meant it as a compliment, but a scowl spread over Maury’s face. “I don’t shape-shift.” His words were razors. “I don’t even remember how, and I never want to relearn.”

Zylo murmured to Oswin, “You have to remember, there’s a high price if he’s caught.”

Oswin realized he was right: if the wrong person discovered that Maury was a mimic, they could have him killed. “I understand,” he said, and Maury shook off his intense expression, shooting him a weak smile to show that everything was okay.

Other oddities that cropped up were veins of coal, eyes of fog, and lungs of ice.

“The ice lungs,” Ennastasia realized at the same time that Oswin thought it. “I was right. They’re an oddity. This begs the question: Why did Greyheart want Zylo to steal this book?”

“And,” said Zylo, “is it safe for me to give it to him, or will that endanger Ozzy?”

“I’ll be fine,” said Oswin, but Zylo looked unconvinced.

Ennastasia leaned back in her armchair, regarding Maury. “What do you think?”

Maury held her monocle to inspect the papers. “If I were blackmailing someone and asked for this book, my guess is I must be searching for oddities. These talk far more about what oddities might exist, and where they may be, than what they do or where they originate from.”

Oswin felt a strange chill. “Why would Greyheart want to collect oddities?”

Ennastasia said, “I have a theory. Zylo—last year, did Greyheart ever say why he wanted the ghost hand planted on Maury?”

“No.”

“Was he happy when he heard the monsters had stopped attacking?”

Zylo shrugged. “I wasn’t there when he found out his plans had been stopped.”

Oswin was growing impatient. “Just tell us your theory.”

Ennastasia shot him a look. “You’re a petulant child, you know that?”

“A petulant child who wants answers!”

Ennastasia clasped her hands. “The ghost oddity caused havoc, nearly killing apprentices. What if his goal was to bring the downfall of Corridor through oddities? We’ve all seen what’s happened after just one season of Grandmaster Yarrow being in the Icefirmary. Greyheart wants Corridor for himself.”

Maury hesitated.

Oswin murmured to her, “If you disagree, say so.”

Maury braced herself, then quietly said, “I’m so sorry, but… I disagree.”

Ennastasia seemed like she was about to bite Maury’s head off. Oswin crossed his arms at her, so Ennastasia said through gritted teeth, “Elaborate. I do so value ideas that differ from mine and eagerly wait for you to express one.”

Voice trembling, Maury said, “If Greyheart wanted to take over Corridor, there are easier ways of doing it.”

Oswin had little doubt that Yarrow, supposedly one of the strongest spellcasters, would have made short work of the monsters they’d encountered last year. “Maybe Greyheart just wanted to make Yarrow seem incompetent—unable to keep the apprentices safe?”

Zylo shook his head. “Tundrans think danger is good for apprentices. Part of proper training.”

Maury spoke tentatively, as if contributing her own ideas was a crime. “It’s pretty convenient that Oswin is, inexplicably, compatible with the ghost hand.”

There was silence.

Understanding clicked into place on Ennastasia’s face. “Oswin, last year the ghost hand spoke to you. You felt a tugging toward it. Yes?”

He nodded.

Zylo was getting progressively more agitated. “What are you getting at?”

Maury glanced uncertainly at Oswin. “What if… the merge was the point?”

The silence returned, leaving them with nothing but the creak of the walls being battered by the weather.

Nausea crept up Oswin’s fingers, the feeling of the oddity now ominous. “Greyheart wanted me to merge with the ghost hand?”

Zylo was in denial. “But why not have me plant the ghost hand directly on Oswin if that was the case?”

Maury said, “You’d die before doing anything to harm Oswin.”

“Of course! I’m his big brother. It’s my job to keep him out of harm’s way, not put him in it!”

“And Greyheart knows that.” Ennastasia searched the papers, pointing out a passage. “Oddities are fickle things. For a merge, the oddity must be willing. A forced merge always leads to chaos.”

“You also have to sacrifice kin,” Maury reminded Ennastasia, who froze as if she’d been struck.

Zylo shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

“Me neither.” Oswin wanted Ennastasia to piece it together for him. His head hurt.

Ennastasia said quietly, “Greyheart knows something we don’t. A reason why the oddity could willingly merge with Oswin without a sacrifice. If he forced the merge by having Zylo plant the oddity directly onto Oswin, it might have ruined everything. It’s possible he had it planted on Maury in the hope it would willingly find its way to the correct target.” She organized the papers. “What’s more important is that we know what information can go to Greyheart, and what can’t.”

Oswin hesitated. “How do we know that?”

“He must know you’ve merged with the ghost hand,” said Ennastasia. “Because the beast attacks stopped. Why else would he be asking for this book? Maury guessed it was because he was looking for oddities. Why would he be looking for them if he’s already merged you with one?” Her gaze darkened. “Because he wants you merged with another.”

Zylo stood. “Then we can’t give him this!” He gestured at the two paper stacks Ennastasia had formed. “There are mountains of ideas where different oddities might be.”

Ennastasia spoke as if to a child. “If you don’t give him anything, he’ll know you’ve turned—or think you’re useless. You won’t be able to spy on him; he’ll reveal Maury is a mimic and find a different way to get this information.”

Zylo sat, panicked. “But if Oswin merges with more oddities, he’ll die. That’s what the book said. If Greyheart’s intention is to merge Oswin with more, we can’t let him find them.”

“We’re only guessing that’s Greyheart’s aim.” Ennastasia patted the pile closest to her. “But, just in case, you’re only going to give him information on oddities no one knows the location of.” She patted the other pile. “The ice lungs, for instance, are at the top of the Stalagmite. They couldn’t be more accessible. We can’t let him know they may be an oddity. The fog eyes, though, haven’t been seen for centuries. He can read all the myths he wants on those.”

After a few more assurances from Ennastasia, Zylo relented.

Oswin’s head was swimming. If their guess was right, he was Greyheart’s experiment. But why would he want Oswin merged with oddities? Was he making him into a weapon? Or would he harvest the oddities once Oswin had merged with another and died?

Ennastasia spelled the stack for Greyheart into a book and sent Zylo away with it, dismissively waving off his gaping face at the fact she owned a spellbook. Oswin watched the information go, bound for Greyheart, wondering if they’d signed his doom.
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16 The Icefirmary

It was two weeks before a day arrived that wasn’t cursed by devastating weather. Oswin and Ennastasia, as per the detention Rochelle had given them, had been smoothing the iceberg’s surface every evening—and being out in the snow was dangerous enough, let alone trying to navigate to the Icefirmary.

At breakfast, Ennastasia grabbed him.

“Are you ready?” She was wrapped in her red cloak, her hair twists dusted with snow.

“For what?”

“Did someone teach you nonsense, or are you just fluent in ignorancy? We’re going to the Icefirmary. Today. The weather is only half-deadly, instead of all out murderous.”

Oswin perked up. The idea of getting answers from Master Pin made him feel as if he’d had a feast. “I’ll get Zylo and Maury.”

“Zylo said he had too much work, and Maury wants to stay where it’s warm. Said he needs to tinker with long-distance watch-speak.” Oswin opened his mouth to ask what that was, but Ennastasia preempted him. “No idea.”

“Let’s go, then. The sooner we break into the Icefirmary, the better.” Oswin hurried into the snowfall.

Ennastasia followed, pulling her cloak tightly as she stepped into the Freeze. “You’ve forgotten something vitally important.”

“I quite literally don’t forget anything.”

“We won’t need to break in.”

“But I love breaking in!” Oswin pushed open the fence surrounding Corridor. “Why not?”

“Because my name will get us in.”

Oswin groaned in disappointment as they walked through Shemmia Woods, then the Eyelid with its grandiose lodges. Instead of going straight into Central Tundra, though, they skirted north, walking by cabins in sprawling rows, iron and glass structures beyond.

“This area’s called Greenfinger,” said Ennastasia, anticipating Oswin’s question.

A new question took its place. “Why?”

Ennastasia pointed at the Wice looming behind it. “The cabins are by the Greenhouses. A lot of people living here work in them.”

“What exactly are the Greenhouses?”

“Oh good, you’re asking questions again. Do continue, I was in danger of hearing myself think.”

“Hey, you were fine with this being a one-on-one investigation.”

“And I’m already regretting it. If you can’t guess what they are—which wouldn’t be surprising—the Greenhouses are where we grow food.”

“Yeah, from seeds. But how?”

“Metal is transmuted into seeds, which are planted just like splinters, only whereas splinters become timber, seeds grow into food. It’s the Greenhouses’ job to cultivate something edible and, if they remember, tasty.”

Oswin looked at the Greenhouses glinting in the snow flurries. “Why not transmutate the metal into food and save the effort?”

“What a genius idea. I’ll tell the Watcher’s Ring right away.”

“I’m detecting sarcasm.”

“Your brain makes another appearance!” Ennastasia mock clapped. “That’s two times in one season: a personal best.”

Oswin shot her a look.

Ennastasia grinned teasingly, then forced her expression back to neutral. “We can only get seeds from metal. Any attempts otherwise end explosively, and all the food grown is seedless.”

Oswin squinted, noticing that the Wice beyond the Greenhouses looked shinier. “And what’s that?”

“Do your questions ever stop?”

“No.”

Ennastasia bit back a smile. “Good. It’ll make the journey pass quicker. That, Oswin, is the Mirristical Wall. Kaldine the Ice Charmer made that section more reflective to help provide light for the Greenhouses. It can’t do much in this weather, though.”

Oswin had another question—because of course he did—and though Ennastasia feigned annoyance, she seemed happy to answer everything that popped into his head. She was right. It did speed the journey.

They wove through northwest Central Tundra, until finally, standing before them—its walls gleaming in the midday sunlight—was the Icefirmary.

Icefirmary really was the right word. Every wall was pale, opaque blue. Plumes of frost rolled off it, settling like mist. It towered, sparkling, tufted with snow: a thousand shapes mushed together in a befuddling geometry of turrets and balconies formed from icicles growing over themselves. The air turned cold just looking at it.

Oswin said, “That’s the Icefirmary?”

“Looking is answer enough.” Ennastasia marched to the door, Oswin tilting his head back to take it in as he followed. Inside, their shoes tapped on icy tiles. There was a long front desk, behind which a corridor ran, and quiet murmurs shuffled through the air, pristine from the ice they bounced off.

Ennastasia stopped at the front desk, while Oswin hung back, letting her do the talking.

“I’m Ennastasia Barkmoth. I have business here.”

The man at the front desk, tall with curly hair reaching his ears and a crooked nose, peered at her. “Why, of course. Which ward are you visiting?” He retrieved a citizen watch and spun its hands.

Ennastasia eyed the watch. “What are you doing?”

“Merely alerting your grandfather you’re here. He’s requested that, should you turn up, he be notified. I’m sure you won’t mind waiting for him before I let you in? I can’t go against his wishes.”

Ennastasia turned on her heel and fled outside, grabbing Oswin on the way. If the receptionist noticed her fear, he didn’t show it, because a group of patients had hurried over.

“What’s wrong?” asked Oswin, once they were back in the cold.

“If it wasn’t the receptionist’s business, it sure as timber isn’t yours.”

“Ennastasia,” he said soothingly.

Her shoulders tensed. “We’re done for. Harnan—my grandfather—will have sent that message to every important establishment in Tundra.” Her eyes lit with fury. “We can’t go anywhere without him knowing. Maybe his spies saw the plants I’d grown. Or that I’m associating with Maury.”

“Why don’t you talk to him?”

Ennastasia laughed mirthlessly. “There are no conversations with Harnan. Only war.” She set off again.

“Where are you going?”

“Didn’t you hear me? We’ve been made. There’s nothing we can do. Zilch we can investigate.” She jabbed toward the Icefirmary. “We can’t get inside, not even using my name.”

Oswin glanced at the giant building. “We can.” His skin would itch for days if he came this close to speaking with Pin and lost out at the last second. His stomach growled, but not for food. “I’m going in, no matter what. It’s just a case of whether you want to find out what’s happening as much as I do.”

Ennastasia groaned, putting a hand to her face. “Urgh, fine. What’s the plan?”

Oswin indicated a side door. “Wait there. I’ll get you inside.”

“That door will have advanced defensive magic. Only the proper key will open it—lock picking and spells will set off alarms. How do you mean to get it open?”

Oswin pulled his hat off and folded it into his cloak’s pocket. “I have an idea.”



The welcome room of the Icefirmary was busier when Oswin returned, a family waiting with their child. Oswin mussed his hair so the straight brown strands stood at odd angles, and kept his face scrunched as if he’d just woken. Changing his gait to a shambling mess, and letting his breathing deteriorate into rasps, he collapsed against the desk. “My… lungs,” he croaked, reminding himself that he wasn’t actually having a lung attack.

The receptionist stared, alarmed.

Oswin gestured to his throat. “I need to see Healer Ruh… Healer R—” He cut off, as if unable to speak, and hoped a healer’s name fit.

“Healer Roon?”

Oswin nodded.

The receptionist opened a spellbook. “The Door Opens.” A part of the ice desk shrank, making a gap. Oswin stumbled through and pretended to trip. The receptionist caught him, and Oswin used the distraction to grab a set of keys on the desk. He slid them into his pocket as he righted himself and nodded gratefully, then continued to the corridor behind.

“Turn right for Roon,” the receptionist said, pointing, and Oswin’s mind stalled. He needed to go left to get to Ennastasia. Keeping up the act, Oswin shambled until he was out of view down the right-hand corridor.

“We’ve been waiting longer than him!” Oswin heard one of the parents complain.

“Of course, so sorry. Back to getting you an appointment…”

In the clear, Oswin walked smoothly again, shrugged off his cloak, and took his hat out. He found an unlocked closet and chucked his cloak inside. It wasn’t the end of the world to lose it, but still he felt a sharp twinge. He put his hat on, tucking his hair below, then pulled his neck scarf over his nose. With long strides, he went back the way he’d come. Neither the receptionist nor the family recognized him. He strolled easily to the left-hand corridor, toward where Ennastasia was waiting. He counted his steps until he was certain he was at the correct spot, then flicked out the keys. Taking one look at the large lock, he found an equally large key. With a metallic clunk, the lock opened.

Grinning triumphantly, he leaned against the door frame. “Ennastasia! What a coincidence. How have you been?”

Ennastasia stared in disbelief. “How did you do that?”

He spun the keys around a finger, about to gloat.

Ennastasia swiped a hand through the air. “I’m sure you did something very clever, but we don’t have time.” She barged in, Oswin nearly dropping the spinning keys and fumbling to catch them. “Where’s your cloak?”

“Ditched it.” He closed the door but left it unlocked, then held up a finger. “One second.” He walked back to the entrance, where the receptionist was still speaking with the family.

Oswin crouched around the corner, out of view, and whispered to the ghost hand, “Some movement would be really useful right now.” The oddity glowed around the keys in his palm. He focused, willing it to hover them to the reception desk. “Please! I need to put the keys back.” He pointed his right hand toward the desk, the keys jangling from the movement. Nothing happened.

“Who’s that?” a child said, peering over.

The receptionist and parent both turned.

Oswin ducked around the corner, back pressed to the wall. The stabbing panic of being caught gave him motion sickness. It was the same feeling he’d had every time Lullia had found him when growing up.

“Who are you talking about, sweetie?” the parent asked.

The child frowned. “I saw a boy.”

The receptionist pursed his lips. “Maybe they’ve hit their head harder than we’d thought.”

Oswin looked at the keys in front of his eyes, relieved he hadn’t been seen. But then he abruptly realized the keys were in front of his eyes because the ghost hand was hovering there, holding them. As he calmed, it started to move back toward his hand, so he focused on that feeling of panic, of Lullia finding him.

The ghost hand stayed where it was.

He tilted his head. Flexed his real hand. The ghost hand mimicked the movement, keys swaying. With careful concentration, he peeped back around the corner and floated the ghost hand toward the desk, carrying the keys with it, as the adults discussed what to do about the child’s concussion. It felt like moving each individual toe, the muscles unfamiliar. But, with patience, the ghost hand set the keys down, then zipped back to him. He stared at his fingers as the oddity faded, and grinned.

Rushing back to Ennastasia, he sent the ghost hand ahead, then back again.

Ennastasia gaped. “You did it!”

“And I can do it again.” A sweat had already formed on his brow from using the ghost hand, but he still tried to move it. He thought about Cathy and Frank chasing him—fear of being caught seemed key—but nothing happened. “Come on!” he whined, but the ghost hand wasn’t responding anymore.

“I suppose it’s an improvement.” Ennastasia ascended ice stairs that, thankfully, weren’t slippery. “Then again, it’s hard not to improve when your starting point is so low.”

“Aw, you love me really.”

“Focus. We need to find Master Pin.”

“Kestcliff said she’s in the permanent care ward.”

They followed carved directions on the ice walls, every hallway tilting the opposite direction from the last. Oswin kept stopping Ennastasia from throwing herself into side rooms when healers, draped in lavish green uniforms with dark turquoise aprons, hurried by them.

“Act like you’re meant to be here,” he’d remind her, enjoying the growing surprise on Ennastasia’s face as she saw how many restricted passages they could go through simply by being confident. On the other hand, Ennastasia had to drag Oswin away from the carved directions because ACCIDENTAL BRAIN ALCHEMY: DOWN THE SLIDE or BACKWARD-TURNED-HANDS WARD: THROUGH THE HANDLE-LESS DOOR had his curiosity whirring. He paused by one room, seeing hammocks that, fascinatingly, breathed for the patients.

“This isn’t a museum,” said Ennastasia.

“I wish it was.”

They reached winding steps with gaps between the treads, so Oswin could see the dark chute they were built above.

“Uh… no.” Oswin shook his head. “This can’t be the way.”

Ennastasia gestured at the carved words saying only healers could proceed up to the permanent care ward. “It is. Just up these steps.”

“Just?” The wafer-thin stairs spiraled forever. Ennastasia ascended with no worries, while the world zoomed in and out around Oswin’s feet. He slid one onto a step, then the other. There was no railing, because of course there wasn’t, so he placed a hand flat on the wall and the other on the central column. Ennastasia clapped mockingly.

“Shut it.” He was almost surprised when Ennastasia didn’t shoot back more taunts but instead walked back to be behind him, then physically pushed him up the stairs. “Hey!” A moment later, Oswin staggered into a small hallway, heart racing, while Ennastasia held him steady.

“All done,” she said, as Oswin calmed himself with heaving breaths. “You’re welcome.”

“Some warning would have been nice.”

“I’m sure it would have.”

Oswin’s fear receded as he looked from one wooden door to another. Thoughts of stairs vanished as he spotted FELICITY PIN carved next to one. He tried the handle. “Locked.”

Ennastasia’s face shifted from its usual disdain to a tired misery. “Felicity…”

“Felicity?” Oswin didn’t understand.

Ennastasia’s expression hardened like steel. “My mother had the same name.”

Oswin wanted to say something consoling. He was fairly certain Ennastasia’s mother was dead. On the rare occasions she did speak about her, she used past tense. “I’m sorry.”

Ennastasia tried the door handle. “It is locked.”

“For now.” Oswin crouched, getting his lock picks out.

“You’re not just an airhead, but a delinquent, too.”

“I’m more use that way.”

“I know. I meant it as a compliment.”

The pins were tricky, moving back into place despite his efforts to the contrary. “Nearly there,” he lied.

Ennastasia stiffened. “Do you hear that?” Oswin had. Someone was walking up the stairs. “Hurry it up.”

“I’m trying!”

“The Door Opens.”

Oswin tried the handle. It was still locked. Ennastasia’s boot laces sprung loose, the magic deciding that was what she’d wanted opened.

Ennastasia tried the handle. “Timber’s sake.”

“I already tried it. It’s won’t have unlocked between then and now.”

The footsteps grew closer. Whoever it was would see them, and their situation would look a lot more suspicious in an off-limits section.

Ennastasia thudded the spine of her spellbook into the door’s lock. It broke. “In!” She shoved Oswin, then closed the door behind them. They stood, holding their breath. The person was in the hallway now, tapping a cane, approaching their room.

The footsteps passed, followed by the sound of a different door opening and closing. Oswin and Ennastasia sagged.

Ennastasia released the handle. “Next time, be a better delinquent.”

“I would have gotten it in the end.”

“We both know we’d have been caught if I hadn’t used magic to get us in.”

“Magic?”

Ennastasia clasped her spellbook to her waist. “My spellbook. Might as well be magic.”

“That’s ridiculous, and you know it.”

But Ennastasia was too busy staring farther into the room, where a woman was surrounded by standing logs, all secured to the floor by blocks of ice.

Master Pin was a petite and wonky woman—one shoulder higher than the other, one eye lower. Her previously very short hair was now entirely missing, only faint traces shadowing the brown skin of her scalp.

She looked surprised. “I have visitors.”

Oswin said, “We have questions.”

Pin blinked. “I have visitors.”

Ennastasia tied her shoes, then approached, hands raised as if to calm an easily startled deersun. “My name is Ennastasia. This is Oswin. You ran our literacy lessons last year. Do you remember?”

“I have visitors.”

Ennastasia looked hopelessly to Oswin, who eyed the logs as he walked between them. Pin screamed, hands grasping her scalp, pulling at hair that wasn’t there. Oswin retreated from the logs and Pin silenced, chest rising and falling.

“Did you tear all your hair out?” whispered Oswin. Pin didn’t even twitch. “What happened to you?” He hovered a hand toward a log. “I’ll touch the bark if you don’t respond.”

Pin shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut, mumbling, “No,” endlessly.

Trying a different tack, Oswin said, “What happened between you and Tybolt?”

Pin’s demeanor shifted. “Tybolt?” She groaned, as if mourning. Her words were barely recognizable, they were so drawn out. “That’s when I realized.”

“Realized what?”

Pin shook her head, muttering again.

“She’s beyond understanding,” Ennastasia murmured, with a hint of sympathy.

Pin was crying now. “Not she. It.”

Oswin frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not a person… Useless… I have no use like this… I want to be a person… But I never was… My memories lie…” Her words turned into sobs.

Oswin wanted to ask more, but he couldn’t. He hated how quickly he’d come undone at the word “useless.” He felt its syllables on his own tongue.

Ennastasia moved toward Pin, about to pass between the logs surrounding her. “What do you mean, not a person?”

“Timber,” wailed Pin. “Back! BACK!”

“All right! I’m backing away from the timber.” Ennastasia retreated a few steps.

Pin placed her hands on the logs nearest her. Ennastasia asked more questions, but even at the mention of Tybolt, Pin no longer acknowledged them.

Frustrated, Ennastasia walked to Oswin. “I don’t think we’ll get anything else out of her.” She frowned. “Oswin?”

He turned his head like it was a rusted wheel. He was thinking about the Wice climb, about being kicked out of Corridor, about being useless.

Ennastasia’s voice softened. “It’s what Pin said, isn’t it? You’re not useless. I mean it.”

Oswin nodded weakly, clawing his emotions back as he noticed a sign-in sheet on a console table. Sniffing, he motioned Ennastasia over. Secondmaster Rochelle had visited, which made him feel slightly better about Pin’s situation, knowing she had friends checking in on her.

Ennastasia stabbed a finger on the most recent visitor. “Tybolt. I wonder…”

When she trailed off into frustrating silence, Oswin said, “What?”

“There are many horrific things magic can do, intentional or accidental. The reason Pin can’t tell us anything could be because Tybolt made it so she couldn’t.” She cracked open her spellbook, just as Oswin heard those same footsteps leave the room next door and approach theirs.

“En—”

“The Magic Shines.” A light birthed around Pin. Confirmation someone had magically altered her mind. All of her, in fact. But then the light grew, sputtering like fire. Pin’s muttering became a wail.

“Close your spellbook!” Oswin cried.

“Oh really?” Ennastasia desperately pushed the pages together, but they resisted, as if steel were stuck between them. “I thought I’d let us all burn to death!”

Oswin grabbed her hands, adding his strength, but it was no use. “What’s happening?”

“I don’t know!” Ennastasia was sweating now. “I think… somehow coal magic’s sneaked into the spell!” It was like Yarrow’s magic at the start of the year. The heat grew and horrid memories tormented Oswin alongside the boiling pain, but they didn’t distract him enough to miss the glow forming in Ennastasia’s veins.

The door flew open. “Close.”

Ennastasia’s spellbook snapped shut. The glow in her veins vanished, and the burning from the spell stopped as the magic winked out. The tension thawed from Oswin’s muscles, only to instantly freeze when a rattling voice came from the doorway.

“Ennastasia.” A man stood, pale white skin wrinkled, ears large, features sagging. His receding hair was nothing more than brown wisps. Despite his evident age, his movements were purposeful.

“Oh timber…” Ennastasia breathed in dread, as Oswin recognized the man from last year. “Grandfather.”
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17 The Grandfather

“Did you listen to nothing in my letter? Image is everything for Barkmoths. Breaking into the Icefirmary, let alone fumbling magic in a public setting, is unforgivable.” Harnan’s dark brown eyes, that held fire behind them like Ennastasia’s, moved to Oswin. “Who’s this?” Clearly, even though Harnan had met Oswin last year, he’d paid him little attention.

Ennastasia didn’t seem able to speak. The silence stretched on.

Oswin knew it would be a bad idea to tell Harnan who he really was, so he eventually floundered out, “I’m Gale?”

Ennastasia nodded hurriedly. “He’s another ice apprentice. Gale, this is my grandfather, Harnan Summit Barkmoth of the Eyelid.”

Harnan raised an eyebrow. “And…?”

Ennastasia pursed her lips. “And an esteemed member of the Watcher’s Ring.”

Oswin remembered what Zylo had told him last year; Harnan controlled timber transmutation, which meant controlling the production of everything that wasn’t food. As far as Oswin could tell, the only man more powerful than Harnan was High Watcher Greyheart.

“Come, Ennastasia. We’re having lunch.” Harnan looked around the room, his distaste strongest when his gaze moved from the whimpering Pin to Oswin. “We have much to discuss. Without this…” Eyes still fixed on Oswin, Harnan’s voice drawled as if there was an unpleasant smell. “Individual.”

Anger flared in Oswin. He tried to catch his words, but they slipped out. “Why are your wrinkles so ugly?”

Harnan clasped his hands behind his back. “As suspected. A Tundran would never speak to me like that. You’re not Gale Residuan.” He leaned down. “You’re the stray.”

Ennastasia turned pleadingly to Harnan. “I’m starved. Let’s leave for lunch.”

Oswin expected Harnan to lock Ennastasia away and forbid her food. To find what Ennastasia feared and trap her in a room with it. That’s what Lullia did when he disobeyed her.

Instead, Harnan straightened. “Yes. Lunch. The stray shall join us.” From the sharp enunciation, it plainly wasn’t optional.

Harnan escorted them out of the Icefirmary and to the Eyelid, with its sculpted hedges. He walked up the front porch of a lodge, stopping by a double doorway three times Oswin’s height: iron, with ridges like ripples.

Harnan gestured. “Our humble abode.” The dark wood structure had so many galleries, it was hard to count the windows. Oswin saw thirty-two just on the side facing him. Harnan placed his spellbook to the door, and the ridges moved as if they were ripples, the doors scraping inward. Steeling himself, Oswin followed Ennastasia and Harnan into the lair.

The foyer was immense. A polished floor glistened, and two curved staircases arched to a balcony with a dozen unique doors. On one was carved a herd of deersun, their snake tails, hooved front legs, and spread of antlers painted gold. On another, ice tunnels wove. Miniature Tundrans navigated them, suffering drowning or impalement on stalagmites.

Harnan threw his cloak to a burly woman in a plain uniform. She hurried the cloak to a hovering rack, then reached out to Ennastasia, who handed over her cloak with an upturned nose. Harnan moved to the back of the ground floor, which was so open plan, it felt endless. At least it gave Oswin space to stay away from a crackling bonfire built into a column.

The aged man stopped at the head of a dining table. Candles ran down the center, mercifully unlit.

Oswin glanced uncomfortably at the woman who waited to take his coat. “I’m all right, thanks,” he said politely. The woman clapped her hands, which confused Oswin until he saw that the noise made the hovering coatrack zoom upstairs, taking its cargo to a closet.

Oswin meandered to the dining table, framed by a bay window that let the fields and fat mansions of the Eyelid stream in through crystal-clear glass. The charred lodge stood, like a phantom, in the distance.

Harnan pulled out a chair. “Have a seat.”

Mouth dry, Oswin did. Harnan sat at the head, bones creaking. Ennastasia sat opposite Oswin, adjusting her cuffs. Harnan clicked his fingers. The candles lit—Oswin pushing fearfully into his chair—and the woman rushed over.

“Lunch,” said Harnan.

The woman busied about a kitchen with five stoves on the other side of the ground floor. She incanted water to boil and vegetables to be chopped. Harnan clasped his hands, saying nothing. The silence grew painful. Oswin squirmed, not sure what he was more afraid of: the candles or Harnan.

At last, Ennastasia said, “How are Father and Kristopher?”

“Well enough.” Harnan’s brown eyes remained on Oswin, who shrank in his seat, finding the gold cutlery fascinating. “Tell me, Oswin Fields, how are you finding Corridor?”

Oswin decided brevity was his friend. “Good.”

Harnan smiled unnervingly.

The woman levitated twenty platters over. Oswin’s eyebrows rose—it was more food than the first meal he’d had at Corridor. There were cabbages stuffed with roast vegetables and herbs. Bowls of jasmine rice rubbed elbows with bronze-crusted pies, and an entire stack of sweet pastries was drizzled with syrup.

“Thank you.” Oswin gazed gratefully at the woman, who scurried to a corner.

Harnan pried beetroot pie onto his plate. “Eat.” He handed serving forks to Oswin, who filled his plate, cautiously at first but with increasing urgency when he realized he wasn’t going to be stopped. Like slamming into a wall, he remembered his hunger. He was a few bites into his third portion when Harnan spoke in a casual tone.

“Your uncle brutally murdered Tybolt’s family.”

Oswin almost choked. Ennastasia’s spoon stilled, halfway to her mouth.

Harnan watched Oswin. “Clearly, you didn’t know.”

Oswin stuttered an apology as he pushed his food away. He wasn’t hungry for food anymore. “Michael… killed them?”

“Quite thoroughly. Used a nasty bit of magic. When poor Tybolt found their wife and toddler, they were like crumpled prunes.” Harnan chewed raisins, grinding them with his teeth.

Oswin swallowed the bile rising in his throat. “Why did Michael do that?”

“Because they were strays. He thought Tybolt, a Tundran, was a traitor to have married a stray and given birth to a half-civ.”

Ennastasia sneered. “That’s not a nice word.”

“It’s the truth. The child of a stray and a Tundran is half-wild and half-civilized.” His eyes gleamed like flint. “Watch your tone, young lady.” He stabbed a potato. “Michael hated strays, but he didn’t bother dealing with the ones on the Endless Expanse. He knew the ice would claim them eventually—survival out there is ruthless—and if a stray did endure, he regarded the feat with enough respect not to wring their neck.” He ate the potato, dabbed a napkin to his mouth, then said, “But the strays in Tundra, weak or strong, were stealing from Tundrans. His method of remedying the situation was too extreme for my tastes, but with good intentions.”

“Good intentions?” Oswin felt like he was burning. “He killed them.”

“He killed a lot of people during the Height of the Great Freeze. Not just strays. He and his followers targeted anyone they deemed too weak to deserve the protections of the settlement. His crimes couldn’t go unanswered, so when that little coup failed, myself and the rest of the Watcher’s Ring did what had to be done.” Harnan leaned toward Oswin. “As we do to anyone who steps on our toes.”

“And what—”

“Do you struggle with holding your tongue, boy?”

Ennastasia said, “He’s just nosy.”

“I wouldn’t be nosy if people didn’t keep things from me.”

Harnan set his cutlery down. “He’s had enough of my hospitality. You’ll have him out of here within the next few minutes, or I’ll cut Lullia off from earning tokens.”

Oswin felt like he was having a heart attack. Lullia denied tokens? She’d starve!

“On your way out,” Harnan added, as Ennastasia and Oswin stood, “do tell your stray pet about your childhood rants on what a waste of food you thought strays and weaklings were. I’m sure he’d find it… illuminating.”

Feeling as if his stomach had dropped out of his body, Oswin made it back out into the blissful cold. He breathed freezing air to calm himself, but panic jittered below his skin. Ennastasia gently grabbed his shoulder, using her citizen watch to guide them through the heavy snowfall, walking away from where it pointed toward the Stalagmite. Eventually, they reached Shemmia Woods.

“You hated strays?” Oswin murmured, as they followed the snow path.

Ennastasia breathed heavily through her nose. “Grandfather was my main source of information growing up. For a while, I held”—her eyes flicked to him—“bad ideas. But I grew out of them. Manipulation is my grandfather’s first language. He doesn’t want us to be friends, which is why he brought it up.”

“Too bad,” said Oswin firmly. “I don’t care what you thought before. I know what you think now.”

Ennastasia squeezed his shoulder gratefully.

“On an unrelated note, I’ve been replaying our conversation with Master Pin. I think I’ve figured something out.”

Ennastasia shot Oswin a sideways glance. “You? Figured something out?”

“My brain makes a third appearance.” He tapped his forehead. “Not just a pretty face.”

“If that.”

“Do you want my theory or not?”

“All right, yes. Do lay it out, detective.”

“Pin said she wasn’t a person anymore,” began Oswin. “You said, and I quote, ‘What do you mean, not a person?’ ”

“And Pin told me to back away from the logs. Is there a theory here somewhere?”

“Ah, but she didn’t tell you to back away from the timber, did she?”

Ennastasia squinted. “She didn’t?”

“She said, and again I am quoting, ‘Timber.’ She wasn’t speaking about the logs. Remember, your spell didn’t just light up her mind. All of her shone. When she said timber…”

Ennastasia’s squint deepened. “She was answering me. She doesn’t think she’s a person anymore. She thinks she’s timber.”

“Like Reginald or Ferdinand.”

“This curse isn’t just making people act odd around timber.”

“It’s turning them into it.”

They were silent the rest of the journey, the horrifying idea of being turned into timber settling over them. It was only when they ducked into Spruce Dorm and Oswin heard an argument that he spoke. “Who’s that?”

“Who cares. We need to update the evidence board right now.”

Ennastasia marched to her own room. Oswin, though, followed the voices.

“I’ve had enough of this.” It was Philomena, standing below the tree trunk in the common room. She was just leaving her teary-eyed brother, a nervous Maury following.

Oswin stopped Maury on his way out. “What’s this?”

Maury glanced back to Gale. “He wanted to future-gaze with Philomena, like they used to.”

“That caused a fight?”

“Philomena wanted to revise climbing terminology.”

“Couldn’t they do both?”

“We’ve got so much out-class work, there isn’t time,” said Maury. “But even if there was, those two don’t listen to what the other is saying, just what they think they’re saying.”

Oswin was about to ask Maury why he didn’t tell the siblings that, but Maury left before he could. So Oswin cautiously approached Gale, sitting in one of the hanging chairs. “You okay?”

Gale shrugged miserably. “No point in crying over splintered timber.”

Questions always made Oswin feel better. Maybe that was true for Gale. “Can you tell me about future-gazing?”

Sniffing, Gale hovered a sphere between them. “If I listen closely, I catch glimpses of what’s to come. But glimpses only appear every few weeks, and if you miss it, it’s gone. Future-gazing takes hours. It’s…” He searched for the right word. “Relaxing.”

“Let’s do some gazing, then.”

Oswin and Gale stared at the orb for what felt like years.

“Try not to fidget,” Gale instructed.

Oswin’s thoughts wriggled. He drummed his fingers on his knee. When Gale asked him to stop, he tapped his fingers against his thumb. When Gale told him to stop that, he fiddled with his doublet’s loose threads. Gale gave up asking him to stop after that.

Oswin’s eyes were starting to close until Gale hunched over an orb, dark brown eyes wide, teeth bared. Slowly, the tension in his shoulders left, and he turned to Oswin. “Visit the place where the getting cold has been told. And be careful what doors you open.”

“What?”

“It’s what the orb said.” Gale looked breathless with joy. “They haven’t given me a message in ages. Not since Philomena… Well, you saw what happened at the Thaw Utility Proving.”

Oswin replayed the message in his head. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you. I feel so much better. From now on, you’re always welcome to gaze with me. Plus,” added Gale sheepishly, “you seem like someone who would benefit from practicing patience?”

Oswin’s eyebrows shot up. “Was that a joke?”

“No…,” mumbled Gale, but clearly it had been. Oswin laughed, bid Gale good night, and rushed to tell Ennastasia what he’d learned.



Thanks to the ridiculous workload—and Oswin and Ennastasia’s detention—it took a week to get the group together again. They huddled in Ennastasia’s once again plant-filled room, now that she had decided to defy her grandfather. Their teeth chattered. Oswin seemed to be the only one not permanently out of his mind with the cold, but it didn’t make a difference; the lack of food plagued him instead.

Ennastasia lit the fireplace for warmth—so Oswin sat in the opposite corner, eyes never leaving its frightful flames—and she updated Maury and Zylo about the Icefirmary break-in, meal with Harnan, updated timber theory, and Gale’s message to Oswin. Maury shot down the timber theory very quickly.

“In all my expertise in AA&V, I’ve never encountered anything that turns humans into timber. It’s impossible.”

It was disappointing to hear, but Oswin appreciated how Maury no longer hid when she disagreed with Ennastasia. “At least we know why Tybolt despises me,” said Oswin.

“And me,” added Zylo. “They banned me from their lessons in my first year.”

Oswin suppressed a shudder. He didn’t know what he’d do if he had to teach the nephew of his family’s murderer.

“ ‘Visit the place where the getting cold has been told,’ ” mumbled Maury thoughtfully.

“ ‘And be careful what doors you open,’ ” echoed Zylo.

Oswin watched Ennastasia. She seemed uncomfortable. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You look like you’ve swallowed a frostie. It’s clearly something.”

Ennastasia cast her eyes skyward. “The season records are kept in the Archive. That’s where the getting cold has been told. I don’t know about doors, though.”

Oswin grinned. “They’re usually for getting in and out of rooms.”

Ennastasia lightly cuffed him.

Maury beamed. “We just break into the Archive, then.”

Zylo shook his head. “We’d never come back.”

Ennastasia approached the evidence board.

“Theories?” said Oswin.

“A few,” said Ennastasia.

“Care to share?”

“They’re still cooking. You?”

“You know I’m not the theories guy.”

“No. You’re the absorb-info-like-a-sponge-then-do-nothing-with-it guy.”

“And proud.”

Maury said, “With good intentions and a coordinated approach, we could get in and out of the Archive.”

“No!” repeated Ennastasia.

Oswin said, “What else can we do?”

“You haven’t finished analyzing the logbooks.”

“And if I had, you’d let us investigate the Archive?”

“Perhaps.”

Oswin pulled out his finished analysis and handed it over. “Perfect. Because I’ve put every timber purchase on a graph.”

Eyes darting over the information, Ennastasia looked increasingly concerned. “There’s a rise in sales of decorative logs precisely at the start of every year.” She pinned the paper to the evidence board, stewing. “Fine. We visit the Archive.” Clearly anticipating Oswin’s imminent declaration of being correct, she wafted her hand. “A stopped citizen watch is right once every full turn.”

Oswin stood on Ennastasia’s right-hand side, the movement making him dizzy, he was so hungry. “Now I’m right in a second way.”

Maury groaned. Zylo laughed.

Ennastasia shut her eyes. “Your jokes are insufferable—as are you.”

“Thanks.”

“I was being sarcastic.”

Oswin winked. “So was I.” Then he promptly fainted.

When Oswin groggily opened his eyes, he saw the plant-covered ceiling of Ennastasia’s room. “What happened?”

A shaky sigh escaped Zylo. “Don’t scare me like that!”

Maury was holding an alarming needle contraption.

Ennastasia shoved her away. “Don’t go prodding him with pins just because he fainted.”

“I’ve tested it a few times,” Maury defended herself.

“And how did that go?” At Maury’s silence, Ennastasia said, “It exploded, didn’t it?”

“It won’t this time!”

As Zylo checked Oswin over, Ennastasia’s lips drew into a thin line. “It’s the food rationing, isn’t it?”

Oswin didn’t need to answer. It obviously was. But it was also the fact that he avoided eating the food his friends gave to him in favor of giving it to Tundrans, who were more deserving.



With the need for food more pressing, the wait for weather allowing travel to the Archive was excruciating. Oswin still had his one-to-one lessons with Rochelle, traversing ice panels in the gusting wind. He felt, despite his lack of food, that his arms had strengthened, which made him feel wonderfully like Zylo.

“Let’s try some vertical climbing,” said Rochelle. “We have time before you need to smooth the iceberg.”

Apprehension formed in Oswin’s stomach, but with the Wice climb so close, he couldn’t refuse. Rochelle had the ice panels stretch up into the murky white. The height was horrific, but Oswin was surprised to find himself halfway up before the fright kicked in. He’d finally improved. He looked down to proclaim this, but that was a mistake. He squeezed his eyes shut, pressing against the wall.

“It’s all right,” called Rochelle. “Trust in your gear. You can make it to the top.”

But Oswin climbed down on trembling limbs. He couldn’t do it. It was too high, and this was merely practice. He had no hope of scaling the hundred-times-taller Wice.

As he took his climbing shoes off, Rochelle said, “You’ll get there.”

“I won’t,” he muttered. Rochelle regarded him sympathetically, then sent him on his way. His worries only compounded when, after one of his healer meetings, and on his way to smooth the iceberg, he saw another apprentice have their hourglass smashed, this time by a spell from Master Crull.

“What happened?” an apprentice asked their friend as they walked by Oswin, who, naturally, followed them.

“I heard he was caught using coal magic,” said the other apprentice. “Lost all his sand in one go as punishment.”

The other apprentice looked horrified. “Serves him right. He could have burned Corridor down.”

Oswin looked to the distance where, in floods of tears, the apprentice fled the training grounds. His heart sank. Oswin didn’t use coal magic, but if he couldn’t get his climbing fear under control, that would still be him.



One evening, Oswin was huddled in the mezzanine, Maury rambling about her new ideas on long-distance watch-speak while tinkering with Oswin’s citizen watch. Deciding she wanted to work somewhere quieter, she departed, leaving him alone until Ennastasia arrived.

“I’m going to tutor you,” she declared, settling in an armchair.

Oswin put the logbooks he’d been double-checking down. “Why?”

“Because I can’t stand you moping every time you see someone else talking about lessons you’ve missed, and I know there’s nothing you love more than information. Get your workbook out and pay attention.”

Oswin mock saluted. “As you command, Master Barkmoth.”

Ennastasia relayed what she’d learned in Etymagery, AA&V, Scelving, and Pufftow. Oswin grinned the entire time. When Ennastasia finished, she told him he was the worst student ever.

“At least I’m the best at something.”

“I said you’re the worst.”

Oswin pointed his pencil at her. “Which means I’m the best at being the worst.”

“What a sad achievement.”

“But you agree it is an achievement.”

Ennastasia snapped her book shut. “Tell me three things you’ve learned.”

“I learned you’re a terrible tutor, I’m a terrible student, and—”

Ennastasia hit him on the arm with her workbook, and Oswin laughed.
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By the time the end of the year—and the dreaded Wice climb—was a week away, the Freeze didn’t look like it was leaving. Everyone was frail: cheeks sunken, skin dry. Pufftow had been canceled to conserve energy. Even Oswin and Ennastasia’s detention had been called off, and the food rations had been reduced so severely that Zylo’s and Ennastasia’s larger portions were barely enough for one person, let alone to share with Oswin.

Letters arrived most days, a shivering poster skating to Reginald with bundles declaring that a relative had succumbed to the Freeze. Finding a letter outside your room had become a common nightmare. Oswin had dreamed a few where Lullia had passed away. In the worst dream, he’d been relieved at the fact. His guilt on waking had nearly suffocated him.

He trudged to the cafeteria, mind flashing to the feast he’d had at Barkmoth Lodge, and absent-mindedly took scraps, when Cathy and Frank were suddenly on either side of him. Frank grabbed his plate, and Cathy twisted his arm. Oswin gasped in pain.

Cathy’s gray eyes bored into him. “If we see you taking food, we’ll kill you. You know you’re not allowed it.” She said it so matter-of-factly that it couldn’t be an empty threat. Alarm replaced Oswin’s hunger.

Ennastasia stormed over. “Let him go or I’ll have your families cut off from the food.”

Cathy and Frank backed away from Oswin, who shook out his aching arm.

“If I hear you’ve gone after him when I’m not around,” Ennastasia continued, “your families will pay in your stead. Understood?”

Cathy and Frank were silent.

“Yes, Barkmoth?” said Ennastasia.

“Yes, Barkmoth,” they both repeated, stalking off.

Ennastasia glared after them. “Now that’s sorted, we need to find the others.”

Oswin wanted to hug Ennastasia. He wanted to crawl into a hole and apologize for being a stray. Instead, he settled on, “Why?”

Ennastasia pointed out the glass doors. “These dreadful conditions are the best we’ve had in a while. Tundra is running out of time.” She narrowed her eyes meaningfully at the pitiful buffet. “We going to the Archive. Today.”



Oswin, Ennastasia, Maury, and Zylo layered up, struggling out of Shemmia Woods in the early Seventhday morning.

“You need to be careful, Oswin.” Ennastasia nodded at the white blur around them. “I’ve only seen one Freeze as harsh as this.”

Oswin’s heart sank. “The Great Freeze.” The longer the Freeze lasted, the more danger he’d be in from starving people looking for someone to blame.

“In times like these, ideas like your uncle’s survivalism breed. Cathy and Frank won’t be the only ones resenting you.” Ennastasia grimaced. “Resenting all of class zero. Anyone seen as a burden.”

The word “useless” echoed in Oswin’s head.

Zylo scouted them through the smog, timing their paces against a map. Whenever he said they’d see a fence or building, it would appear through the murk. Oswin was impressed.

As they traveled, Ennastasia said, “A final warning to everyone: the Archive is infamous. We may not come back.”

“Can’t you tell them you’re a Barkmoth, to get us in?” asked Maury. Oswin winced, expecting Ennastasia to bite his head off for mentioning her Barkmoth influence.

But Ennastasia calmed herself. “The Archive is the one place ‘Barkmoth’ means nothing. When anyone tried to destroy the Archive in the past, it would lock up and wait it out. Or worse, attack Archaeologist expeditions, stunting splinter collection, which topples timber harvests, which ruins equipment creation. In short, the Archive does what they want, regardless of Barkmoth opinions.”

Oswin checked that he had lock picks. “Breaking in it is. How are we going to do that, given everyone else who’s attempted it vanished?”

Ennastasia snorted. “Getting us in is your job, delinquent.”

“What is it you bring to the table?”

“Genius intellect. Magical prowess. Wealth.”

“How will that help us break in?” said Maury.

Ennastasia scowled. “I liked you better when you were scared of me.” Except it was obvious she didn’t, and Maury laughed good-naturedly.

“What—” began Oswin.

Ennastasia cut in. “Are you capable of starting a sentence without ‘what’?”

“What better options are there?”

Maury gave Oswin a high five. Ennastasia looked like she wanted to give him a death sentence.

They trudged through the harsh weather, and Oswin managed to hold his questions for all of ten minutes. He was rather proud of himself. “What precisely are the season records?”

Ennastasia groaned. “More questions?”

Zylo said, “We are risking our lives to get them.”

“They’re exactly what they sound like. A record of every Thaw and Freeze. How long they lasted, how harsh they were. With them, I’ll figure everything out. Unlike you, Oswin, I do more than collect information. I use it to fuel understanding. You should try it.”

“Thinking?”

Ennastasia’s eyes glinted teasingly. “Not too hard, though. Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

Zylo came to an aggressive stop. “Barkmoth or not, if you upset my brother, I’ll splinter you like a log.”

Ennastasia looked taken aback. “It’s teasing. He’s not upset.”

Oswin fake sniffed, wiping a tearless eye. “I’m actually deeply upset.”

Zylo stared at Ennastasia, who looked skyward for strength, then gritted out, “Fine. Oswin’s oh so smart.”

Oswin wheezed in amusement as Zylo, appeased, led them on again.

They cut through Thilip’s Grove. The wind dropped a tad, merely shuddering the trees’ red leaves instead of ripping them off the white branches.

Zylo put his map away. “The Archive is on the other side of this wood.” They seemed to have been walking half a day. Oswin’s lungs felt like they were impaled on his ribs. When the trees thinned, two buildings came into sight: to the south—nestled in the start of Viona’s Grove, with its purple leaves and black-barked trees—was a flat, wooden building. To the north—surrounded by the red leaves of Thilip’s Grove—was a looming structure that was, incredibly, made from stone, with pointy spires and stained glass windows. It stood proudly in the storm, expecting admiration.

Ennastasia held her hand toward the stone building. “The Archive.” She pointed to the wooden one. “The Archaeologists Guild. Elbow-brushing neighbors. Mortal enemies. How are we getting in, delinquent?”

Oswin walked around the Archive. “I see I’ve permanently upgraded from airhead to delinquent.”

“How are we getting in, airheaded delinquent?”

“Let’s find out.” Most of the doors were too difficult, even with Oswin’s best efforts to use the ghost hand, but he found a small one at the back with potential. He set to work, but the lock resisted. “Try a spell?”

Ennastasia hunched over her spellbook to stop the pages turning in the wind. “The Door Unlocks.” There was a satisfying clunk, and Oswin tried the handle, but it didn’t budge.

“That did something,” said Zylo.

“Sounded like a bolt,” said Maury.

Oswin was certain the lock was enchanted to resist picking so, realizing he had to work quickly, he jammed the tool in, shoving all the pins at once. With a sharp turn, the lock popped, and the door swung inward. He saw that an interior bolt had been pushed to the side.

Maury clapped his hands. “Told you!”

Zylo was astounded. “I have no idea how you do that.”

Oswin smirked at Ennastasia, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, yes,” she said. “Very impressive, very airheaded, and very delinquented.”

“I don’t think that’s a word.”

“You’ve memorized a dictionary?”

“Not yet.”

Zylo said, “Let me enter first, in case there’s a trap—”

Oswin stepped inside. If anyone should be hurt, it was him. He expected arrows to ping into his chest, but the only horror was shoddily constructed shelves of vials and a stone floor, smoothed by thousands of feet. As they all crowded in—Maury closing the door, shrinking the blizzard to a hum—their many layers suddenly felt too warm.

Zylo growled. “Just when I thought the Archivists couldn’t get worse. This heating is coal magic.”

“How do you know?” asked Oswin.

“Only coal magic can heat things,” Maury explained. “And, when it does, it destroys them.”

“If you haven’t noticed, the Archive isn’t destroyed,” snapped Ennastasia. “I’d argue it’s pleasant to be somewhere my fingers aren’t falling off.” She huffed. “Whatever. We’ve made it inside; that’s the first hurdle down.”

They sneaked into the next corridor. Flickering torches lit the windowless passages. Oswin shrank from them, focusing on the aged tapestries, until they reached a door at the end. He grabbed the handle, but the ghost hand burst to life, vibrating angrily. Oswin took his hand off the handle. The ghost hand vanished. Foreboding rose within him. He looked at the others, all equally perplexed, then lowered his palm again. The ghost hand buzzed in panicked stutters.

Maury spoke slowly. “ ‘Be careful what doors you open.’ ”

Oswin inspected the door, throat suddenly tight. He noticed Ennastasia brush the back of her hand against it, and he swore her veins glowed. Ennastasia snatched her hand back, Zylo and Maury none the wiser.

“We can’t go through there,” said Ennastasia.

“You think the door’s rigged?” said Oswin.

“Evidently. It could even be the reason everyone who’s broken in vanished.”

They set off back the way they’d come and turned a corner, and there, lining the left-hand side, were three doors.

Oswin stopped in his tracks. “Those weren’t there before.” He looked to the end of the corridor, heart sinking. “And that should be a right turn.” The Archive was changing on them. Being unable to trust his memory was like his balance failing. “No. The corridors can’t change—” Oswin’s mouth clacked shut. His memory was their ticket out of there; he’d been creating a mental map. Now all he saw was an impossible sprawl of corridors.

“We need to stay calm,” said Ennastasia. “We’re in now. We press forward and get what we came for.”

“What about getting out?” Maury fretted.

“We’ll cross that crevasse when we get to it.”

Oswin tried the three new doors. Only the middle didn’t set off the ghost hand. “This one?” asked Oswin. Ennastasia brushed the edge of her hand along it. There was no reaction from her veins. “Why are your veins—”

“This door’s safe.” Ennastasia stepped through. Another corridor waited: wide, with stained glass windows. Oswin put a hand to the glass. It felt weak against his fingertips, but the window was too narrow to escape through.

Maury touched another window and recoiled. “That’s cold!”

Oswin slowly removed his hand.

As they tangled through the warren of the Archive, every door was checked first by Oswin and then Ennastasia when she thought the others weren’t looking. Whatever was on the other side of the ones the ghost hand hated had vanished countless people. Yet a part of Oswin wanted nothing more than to see where they led.

Footsteps approached. They all threw themselves into an alcove before two Archivists strolled by. They wore black-and-white robes and featureless gold masks with two holes that their eyes peered out of. Once they’d passed, the apprentices eased out of their hiding place, Oswin thinking about how the Archivists had been adjusting their masks, as if they’d only just put them on.

Maury muttered, “Those masks are eerie.”

Oswin went to the room the Archivists had come from, passing shelves lined with black tablets glowing with silver lines. A name for them whispered in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t unravel it.

Maury said, “Those must be from the Everfrozen. The Archivists find artifacts left by the ancient civilization in the frost caves.”

“This isn’t a Culture lesson,” said Ennastasia. “We don’t need a commentary.”

Zylo grumbled, “What we need is a map.”

“Let me rustle one up,” snarked Ennastasia. “Where are we even going, Oswin?”

Instead of answering, he ducked into the room, finding robes drying on a line. Gold masks gleamed from hooks on the wall. Oswin’s hunch had been right. A laundry room.

Ennastasia smiled. “I see.”

They each grabbed robes and a mask. Oswin felt unnerved at how hard it was to recognize his friends behind their disguises. With them on, they walked easily by any Archivists they encountered, eventually descending a winding set of stairs so narrow, Oswin’s shoulders brushed the walls until they opened onto a wide room. The ceiling yawned above, and stained glass windows towered at the back. Archivists examined scrolls through magnifying glasses, and rows of bookshelves were packed with twine-bound tomes. Oswin took a breath. It smelled of knowledge. He almost forgot they were on a mission; he was overpowered by the urge to read.

“You check the back,” Ennastasia whispered to Oswin. “Maury, the right side. Zylo, the left. I’ll check here. We’re looking for the season records, nothing else.” She leveled that last bit at Oswin, clearly noticing the glint in his eyes even behind his mask.

Oswin shook off his awe as best he could. “Sure. Nothing else.” He walked to the back, steps soft, sound absorbed by the paper in the dusty chamber and echoing pleasingly off the high, arched ceiling. He soaked in the gentle magnifications. Scratching pencils were whispered back a hundred times by the architecture. The building felt alive, massaging his eardrums.

One scroll caught his eye: A Record of Odd Behavior Relating to Timber. He snatched it, rushed to an examination table, and spread it out. He memorized names, dates, and interviews, then slipped it back into place. He got sidetracked when he spotted the next installment in “The Dramatic Life of Jabidy Jorn,” glancing around before sliding it into his pocket. His like for the Archive grew.

When three Archivists sped toward him, excuses bubbled to his tongue before he noticed the ruby earring of one and the muscularity of another.

“I found something.” Ennastasia led them to the right of the entrance. One of the shelves was filled with records of natural phenomena like How Many Leaves Drop Each Year or Observed Cloud Shapes. In the bottom shelf was a tunnel, big enough for a person to crawl through, with a plaque reading FURTHER RECORDS.

Zylo said, “That’s a trap. We’re not—”

Oswin scuttled in. Zylo grabbed the back of his shoe to stop him, so Oswin slid his foot out. Within a heartbeat, he was crawling out the other side. This corridor had windows big enough to escape from but that were unfortunately blocked by metal bars.

“It’s safe,” Oswin whispered through the tunnel, only to find Zylo already rushing out.

“Don’t do that!” Zylo checked Oswin over before shoving his shoe at him.

“I’m fine.”

Zylo shook his head, exasperated. Ennastasia and Maury popped out next.

“Shame about the metal bars,” said Maury. As Zylo tugged on the bars that even his muscles couldn’t break, Oswin noticed tiny holes on the non-windowed wall. Through one he spied a small room of scrolls. Including the clearly labeled season records. There was a door on the far side, so Oswin rushed around the corner, found it unlocked, and stepped through.

It slammed shut behind him.

His friends stared at him, horrified, through the holes.

“What did I just say!” hissed Zylo.

“Oh no, oh no…,” warbled Maury.

“Oswin?” said Ennastasia.

“I’m fine,” Oswin called, then muttered, “Not good.” He tried the door handle. It was locked, and when he went to pick the lock, the keyhole fell off, transforming into a scrap of paper. Frustrated, he grabbed the season records lying smugly on the shelf. If he was going to be trapped in here, at the very least he’d get what he’d come for. “I’m looking for a way out.”

“I’d hope so!” said Ennastasia.

“And us a way in,” added Maury. Oswin heard thuds and saw, through one of the gaps, Zylo punching the wall.

“That’s not going to work,” said Ennastasia.

“It might.” More thuds.

Oswin checked below scrolls. He peered underneath shelves and scanned the ceiling. Nothing. But then he saw a stack of three books. The first, which alone would have stolen his panicked breaths, was Why Veins Glow. The next was Where Strays Come From—but the burbell in the ice burial was It’s Getting Cold.

His friends arguing about what to do faded into the background. All that existed were the books, which, on examination, were sitting on a string-based pressure sensor. Oswin’s hands itched to reach for them, but he hesitated.

Ennastasia’s voice squeezed through one of the gaps. “What are you looking at?”

“Books.” He picked up three not on a pressure sensor, then prepared to swap them.

“Oswin, those aren’t—”

He swiped the three books and shifted the others into place, then froze to see if he’d gotten away with it. Nothing happened, so he cracked open the book on why veins glowed, but when he looked at his hands, there were no books. A thousand tiny spindles skittered over his fingers. With a yell, he flicked his hands, the arachnids falling to the floor. They rushed to the corners, multiplying, crawling up the walls, filling the gaps so that he couldn’t hear his friends anymore.

The spindles increased. He couldn’t see the stone for the sheer number of them. They had become the walls. The ceiling was drooping, dripping arachnids. Some landed on his shoulder. He shook them off.

Then he noticed that a trapdoor had appeared below his feet; half a dozen spindles scuttling on it.

The end of a thin wooden torch one of his friends must have taken off a wall stabbed through a gap, displacing the spindles. “Oswin!” Zylo cried.

“What’s going on?” Ennastasia’s voice followed.

Oswin tried to answer, but he heard running outside.

“Archivists!” Maury warned.

Oswin must have tripped more than one alarm. “Go!” he called. “I’ve got a way out. We’ll meet somewhere else!”

“We’re not leaving you,” Zylo shouted, the Archivists’ footsteps drawing closer.

Ennastasia snapped, “We’re no use to him captured. He says he has a way out.”

Zylo said, “I’m not leaving.”

There was a pause, the squirming walls closing in.

“Go on without me,” Zylo told Ennastasia and Maury.

“Fool,” muttered Ennastasia. “Don’t open any doors alone, Zylo!” And then Ennastasia and Maury were running away.

“Zylo, you have to go with them!” Oswin’s panic grew unmanageable as the danger drew closer to his brother. But Zylo didn’t listen, and Oswin caught a glimpse of Archivist robes, heard thuds as Zylo punched and kicked, and knew when Zylo growled that they’d restrained him.

“Zylo!” Oswin called, as his brother was dragged away.

An Archivist mask pressed against one of the gaps a second before the spindles closed over it. Oswin swallowed his terror. He had to escape and help Zylo, so he returned to the trapdoor and grabbed the handle.

The ghost hand lit up. It was rigged. But the spindles were all around. He didn’t know if he’d be crushed or eaten alive, and he didn’t feel like finding out.

He opened the trapdoor.
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Oswin would have said there was darkness beyond the trapdoor. That he’d fallen into some strange place. Only there was no color, nor place, and he wasn’t falling. He was… He didn’t know. The world wasn’t normal. He didn’t have a body; he was only sound. A whisper among whispers, traveling through temperatures and pulls of gravity. It was disorienting. He felt nauseous. But he didn’t have a body to feel nauseous.

He sensed others trapped there too. They carried the stench of human. The victims of the Archive. So this was how people went missing. They went through those strange doors and ended up in this limbo. He was one captive among hundreds.

But one part of himself remained the same: the ghost hand. It was a ray of sense in the muddle. He managed to twitch the ghost hand’s fingers, and then—controlling it like a thawing limb—he grabbed whatever he now was and held tightly. But he was still stuck, wherever he was, whatever he was. His head hurt. He didn’t have a head. His head hurt more.

He felt a breeze. Fresh, reeking more of human than the stale scents of those trapped here. Oswin couldn’t move, but the ghost hand could drag him, so he dragged. The breeze was a choking sting of home.

The ghost hand pulsed with unwillingness. It didn’t want to leave—was this its home?—but Oswin was in control. Just as he felt like he was losing his mind, he throttled into a door.

Oswin careened into a stone corridor. He fell, heaving, to the floor, back in human form. Sweating and shaking, he gripped his stomach and retched. He was painfully aware of how his teeth attached to his gums, his nails to his fingers, and how his skin stretched over his muscles. He could feel strands of hair like pinpricks in his scalp. For a few minutes, it was as horrid as going through the trapdoor had been, until it normalized and his heart slowed.

Feeling like he’d had an almost lethal flu, Oswin used a wall to struggle to his feet. When he’d gone through that trapdoor, nothing had made sense. He hadn’t had a physical body. Hadn’t known what any of it had been. But whatever had happened, he’d fallen out on the other side still wearing his Archivist disguise and, to his relief, with the season records in his pocket.

Zylo.

The thought shot to the front of his mind. He listened closely, hearing a distant commotion. He followed the noise, but after a few corridors had to slow to catch his breath, his abdomen aching. He still felt sick from his experience in that place.

He followed the shouts back to the large room. As he stumbled down the winding stairs, the yelling grew.

“Who sent you?”

“No one!” said Zylo, followed by a punch and a grunt. Oswin entered the chamber and saw Zylo at the other end, through aisles of books. He was on the floor, surrounded by Archivists. Someone put a hand on Oswin’s shoulder, and he almost yelped, only to see Ennastasia’s face a second before she slipped her mask on. The other Archivist behind her was evidently Maury.

Oswin broke into a weak run toward Zylo.

“Wait!” said Ennastasia.

Maury grabbed cogs off a shelf, tinkering as the Archivists noticed them.

“We need a plan,” hissed Ennastasia.

“We don’t.” Maury clicked parts into place. “All my inventions explode, remember?” She hurled the contraption over the bookshelves. It clanked down among the Archivists.

And did nothing.

Oswin slowed, heart hammering as the Archivists looked first at the invention, then at him.

Maury cringed. “I mustn’t have screwed the bolt—”

Flames erupted. A shock wave shoved the Archivists down. Oswin sheltered behind a bookshelf, covering his ears, a painful screaming within them. Zylo rushed to his feet before the Archivists did, grabbed Oswin, and hauled him and Maury to the exit.

“The Way Seals!” one of the Archivists croaked, hand on a spellbook.

Ennastasia pulled her own off its hook, but stones had already multiplied over one another to block the exit.

“The Door Opens,” she cast, while Zylo thumped his arms against the stones. Both methods were unsuccessful.

Maury hyperventilated. “We’re trapped.”

Oswin looked to his right, where the tunnel in the bookshelf led to the other corridor. “We’re not.”

The archivists barreled toward them, flooding between the bookshelves. Oswin crawled through the tunnel, Ennastasia, Maury, and Zylo, one eye bruised, following. They popped into the next corridor to find that it had shifted into a dead end.

“Fog!” swore Ennastasia, while Maury wailed.

Zylo stood by the tunnel, ready to fend off Archivists. “What now?”

Oswin looked around. On one side were lit torches and the small gaps peeking into the room he’d been trapped in; only now there was darkness and the sound of skittering. On the other side were windows large enough to fit through, but with metal bars blocking them. Ennastasia scribbled in her spellbook and tried spell after spell, but the bars held true.

“Set the torches off!” a voice called from the other side of the tunnel as someone scrambled through. Zylo gave them a swift kick, buying time as they flopped back into the tunnel.

Oswin’s eyes slid to the torches, a cold sweat on his forehead.

“The Torches Hunger,” someone on the other side said.

The torches exploded into columns of inferno. Oswin held up his hands in a feeble attempt to block the heat. Ennastasia’s expression slackened.

“I told you it was coal magic!” Maury cried above the flames’ roar.

The scent of smoke was overwhelming. Oswin’s eyes watered. The flames cascaded over the ceiling, dripping hot sparks. He keeled over, his mind falling in on itself as his lungs did. No thoughts beyond fear in his skull.

An Archivist was almost through the tunnel. Zylo shoved them back, but he was sliding into a coughing fit from the smoke.

Ennastasia looked at them all, expression pained. She pushed her sleeves to her elbows. “If you tell anyone what I’m about to do, I will kill you.” The veins of her forearms burned molten gold, spreading to her hands. Oswin saw their cindering light even on her neck, leading to her masked face. As if striking a match, Ennastasia flicked the back of her thumbs against her skin. Sparks crackled. Fire caught in her veins, spreading up her arms.

She pressed them to the bars, the metal turning amber, melting out of the way. Ennastasia swished her arms, and the fire dancing along her veins snuffed. Her mask was destroyed, so she threw it to the floor, and her Archivist robes had caught fire, so she shrugged them off, her Corridor uniform suspiciously impervious to the heat. Another archivist had made it through, so she snapped open her spellbook, her irises a burning orange. “The Fire Grows.”

Coal magic.

The torches’ flames swooped at the Archivist, who dropped to the floor. Ennastasia closed and bashed her spellbook against the window, breaking the glass. “Jump.”

Maury hesitated, wary of Ennastasia, then leaped out. There was a soft thud a few seconds later.

Oswin’s plan was to stay where he was and accept whatever fate befell him. There was too much fire. Jumping meant falling. Something was very wrong with Ennastasia. But then Ennastasia hauled him to the window, the air around her fuzzy from heat. He looked at the huge drop, then the fire, and finally Ennastasia with her molten veins. It was either jump or stay near the blistering warmth. He didn’t know which was worse.

Zylo decided for him, lifting him up and throwing him out the window.

“No—” Oswin hit the snow and lay shocked until Ennastasia jumped out above, cinders extinguishing behind her as she fell. Maury dragged Oswin out of the way as Ennastasia sank into the snow. It melted at her touch, the glow of her veins fading, the fire in her eyes gone.

She grabbed Oswin’s collar and pulled him to his feet as Zylo landed next. Archivists leaned out the window, then darted back inside to get to an exit. “We need to run,” she said. Oswin tried to tell her he couldn’t, but there was no air in his lungs.

And he was terrified of her.

Zylo threw Oswin over his shoulder and set off at a blistering pace. Archivists spilled out of the Archive after them. The apprentices sprinted into Thilip’s Grove, leaving the roar of fire behind, replacing it with blustering wind. The Archivists raced into the trees, shouting to each other. Oswin listened closely, hearing them spread out to surround them.

“There!” Oswin pointed to a hollow below a tree’s roots. Zylo skidded to a stop, chucking Oswin under first before throwing himself in after. Maury and Ennastasia scrambled in, the four of them squeezing into the space. But warmth radiated off Ennastasia, and it was painfully obvious that Oswin, Maury, and Zylo were leaning away from her.

Ignoring them, Ennastasia flicked through her spellbook as the Archivists closed in. “Oswin, take your Archive disguise off.” He did, passing it warily over. “The Timber Forms.” The roots grew into a human shape. Ennastasia threw the robes over the timber, fixing the mask to its face, then sent it running through the trees. Ennastasia watched it go, her expression slackening, as if she’d realized something.

“There!” an Archivist yelled. Dozens passed them, chasing the timber. Oswin pressed down, the others doing the same, and held what little breath he had. Once the Archivists were far enough away, he led them out of the hollow, dragging in breaths, trying not to hack up his intestines.

“No time to rest,” said Zylo. “Lean on me.”

He did, stumbling as they fled. The moments stretched into years every time Oswin heard footsteps, but the weather made it hard for anyone to follow them. They reached the edge of Thilip’s Grove and sped into the Huts, Ennastasia looking queasy.

Despite his exhausted legs, as Oswin followed the others through the south of Central Tundra and after the Eyelid. His tumultuous emotions had him desperate for a distraction, so, fighting the wind and his own weakened balance, he read the season records—which were short and beautifully organized—then mentally read the odd behavior relating to timber.

As they all trudged the snow path in Shemmia Woods, Oswin stopped abruptly. “Wait.”

The others looked at him, Ennastasia seeming like she might faint.

He showed the season records to them. “You won’t believe what I found.”

“I think we will,” said Ennastasia weakly, “but if you want to be dramatic, I won’t stop you.”

Oswin would have taunted her back, but he kept thinking about fiery veins, and then candles. “The Freezes have been getting worse, starting since the longest Freeze in history that lasted two years.”

Zylo’s eyes widened. “The Great Freeze?”

“Yes. The following Freeze was incredibly short and Thaw long, but since then it’s been worsening. Year to year the Freeze could be shorter or longer, but looking at the ten years combined, there’s a huge overall drop in temperature. The frozen curse has been happening for a decade.” Oswin shook his head. “You’d think the Archive would have shared this.”

Ennastasia leaned against a tree, sweating. “The Archive is a mindless information sponge. They collect facts as an offering to the ice and dare not analyze them.”

Oswin said, “There’s another connection.” He envisioned the graph of the logbooks. “Every year, one more person starts buying decorative timber at the exact same time the Freeze stops. To the day.” He imagined the scroll on odd behavior relating to timber. “Gerard Cloud started acting strangely toward timber at the same time the Freeze five years ago ended, adding splinters to his soup. The next year, it was Yousef Diggs, then Davinia Burntree the year after, then Saba Shrewd. The Freeze ends, and someone catches the timber plague.”

“I made a distraction from timber,” murmured Ennastasia. She was about to say something more, but her hand slipped. She fell to her knees. Oswin went to help her, but when he felt the air around her burning, he recoiled. He, Zylo, and Maury took fearful paces away.

“Ennastasia—” Oswin began.

“I figured it out,” wheezed Ennastasia. “Why people catch the timber plague.”

There was a tense silence.

Ennastasia said, “Think about Quinn.”

Oswin looked to Zylo and Maury, but they seemed just as clueless.

Ennastasia gasped in pain. “Is everyone but me a blithering dingbat? Find Tybolt. Don’t let them out of your sight.”

Zylo said, “That was coal magic you used—”

“ ‘When the lungs out-breathe, there forms a Freeze,’ ” Ennastasia said weakly.

Oswin said, “ ‘When the lungs breathe in, the Thaw begins.’ ”

“The ice lungs are linked with the seasons.” Ennastasia pushed herself to sit against a tree, chest rising and falling. “The ice lungs are at the top of the Watchtower, where Oswin saw Quinn being dragged inside.”

“So?” said Oswin.

Ennastasia’s head leaned onto the bark. “Maury said magic that turns humans into timber doesn’t exist. But you can make sentient timber from scratch. People aren’t turning into timber, like you theorized, Oswin. They’re being replaced with timber copies.”

Oswin thoughts raced. “Master Pin said her memories were a lie because she was never the original Pin.”

Ennastasia nodded, forehead slick. “The timber distraction I made was merely a puppet. The second I shut my spellbook, it would have collapsed. But these animate timbers are such complex enchantments that they don’t realize they’re a replacement.” Her expression darkened. “At first.”

Maury swallowed. “At first?”

“They know something is wrong, but not what, and so the strange behavior begins. But Pin was a Vinderation master. She understands this stuff. She must have realized she was a copy—animate timber—and snapped. Imagine how you’d feel if you found out you weren’t flesh and bone.” Ennastasia’s eyes stuck on Oswin for a second too long. He didn’t like the foreboding look in them. “Pin confronted Tybolt, because it’s been Tybolt tainting the ice lungs with sacrifices to worsen the weather, then replacing those sacrificed with animate timbers to hide their crimes.”

Oswin’s eyes darted over the snow. “Why?”

“Revenge for their family dying?” suggested Zylo.

Ennastasia’s eyelids were heavy. She kept clenching her jaw. “Tybolt wants revenge on Michael Fields, but Michael’s gone, so they’re unleashing revenge on all of Tundra. On those who stood by as their wife and child died. We have means. Motive. We have our culprit.” Ennastasia vomited fire. She coughed, the flames dying, and wiped soot from her mouth.

Oswin, Maury, and Zylo took another step back.

Ennastasia’s fists clenched in the snow. It melted between her fingers. “You’re afraid of me.” She got unsteadily to her feet. “You should be. I used coal magic. And yes, my veins aren’t normal.”

Oswin’s stomach dropped, thinking of the oddities theorized in Utter Incomprehensibilities. “The coal veins.”

“First try.” Ennastasia’s veins were heating up again. “Usually takes you a dozen.”

Oswin stared, seeing misery on her face. He wanted to hug her but stayed where he was.

Ennastasia’s tears evaporated on her cheeks. “I didn’t want you to see this. I know it’s evil. I just… can’t control the veins once I’ve ignited them. I have to exhaust their fire, and if any of you are near when that happens…” She stared at the sky. “Go back to Corridor. Make sure Tybolt doesn’t flee.”

Oswin pushed his fear down and stepped toward Ennastasia. “It’s not evil—”

“Get back!” she yelled.

Zylo hauled Oswin away. “Don’t go near her,” he growled, and Oswin looked at him in surprise. Zylo dragged him toward Corridor, Maury moving with them. Oswin didn’t know what to do. He looked back to Ennastasia, who threw her arms out. A torrent of fire burst free in raging swirls. Her clothes were unaffected, clearly modified to accommodate her flames.

Oswin’s fear of fire—of candles—took away any ability he had to resist Zylo, who was hauling him all the way to Reginald. By then, the distant light of Ennastasia’s flames had flickered out. The coal veins must have calmed enough for her to control them.

Oswin wondered if the process had made her feel as empty as he did.
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20 Distance from Coal

Oswin, Zylo, and Maury watched the classroom tree house in silence from below, eyes not leaving the cabin at the top, where Tybolt was teaching an extra class to older students. All Oswin could think about was the horrific warmth of Ennastasia’s veins.

It was dusk when a swath of watchers marched through the snow, their checkered cloaks the only hint of purple in the white. The storm was building to an uncomfortable roar in Oswin’s ears as the watchers took formation at the base of the classroom tree house. At the head was the hulking figure of High Watcher Greyheart, his smokelike hair blustering. At his side was Harnan Barkmoth and a much healthier-looking Ennastasia, with no hint of fiery veins.

The watchers flooded the tree house, the branches swaying and snow dislodging. Ennastasia looked at Oswin. He wanted to ask her what she was thinking, but he remembered heat against his skin and saw candles in his mind. Why hadn’t she told him she was merged with an oddity—the coal veins—like he was? And why did it have to be fire?

He said nothing. The disappointment on Ennastasia’s face was heartbreaking.

As the watchers pushed into Tybolt’s classroom, there was the creak of a wheelchair. Stunned, Oswin saw Yarrow, frail but alive, approach Greyheart. He felt a wave of relief that she’d recovered.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Yarrow snapped, Rochelle looming furiously at her side. “I’ve only just returned, and it’s already clear you’ve desecrated everything Corridor stood for, and now you’re arresting one of my masters.”

Greyheart grumbled, “Tybolt’s been accused of corrupting the ice lungs.” He gestured at the endless snowfall. “Causing this.”

Yarrow glanced at the tree house, where more shouts sounded, followed by a bottle shattering. “On what evidence?”

“Lots,” said Greyheart. “Both Harnan Barkmoth and myself are convinced.”

Yarrow glanced to Ennastasia and then fixed her harsh gaze on Oswin, like she knew they were both involved. Oswin shrank down.

Three watchers flew out one of the windows to land in the snow, their fellow watchers casting spells to slow their falls. Another two collapsed onto a wooden platform. The fighting continued. Fists hit flesh; tables and chairs overturned; then silence. The watchers who’d remained outside looked up at the Etymagery cabin with wide eyes.

Tybolt staggered out. They were alone as they shambled to the ground and stopped to stare, furious, at Greyheart. Their apprentices peered out of the decimated Etymagery classroom, entirely unharmed.

The wind ruffled Tybolt’s shaggy hair. “You demanded we offer extra lessons on our one day off, so if you’re going to arrest me, have the courtesy to do it after they finish, you incompetent mamat.” Their right foot shifted, and they took an unbalanced step, crunching decayed leaves in one hand. Greyheart watched with unconcealed disgust. “Point me to whatever dreary cell you have prepared in the Underbelly, and I’ll lock myself up. Save us all the hassle.”

Greyheart said, “Seize them.”

Tybolt grumbled. “This is so unnecessary.”

Two watchers grabbed Tybolt’s arms, but Tybolt tripped and twisted to the ground, arms slipping out of their grasp. The watchers tried to grab them again, but every step wobbled Tybolt out of the way. They flailed limbs, knocking watchers off balance, throwing leaves into faces, or falling over and, in the process, ducking grabs. Oswin watched, amazed at how lucky Tybolt was being at avoiding capture.

Greyheart stomped forward. When Tybolt’s head lolled out of the way of his shovel-like hand, Greyheart grabbed them with his other in a lightning-quick move and hefted them onto his shoulder.

Harnan said, “Let’s move quickly. Before Tybolt makes more of a nuisance of themself.”

Tybolt seemed resigned to their fate as Greyheart, Harnan, and the watchers walked into the whiteout. Yarrow watched them go.

“Get back to your rooms,” Rochelle snapped at Oswin, Zylo, Maury, and Ennastasia. They did as they were told, hurrying indoors. Oswin tried to say something to Ennastasia, but Zylo pulled him away. Ennastasia didn’t give him a glance, retreating before he could break free from his brother.

“Let me go,” Oswin protested. “I need to speak to her.”

“You need to avoid her. I told you last year. She’s bad news.” Zylo lowered his voice. “Do you not understand how dangerous coal magic is? Any magic related to coal? Those veins of hers will get you killed.”

“Those veins saved us,” he snapped, but Zylo didn’t look convinced. Oswin swallowed whatever he was going to say next. He knew better than most how awful fire was. But this was Ennastasia. He felt frustrated she hadn’t told him, and frustrated at his own cowardice holding him in place.



Tybolt’s arrest was the talk of Corridor for seven days, until the looming Wice climb was the only thing every second-year apprentice could speak of. The weather remained awful, with gouging winds. Getting between cabins meant wading through snow that went up to your hips. In some places, shoulders. Oswin wanted to theorize with Ennastasia about how the Freeze might lessen now that Tybolt had been arrested. Or share the news that, after dozens of meetings discussing him being a boy with the healer, a miniscule krachtsteen had been enchanted onto the back of his left hand, pausing his body from changing. He was desperate to take his giddy joy, the overwhelming relief at knowing he wouldn’t have to endure what he’d thought unavoidable, and celebrate it with Ennastasia. But she’d been avoiding him—and him, her.

He had one more practice session with Rochelle, out in the cold. He caught the uneasy look she gave him. She knew he’d been involved in Tybolt’s arrest and probably hated him for it, but she was such a committed mentor that she’d run his training anyway.

At the end of the session, she ushered him underneath the training gazebo. The built-up snow between the stilts acted as a windbreak, and it was pleasantly den-like, but he was worrying too much about his inevitable failure in the Wice climb to care.

“How are you feeling?” asked Rochelle.

Oswin was silent for a moment, then burst out, “I’m sorry about Tybolt.”

Rochelle’s brow furrowed. “So, you were involved.”

“Tybolt had to be stopped. They did do what Greyheart said.”

Rochelle clenched her teeth. “I don’t think they did.”

Oswin felt cold at the words, and then even colder when he thought about the weather. Things weren’t getting better. What if Rochelle was right, and Tybolt wasn’t the culprit? Or what if it was too late to undo whatever they’d done?

“Something else is bothering you,” Rochelle pushed. “You and Ennastasia aren’t speaking.”

Oswin wasn’t about to tell Rochelle that Ennastasia was merged with the coal veins, the oddity associated with the most dangerous magic known to Tundra. He also wasn’t going to say that fire made him feel worse than heights did, or how unfair it was to face uncontrollable fear whenever he wanted to approach his best friend.

Instead, everything else he’d been feeling tumbled out. “Lullia wanted me to stay on the produce fields. To be a good son.” He blinked back tears. “But I left. I take food that should go to Tundrans. I did so poorly in the Thaw Utility Proving that I was put in class zero. And now, when my best friend needs me, I’m too scared to…” His throat was scratchy. “I’m a bad son. A worse friend. I’m a worthless stray. The extra log that weighs the cart.” The words felt horrible, but a creeping dread told him they were true. “We both know I’m going to fail the Wice climb. Maybe it’s better if a stray like me goes back to where I belong. Only Tundrans deserve to be here.…”

Snow drifted into the air. Rochelle watched the flakes quietly. “Do you understand how manipulation works?”

The question threw Oswin, but then he thought of Harnan. “I learned it firsthand this year. From Ennastasia’s grandfather.”

“I think you learned it sooner than that.”

Oswin’s heart sped, furious at Rochelle’s suggestion.

“Lullia wants you on the produce fields because she wants you isolated. To control you.”

Oswin’s voice turned lethal. “Don’t talk about my mother like that.”

Rochelle ignored his tone. “You could be terrible at everything. Fail every class. Fumble all your Utility Provings. And yet you wouldn’t be the log that weighs the cart. You’d be a human—a Tundran—trying to help the settlement survive.”

“I’m not Tundran. My parents—”

“Where you’re born doesn’t matter. You live here. No matter what anyone else says, you must remember that you’re just as Tundran as I am. Just as deserving.”

Oswin wanted to agree with her so badly. But he couldn’t. Because if Rochelle was right, then that meant Lullia, his selfless mother, who’d given up everything for a waste of resources like him, had been lying to him. To be a good son…

“Put yourself first. Not Lullia. If you want to return to the produce fields, no one will stop you. But we both know you want to be here, and we both know who you want as your friends. For once, put yourself first.”

Rochelle really didn’t understand. “A stray can never put themselves first.”

Rochelle looked him dead in the eye. “Think very carefully; is that you talking, or is that Lullia?”

He stared back, then stormed out from under the training gazebo, the space suffocating.
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21 The Wice Climb

The walk to the Wice was brutal. The weather cut into Oswin’s cloak. Wading through the snow had his legs screaming by the time the apprentices reached the Scouting Grove in North Tundra. It had taken all morning, and they’d set off long before sunrise. When they’d passed Central Tundra, Oswin had heard fights. Shoves and kicks. Tensions were high. If the weather didn’t improve, the settlement would tear itself apart.

Rochelle, who’d been leading the expedition, brought them to a stop. “Welcome to the Scouting Grove.” She gestured at the Wice that was almost as tall as the Watchtower. For once, she was outdone in her loomingness: nothing could loom the way the Wice did. It rose vertically with jutting ice spikes. Cut into it—a deep crack in the wall—was a thin valley, and poking out of the base were cabins. The one at the back, shrouded in blue shadows, had scouters waiting patiently on its flat roof. They wore layers of white so that they looked more like chunks of ice than people, blending with the Wice.

When they reached the back cabin, Rochelle led them up to the roof. The stairs alone turned Oswin’s stomach; he had no idea how he was going to deal with the height of the Wice.

A shadow passed over him, and he flinched, before realizing it was the toothoot landing on Rochelle’s hat. The bird fixed her beady eyes on Oswin, then took back to the wing.

Rochelle’s voice rose above the significantly calmer wind, sheltered as they were in the Scouting Grove. “This is an unassisted climb to the top.”

Necks craning, the apprentices gazed up. Oswin could hear wind rushing over the Wice’s top. Particles of snow dusted over the edge, taking years to hit the ground. If Oswin were to fall that distance, it would be a much faster affair.

“You’ll have only your axes and climbing shoes. You will not be tied in.”

The other cabins had half-frozen ropes reaching down from the top. Even with a rope, Oswin would still be terrified. He was already considering the merits of pretending to faint to avoid the climb, but he needed a spellbook—and to stay at Corridor.

Rochelle held a hand up to quell worries. “There is no chance of dying. I will be here, and scouters at the top, to ensure your safety. My toothoot can catch anyone we miss. She can’t fly long distances carrying humans, but she can last long enough to get you to safety. We haven’t had a death for two decades.”

Oswin baulked. “People have died?”

“You will all climb at once,” continued Rochelle. “While a spellcaster can’t slow themselves with their own spells, I can ensure you fall slowly. However, short of being an inch from death, I will not help. It is on your shoulders alone that you must reach the top.”

The apprentices geared up, but Oswin could only stare at the equipment. He couldn’t believe that the Wice climb had arrived. It was meant to be a few weeks away, a season away, a year in the future. It was too scary to happen. But here he was, the Wice climb having officially started.

He screwed his eyes shut and wished fiercely that it could already be finished, that he could be back in Corridor with his new spellbook. That he’d get over not just his fear of heights but of fire. That he could tell Ennastasia he wasn’t scared of her. But then he opened his eyes and he was back at the base of the Wice, and he was alone, and it was his own useless fault.

The other apprentices sank axes into the wall.

He slid on his climbing shoes, but his hands shook so badly, he couldn’t tie the laces.

“Let me,” Rochelle said in what was the closest to gentle her gravelly voice could get. She tied his shoes, then handed him climbing axes and dusted the snow off his shoulders.

“I can’t do it,” he half sobbed.

“Don’t underestimate yourself.” Softly she pushed him toward the Wice. Other apprentices were already ascending. “Survival is doing what you must. Sometimes, we have to do what we don’t like for things to end up better. Now, climb.” She pushed him, harder, and this time he landed his climbing axes.

He clenched his teeth and ascended. Every time he sank an axe a little higher, reverberations jittered his lungs. He kicked his spiked shoes in, trying to find purchase and not think about where he was. The only thing that existed was the ice his axes embedded in. He was doing it. Climbing. Maybe this was possible—

A shoe slipped. He looked down, and what existed grew to far more than his fragile axes. He’d never been so high. The wind dragged him toward the tiny specks of humans below. The toothoot swooped down, then back up, making him painfully aware of how much space gaped between him and the ground.

His axes would snap. Or he’d pass out. His feet would slip. The worst part was, stuck halfway up, only his climbing could get him out of this. He either had to climb back down—an already impossible thought—or climb the rest of the way up—equally unthinkable. There was no opting out. No matter how much he wanted to be back on the ground right then, it wasn’t possible.

He must have been rambling out loud, because Maury had descended back to him. “You’re fine,” he said. “Your axes aren’t going to give out on you.”

Oswin looked down again. Ennastasia wasn’t far below.

Maury called upward. “Philomena, can we have some help?”

Philomena, who was darting around and grinning wide, climbed to them with the ease of a professional. She hung from one axe and one shoe, leaning away from the Wice and waving, her free axe slicing the air. “You’ll get your spellbook at the top, remember!”

Oswin squeezed his eyes shut. “I don’t care about some silly spellbook! I don’t even care if they kick me out! Just get me back on the ground!” The ice creaked. It shuddered through his body. He let out a yelp that was really a sob, and then his other foot slipped.

He fell.

“Oswin!” Maury cried.

Philomena tried to grab him, but his clothes slipped through her fingers. Oswin tumbled, a scream growing in his throat. He didn’t fall for long before he jerked to a halt. His short breaths almost squeezed consciousness out of his skull as he stared at his feet dangling over the distant ground.

“You utter mamat!” One of Ennastasia’s climbing axes was hooked into his doublet, the other secured to the Wice.

The world went fuzzy, and his thoughts slowed right down. He couldn’t focus his eyes and was numbly aware of talons lifting him and beating wings. The toothoot let out its eerie wail, but still he couldn’t think.

He fainted as the toothoot carried him down. He woke seconds later, the hard press of the cabin below him, and felt a cold emptiness. He’d failed, but he was back on the ground, but he’d failed, but he was back on the ground, but he’d failed…

He heard the other apprentices reach the top, caught distant glimpses of ice podiums growing to present spellbooks, and felt sick. There would be none for him.

Oswin couldn’t speak on the journey home, glancing at the spellbooks the other apprentices showed off. Chains had been affixed around each one: the apprentices weren’t allowed unsupervised use of them yet.

Oswin had no spellbook to look at, just the deluge of snow. Rochelle’s tense expression was as miserable as his and only worsened when, on reaching Corridor at dusk, she saw Greyheart by the hourglasses, hands resting on his humongous axe.

“He failed, didn’t he?” he called, as Oswin and the other apprentices clustered around Oswin’s hourglass.

Rochelle fumed.

“Don’t bother sending for Yarrow,” said Greyheart. “She’s not back in control until the year ends. She can’t overrule this.” He hefted his axe into the air, ready to sweep it into the hourglass.

Oswin looked, defeated, to Ennastasia at the other side of the gathering. Eyes misty, she walked away, not watching.

Greyheart slammed the axe into the hourglass. Shards scattered into the snow. “You are no longer an ice apprentice. If you come with me, I’ll personally escort you out.” It felt like every apprentice was watching as Greyheart steered Oswin to the dormitories. He shoved Oswin into his room. “Get what you need. Quick.”

Oswin put as much as he could into his pockets. His slow-down splats, citizen watch, Huvect deck—anything that would fit. Then he weakly followed Greyheart back out. Every step was exhausting.

Maury shouted as he caught up to them, “At least wait until Zylo’s back from his Utility Proving so he can say goodbye!”

“Complain and I’ll kick you out too,” Greyheart boomed. Maury stopped, watching helplessly.

Oswin thought it was just going to be him and Greyheart on the journey and worried Greyheart might try something, but when they reached Reginald, Rochelle was waiting.

“What are you doing here?” Greyheart grumbled as he kicked the gate open. Ferdinand yelped and Reginald murmured comfort to him, but neither dared speak against the High Watcher.

“Until he gets home, Oswin is still an ice apprentice.” Rochelle stood tall. “Which means he is under my protection. I will ensure his journey is safe.” She pulled out her own citizen watch and map. “Plus, you’ll need someone to guide you through this white-out. I used to be the head of scouting, you may recall.”

Oswin felt better knowing Rochelle was coming. Greyheart looked displeased.

On the walk, Oswin didn’t feel the cold, even though the weather was the worst it had ever been. Greyheart seemed too strong to be bothered by the skin-peeling wind and trekked too fast for Oswin, who gasped in breaths.

“A bit slower,” said Rochelle.

“We’re not slowing for him—he can either grow thicker skin or curl up and die.”

“Not for him,” said Rochelle. “I need to consult the map. Unless you’d like us to get lost?”

Greyheart glared but stopped while Rochelle checked her bearings and dead reckonings. It was a chance for Oswin to catch his breath. He noticed that any time his lungs struggled, Rochelle would conveniently need to read the map. Eventually, he’d simply tug on Rochelle’s coat when he needed a break, and she’d tell Greyheart to slow so she could consult her citizen watch.

By the time the white turned to the black of a freezing night, they were walking by the produce field fences. In the dark, they were achingly familiar. All too soon, he could see the candlelit interior of Lullia’s cabin. He tried to call it home, but, all at once, he realized it wasn’t. This was Lullia’s domain. He’d merely been allowed to exist in it.

Greyheart thumped up the front porch, banged on the door, then leered an eerie smile down at Oswin. “Home sweet home. I’ll leave you to explain. Come, Rochelle.” He stormed back into the white. Rochelle didn’t go with him. “Rochelle?”

“You can find your own way home.”

Greyheart looked like he was at the end of his tether. “You said the reason you came here was to guide me.”

“We both know you don’t need my help. You can get wherever it is you need to.” Rochelle didn’t move.

Greyheart’s eyes narrowed, then he disappeared into the night.

Oswin could hear footsteps approaching the door from within. Lullia. The closer they got, the worse he felt. He glanced down, seeing the ghost hand flicker, wanting to move away even if Oswin couldn’t. He tucked his hand below his arm, desperately pushing down his foreboding.

Rochelle stood by Oswin’s side, facing the door. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Shame swamped him. After everything Rochelle had done for him, he’d let her down.

The door thrust open. Lullia took one look at Oswin and seemed to instantly understand. Rochelle opened her mouth to explain, but Lullia cut her off. “I don’t care how it happened, I’m just glad my son’s returned.” She tugged Oswin inside. It was much warmer. Oswin’s skin burned. “Don’t come again. You’re not welcome here.” Lullia slammed the door on Rochelle, then pulled fifteen different bolts and door blocks into place. It was more security than Oswin had ever seen.

At last, Lullia turned to him. Unhappy. “I take it you didn’t have a choice but to return.”

Oswin couldn’t meet her gaze.

“Even after I sent permission for you to get that silly treatment you wanted, you only return when you have to. I don’t know why I was cursed with a child like you.” She stormed past him and opened a cabinet, filling her arms with candles. Oswin felt sick at the sight.

Lullia went into his room. He knew what was coming. All he could do was stand in the doorway, trembling. Once Lullia had finished, she shoved him inside, shut the door, pulled the locks and bolts across, then left him there.

Candles. The room was filled with them. All burning mockingly. Close, nearby, low, high. There was nowhere he could look that didn’t hold one, nowhere he could hide where he wouldn’t suffer their heat. He felt like his body was melting and reforming. It hurt, but all he could do was huddle in the corner.

Lullia kept him locked in there without food or drink the next day and night. At least by then, all but one of the candles had burned out. Oswin felt exhausted, now on his bed, huddled below his blanket trying to ignore the screech of the snow battering the cabin. The walls creaked, and he was half-convinced they’d collapse.

That was when he heard it. Like a glacier given voice, so close it breathed into his eardrums, yet so far it was beyond his wildest dreams to reach it. Stalactite-still, he waited for the reverberations to form into the mysterious voice.

But, before they did, something else spoke.

“Oswin!”

Oswin curled up tighter. That was Maury’s voice. His memory was mocking him. Except, he checked his memory, he’d never heard Maury’s voice so distorted. It sounded nothing like the “It’s Getting Cold” voice, so what was it?

“Oswin!”

Oswin felt a jolt in his pocket and pulled out his citizen watch. Maury’s voice was coming through it. “Are you trapped in the watch?”

“What? No! I’m using a very finicky new invention for long-distance communication that I put into your watch befo—” There was buzzing, then silence.

Oswin shook the watch. “Maury?”

“—ack! I’m back. Listen, you have to come to Corridor.”

Oswin’s heart sank. “I can’t—”

“It’s Ennastasia. She’s—” Maury cut off again, and no matter how Oswin shook his citizen watch he couldn’t get it to work.

“Maury?” he hissed, then felt a wave of cold as the distant murmuring of the voice finally blossomed.

“Oswin Fields.”

Oswin sat up, throwing his thin blanket off. He hadn’t heard the voice since the start of the year. If it was speaking now, something dreadful was happening.

“It’s Getting Cold.”
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22 The Face in the Tree

Oswin couldn’t get his bedroom door or window open. Lullia’s new locks were better than anything she’d used before. He could pick most of them, but some of the bolts were too stiff to jimmy through the door gap. He was getting desperate. He needed to know what was going on with Ennastasia. The voice had been silent for a while—he didn’t know if that was a good thing—but he was certain there could be no coincidence here. Ennastasia was in trouble at the same time the voice had returned. He had to get to Corridor.

He looked at his right hand. “Please. I need you to work this time.” The oddity was silent. He focused hard, imagining Cathy and Frank chasing him, trying to get his fear of being caught to move the ghost hand. It didn’t work. He gritted his teeth and, despite how horrid it made him feel, he imagined the first time Lullia had ever caught him sneaking out. Her tight grip around his wrist. The candle. The fear it drenched him in was boiling. A shaking, vomitinducing terror.

The ghost hand slid into the air. Oswin held on to that feral fear. With twitching fingers, he pressed the oddity against the door.

“Come on.” He watched, victoriously, as the hand sank through the wood. He felt blindly on the other side until he found a bolt. With difficulty, the ghost hand pulled it across, then the one below, and the one below that. He pushed the door and slunk to the exit, working through the fifteen different locks, convinced Lullia would burst out and catch him. The ghost hand darted about at the thought.

The front door finally open, he pulled on his shoes, gave a last look toward Lullia’s room—surprised at how not guilty he felt—then sped into the dark. He knew these fences better at night than in the day. Getting to the edge of the produce fields in the murk was easy. From there, he guessed the direction for Shemmia Woods. After half a night of walking, he reached its tree line, but the snow path that ribboned through was nowhere in sight, and he didn’t have his skates, so his shoes slipped on the ice.

But then he heard a familiar sound in the dark: ice breaking. The roots were moving. Thinking of last year, when he’d found his bare feet had better grip on the ice, he took his shoes and socks off. The ice didn’t even feel cold. He ran, breathing with difficulty, and raced in the direction he hoped Corridor lay.

More roots moved. He leaped over them. Some shot out of the ground to wrap around his legs. Others went for his wrists. He swore even the branches bent down, snapping against his face. When he broke out of the tree line and saw Reginald, he felt like crying.

“Oswin?” said Reginald. Oswin hopped the fence, rushing to the dormitories. He was as far south as you could get in Corridor, and Spruce Dorm, where Ennastasia was, lay in the north. “Oswin!” Reginald called. “Maury’s by Ferdinand!”

Oswin glanced over his shoulder, not thinking to say thanks, his mind was whirring so fast. He diverted toward Ferdinand, running parallel to Reginald.

“I don’t know what happened,” Reginald said, every few paces swapping to a later set of wooden rails, a new face forming. “But Maury’s in a dreadful state.”

Oswin was going as fast as his lungs would allow and spotted the brown hair and monocle of Maury, pacing by Ferdinand.

Maury saw Oswin and hurried over. “I’m so sorry. I should have done more to keep you here—”

“It’s okay. No one can disobey Greyheart,” Oswin gasped, breathless. “What’s going on with Ennastasia?”

Maury was shaking. “I want your opinion before I tell you what I think, to make sure I’m not reading into things. You know Ennastasia better than me—”

“Take me to her.”

Maury led Oswin to Spruce Dorm, but not inside. Instead, they stopped below a window. The curtains were open, and a candle was lit within, illuminating a pacing Ennastasia.

“She was acting strange at dinner,” whispered Maury. “And not just because there was no food.”

“There’s no food?” Oswin repeated, before realizing that he hadn’t eaten since before the Wice climb. “Why is she so agitated…” His words fell away when Ennastasia grabbed a log that Oswin knew hadn’t been there last time. She broke off bark, chewing it.

Oswin felt like his body had collapsed into fractals. “No.”

“It’s Getting Cold.”

Oswin snapped to the direction of Central Tundra, a horrid idea hitting him.

Maury said, “I think she’s…”

“Been replaced.” Oswin was certain that the Ennastasia in that room was timber. Had Tybolt broken out of the Underbelly and exacted their revenge?

“Oswin Fields.”

The voice had to be coming from the top of the distant Stalagmite, where the ice lungs were, where Ennastasia must be. Was Tybolt about to sacrifice her to destroy Tundra?

“We have to get to the Watchpost,” said Oswin.

“I’ll get help.”

“There’s no time.” He pulled out his citizen watch. Its hands would always point to the Stalagmite. “Ennastasia could be sacrificed any second.”

The door to Spruce Dorm burst outward. “Someone has to kick you out, like the stray was.” Cathy shoved Gale, who tumbled down the stairs into the snow. Cathy—followed by Frank—stalked down to him.

“I said leave him alone!” Philomena hurried after them.

“Stay out of this!” Cathy spat. “We have no issue with you. You’re useful.”

“Too bad. I one hundred percent have an issue with you.”

Cathy was about to hiss something else when her eyes landed on Maury and, clearly more importantly, Oswin. “You.”

Oswin held up his hands. “I really don’t have time for you right now.”

Frank advanced, yelling insults, his shoulder horns lethally sharp, but before he got very far, Gale launched off the ground and tackled him. Surprised, Frank wrestled with him in the snow.

Cathy snatched her massive quarterstaff out of her tiny pouch, the hanging charms clinking.

In the chaos, Oswin couldn’t help asking, “How does your pouch do that?”

Philomena tried to grab Cathy’s staff, but Cathy kicked her to the ground, where she landed on top of Frank and Gale, knocking the wind out of both.

Cathy swung at Oswin’s head.

“Careful!” Maury shoved Oswin out of the way, both of them falling. The staff sank into the snow between them. With a furious roar, Cathy threw her locked spellbook down, raised her quarterstaff, then slammed it onto the chains. They shattered, the staff denting the spellbook itself.

As Oswin and Maury fled for Shemmia Woods, Oswin heard writing.

“The Snow Stabs!” Cathy’s voice stung with magic.

All around Oswin and Maury, the snow rose into a thousand darts—sharp like the stingers of frosties—and zipped toward them. The darts sank into the snow behind Oswin’s running feet, then he felt painful bites in his ankles. Maury cried, tripping over. Oswin stopped to help, but the darts made a wall of falling knives between them.

“Go!” said Maury. “It’s you she wants!”

Cathy’s silhouette rushed through the dark, the glass shards in her ponytail clinking. Maury rolled onto his back and threw a slow-down splat at her, but she batted it back with her staff. It hit Maury on the forehead, and within a few moments he was lying flat, body slowing. Oswin sprinted away.

Cathy’s quarterstaff shrank back into her pouch. She pulled out a writing stick and scribbled in her spellbook as she chased Oswin, whose breaths were more ideas than oxygen providers.

“The Limbs Drag.”

Oswin’s arms and legs doubled in weight. His muscles screamed as gravity dragged at him. Cathy was gaining, and he had nowhere to hide.

So he stopped, and, ashamed at the realization of what he needed to do, he thought about Lullia. He’d worked out how to get the ghost hand to cooperate. He had to be scared of being caught, but not just by anyone. He had to think of the heart-ending sensation of being caught by Lullia. His mother, who was meant to be a comfort.

Cathy swung her staff. Oswin turned and grabbed it, the ghost hand flaring brightly. He pushed with all his might against Cathy, the ghost hand straining as much as his own muscles.

Cathy’s eyes shot wide in shock at the intense glow, her own fingers slipping. Oswin pushed harder, and then the ghost hand slipped off his fingers and carried the staff above their heads, into the snowy sky. Cathy stared up, astounded. The ghost hand chucked it into the darkness, and Oswin spun, running away from her.

Cathy screamed in frustration, darting to where her quarterstaff had landed. The sound of her picking it up was followed by her charging footsteps. Oswin kept running, but his limbs were getting heavier. He collapsed by a tree, lungs tightening painfully. His control of the ghost hand left him under the pain of being crushed by his own increasing weight. Cathy barely managed to roll him over, her weighted spell had worked so well. Oswin fell onto his back, staring at stars and snow. Cathy pressed her staff against his neck, constricting his air.

This was it. Cathy would get her way. Oswin just hoped Ennastasia could get herself out of whatever she was in.

Something unfamiliar swam in Cathy’s eyes. “You almost let yourself die!”

Oswin watched her, confused, then noticed a growth on the side of the tree he’d fallen next to. A face.

“Last year!” Cathy all but screamed. “Down the Plughole!”

At first Oswin didn’t know how to respond, then his anger spiked. He gasped, “You pushed me into the Plughole. How is that my fault?”

Cathy bent down, teeth bared. “I keep wondering what would have happened if Ennastasia hadn’t grabbed you. If Rochelle hadn’t saved you. If you’d fallen, frail body banging off the ice walls, tossed by the water, drowning.”

Oswin didn’t break from Cathy’s intense gaze. He finally saw what that something unfamiliar in her eyes was. “You feel guilty.”

Cathy’s expression slackened, then anger etched her white skin. “You should have grabbed another safety rope or stepped away from the edge.” She was silent for a beat, then croaked, “Just tell me why. Why mess up my mother? Why keep taking our food?”

“I didn’t—” Oswin tried to say, but Cathy wasn’t listening, spittle springing from her lips.

“Why break into my room? Why!” She pressed the staff harder against his throat. Oswin stiffened, but tears were in Cathy’s eyes now. “Why can’t I kill you!” Her hands shook from gripping the quarterstaff too tight.

“Cathyquizzia.” A stilted voice. Cathy looked up, and Oswin twisted to see Quinn step out from the tree, timber body turning into a human likeness. “The stray was never our enemy.” Quinn moved backward, into the murky white. “Leave him.”

Cathy looked like her throat was blocked. Her lips trembled, and, the next second, she pulled the staff off Oswin’s throat. He tried to breathe, but with the threat of the staff gone, he grew horrifically aware of his organs being squashed.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Cathy hissed, snapping the spellbook hooked to her waist shut. Oswin heaved in air as his limbs returned to their usual weight. “Say nothing about this. Ever.” She disappeared after her timber-mother.

Oswin wasn’t sure what Quinn had meant, but he wasn’t going to sit around wondering. He struggled to his feet, hoping to spot Maury, but there was nothing except falling snow. There wasn’t even an eom. He’d completely lost his sense of direction.

He pulled out his citizen watch, relieved it hadn’t broken in the fight. He checked where the clock hands pointed and set off toward the Watchtower. Toward Ennastasia.
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23 Loyalty’s Height

Take a step. Ennastasia. One more step. Ennastasia.

He just had to keep thinking about her, and he’d find the energy he thought he’d run out of. In the dark and the howling wind, he trekked, hands in front of him so he didn’t bump into trees, listening for carnivorous roots. He peered at his citizen watch when the moon peaked through, following the clock hands. An eom finally started up, its green and blue hues gifting illumination.

“Oswin Fields,” the voice kept whispering. “It’s Getting Cold.” It grew louder as he neared the Watchtower. When he reached Central Tundra, bells clanged, their warnings booming through his lungs. Tundrans darted from one hiding spot to another. Others scoured the streets in groups, holding weapons, faces gaunt with hunger, eyes gleaming with hate. That’s when Oswin noticed the broken windows, the splintered doors, the distant screams. Tundra was tearing itself apart, finishing what had almost happened during the Height of the Great Freeze.

He hid in an alley, summoned the fear of being caught by Lullia, then used the ghost hand to knock over pallets or slam doors to distract mobs while he slunk by, knowing, as the stray, he’d be their number one target. Eventually he came to an exhausted stop at the base of the Stalagmite, the structure reaching so high, he couldn’t see the top for all the snow. Higher than even the dancing eom weaving around it.

Oswin clenched his teeth. Ennastasia was up there, he knew it. Somehow, Tybolt had broken free, replaced Oswin’s best friend with timber, and was about to sacrifice her so the ice lungs would destroy Tundra. Oswin squinted upward, then looked at the doors leading into the Stalagmite Cabin. He didn’t bother asking any Tundrans for help, not knowing if he’d receive it or be attacked for being a resource-stealing stray.

Lock picked, he entered. Benches circled the base of the Stalagmite, and hanging on the walls was ancient climbing equipment. He ventured farther, doors banging as wind gushed snow across the floor. Parts of the thatched roof were torn off, the largest gap where the Stalagmite rose into the sky.

He remembered the spiraling steps behind the door at the back. The ones the watchers had taken to ascend the Stalagmite and check on the ice lungs at the start of the year. Only, they’d had a key, and when Oswin saw the six dark lines crossing over each other in the most complex keyhole he’d ever seen, his heart sank. He tried to pick it, but knew it was hopeless.

“Oswin Fields.”

“It’s getting cold!” he intoned mockingly. “I know! The frozen curse is going to kill us all. How horrid. That won’t change the lock’s complexity. I’m going as fast as I ice-damned can. You’re as helpful as the last voice, by the way, which is to say, not at all.”

“Oswin Fields.”

The voice pulled his attention from the door. With a sinking feeling, he looked over his shoulder at the antique climbing equipment, then the Stalagmite. His eyes followed it up, to the half-open ceiling, knowing it continued all the way to the Watchpost at the top. “Oh please no.”

“Oswin Fields.”

He ground his teeth, whining in reluctance. Then, with a groan, he ripped axes and climbing shoes off the wall. Gripping the handles deathly tight, he looked at the names etched onto the Stalagmite, representing every Tundran who’d ever been born there and the one stray who’d supposedly been nothing but a drain. With a silent apology, he sank an axe in, cracks spreading. A hundred names destroyed.

Already he felt dizzy, but he jammed his spiked shoes on next, and climbed. He pushed all thoughts out of his head and slammed his axes higher until reaching the ceiling and squeezing through a hole to be smacked by the fangs of wind beyond.

The voice’s whispers grew more gleeful the higher he got. Above the roof now, he climbed to the spiral steps and, leaning into the Stalagmite, circled his way up. There was no railing, and the wind grabbed at him, reeking of ice. But he was thankful for the storm, blocking the ground. There was only darkness and snow. He could trick himself into thinking he wasn’t high up.

After what felt like years, his muscles burning hot acid, a dark shape loomed above him, like he was a tiny fish shadowed by a swimming kikorka. The highest room in all of Tundra: the Watchpost.

One of his feet fell where a step should have been. The horrid feeling of motion fizzled in his belly. He stabbed an axe into the wall and heaved himself back, seeing the problem: someone had destroyed the last section of steps. A trapdoor in the base of the Watchpost waited tauntingly out of reach.

Fighting his thoughts back, he jammed his axes in and climbed once more. Halfway to the trapdoor, he began to worry about how he was meant to pick its lock mid-climb, but then there was a snapping. The spikes on one of his climbing shoes broke, tumbling into the gloom. His mind emptied at the sight. For a good minute he balanced on his other shoe, clinging to his axes, staring at the abyss, the wind trying to tear him apart. He couldn’t move.

“It’s Getting Cold.”

Ennastasia was up there. He repeated it to himself and started to climb again, fastening his axes in, then hoping his remaining shoe held up.

“Splitting splinters,” he hissed to himself, the curse helping him cope. “Cinder muck. Flickering fog.” His tears half froze, every jolt from his functional climbing shoe birthing a shot of adrenaline. He felt like his skeleton was out of kilter with the rest of his body.

The Watchpost was finally within reach, swaying worryingly in the wind, crouched on a hundred support beams. From the ground it had looked small, but up close it was massive, stretching out, entirely replacing the sky. He could make out the trapdoor’s keyhole. A normal-looking one—thank timber—smiling in eerie welcome.

But then he wondered if the world was playing a cruel joke on him. In order to pick the lock, he’d need both his hands and would have to let go of his axes, but he couldn’t balance on only one shoe. Even if he could, if the spikes on that shoe snapped, he’d fall to his death. He could try to pick it using one of his real hands and the ghost hand, but he already knew his control of it wasn’t deft enough.

He got a worrisome idea, and, hand shaking, stabbed one of the axes in near his foot. He kicked it as hard as he could, jamming it farther. Testing it cautiously, he stood on it with his un-spiked shoe. It held his weight. Slowly he let go of the remaining axe, leaning close to the Stalagmite. Miraculously, the balance worked. He tested the trapdoor. Locked. Heart thudding, he got out his picks.

The wind strengthened, nearly pulling him off his perch. He pressed against the Stalagmite, grabbing onto the climbing axe for all he was worth. He trembled for a second, before calming enough to continue. Bracing against the wind, he tried picking the lock again. “Come on.” The wind’s fingers scratched at his ankles.

With a sudden rush, someone opened the trapdoor, shoving him to the side. He cried, arm flailing for the climbing axe.

It jerked loose.

The wind rushed his ears, ready to rise to a wail for his deathly fall. But someone grabbed his wrist, and he jolted to a stop. Feet dangling, he looked at the hungry darkness, mottled with eoms. Then he was moving, someone hauling him into the cabin. His mind begged him to see who it was, but he couldn’t tear his eyes off the drop. At last, his view of the never-ending fall vanished as he was pulled inside, the floorboards blocking the horror.

“The Door Closes.” With a creak, the trapdoor slotted shut.

Oswin lay on his back, shuddering as he looked at the oak ceiling. He didn’t feel real in that moment. He was nothing but shivering fear.

“Oswin?”

Sharply he came back to himself. He turned.

Rochelle.

He grabbed her coat. “Don’t let me fall.”

“You’re safe,” she said softly. “You aren’t going to fall.”

The Watchpost swayed, and Oswin whimpered.

Rochelle slowly hugged him. “The toothoot is here. She can carry us both if the building collapses.”

Oswin wiped at his eyes, then shifted in Rochelle’s grip to look around. The room was expansive. If it looked big from the outside, it felt bigger within. The floor was stuffed with antiques. Towering bookshelves and cabinets. Long tables crammed with chairs. Chests of drawers and coat stands. It was so densely packed, he only caught glimpses of distant windows. Oswin was in a clearing in the middle. The toothoot perched on the top of a wardrobe, peering down with her stretched-out face, spiritless eyes and feathers gleaming white and turquoise.

As the warmth of the room seeped through his clothes, he leaned away from Rochelle. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same. I vanished the last section of steps—how did you get below the trapdoor? Let alone attempt to pick it?” Rochelle helped him to his feet, putting a hand on his shoulder to turn him, but he resisted and saw, in the center, a pair of hovering lungs as dainty as snowflakes. A million tiny icicles crisscrossing, expanding and shrinking. Frost rolled off them, the glass case that should have contained them broken on the floor. To the side were two watchers, their heads lolling, asleep. Behind the lungs, unconscious and tied to a chair, was Ennastasia. The one he’d known for two years, not a timber replacement. His best friend.

Oswin took three sharp steps away from Rochelle, his back pressing against the wardrobe. Swallowing, he looked up to see the toothoot lean over, her unnaturally wide eyes staring, and became suddenly aware of how sharp her beak was.

Rochelle held her hands up warningly. “I can explain.”

“You?” Oswin barely got his words past his teeth. “The frozen curse is because of you?”

“Without a sacrifice, the Freeze doesn’t end.” Rochelle shook her head at the toothoot. The tall bird leaned back, gaze trained on Oswin.

“What are you talking about?”

“The ice lungs worsen the Freezes, but when someone is sacrificed, the Freeze ends.”

“I don’t—”

Rochelle pulled over a chair. “Sit.”

Oswin eyed it, then the unconscious Ennastasia.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” said Rochelle.

Oswin lowered into the chair, aching from running and climbing.

Rochelle got a chair for herself. “You don’t know what it was like to live through the Great Freeze.” Her posture sank, elbows resting on her knees. “There was a group, the survivalists. They tried to take over Tundra.”

Oswin frowned. “The people who killed anyone they thought a drain on resources?”

Rochelle nodded. “Your uncle led them. At the Height of the Great Freeze—after two years of cold so harsh your eyelashes grew icicles between blinks—they killed countless Tundrans, and every stray, in their effort to seize power.” She glanced at the lungs. “During their coup, I saw a survivalist sneak up here. I followed. He was meddling with the lungs. I reckon Michael caused the Great Freeze by tampering with them. I tried to stop the survivalist. In the struggle, he fell onto the lungs…” Her eyes dimmed. “They absorbed him. And like that”—she clicked her fingers—“the Freeze stopped. When a Freeze arrived that lasted that bit too long, I knew how to fix it.”

Oswin felt like he’d been sucker punched. “Tybolt was never behind it.”

“I never meant for Tybolt to take the blame, but I couldn’t see a way to clear their name. Perhaps it was for the best. They were on to me.”

Oswin’s eyes widened. Suddenly, Tybolt sitting in the Swaying Stag and watching the Stalagmite Cabin made sense. So did them breaking into Pin’s cabin. Maybe that was why Pin had been suspicious of Tybolt—because Tybolt had been following every step Rochelle had taken. His mind flashed to Pin’s visitors sign-in. Tybolt had visited, but only after Rochelle.

Oswin bared his teeth. “Your sacrifices haven’t been working. The Freezes are getting longer.”

“You think I hadn’t noticed?”

“Maybe the sacrifices are corrupting the lungs. If you stopped—”

“A Freeze only ends after a sacrifice. Otherwise, it’s deadly cold forevermore. Tundra can’t handle another Great Freeze. Can’t you hear what’s already happening out there? This will be the death of the settlement, by starvation or civil war, if I don’t stop it. I’m as happy to do this as you are to hear it. But the ice lungs demand another.” She looked at Oswin for a long time. “That’s why we have to sacrifice Ennastasia.”

Oswin recoiled. “No!”

“People are starving. Countless have died. Everyone else is on their way to joining them.”

“But—”

“If the Freeze doesn’t stop, survivalism will take hold. Those deemed unworthy will be killed.” Rochelle leaned forward. “You would be killed.”

Oswin had no words.

“I never wanted this, but life forces you to make tough choices. Survival doesn’t care about your sentiments. It’s ruthless.” She pointed at the ice lungs. “It’s one life versus many.”

Oswin looked at his lap, wondering how long he hadn’t been breathing for. “But… why Ennastasia?”

Rochelle leaned back, face pinched. “Tundra treats people based on how useful they are. It doesn’t recognize the sanctity of life. Survival might be ruthless, but that has never meant we have to be. If anything, the more ruthless survival is, the kinder we should be to compensate. I refuse to treat people the way those who run Tundra do.”

Oswin lost his patience. “Why Ennastasia!”

Rochelle pulled out a slip of paper. “Her name was the one I drew.”

Oswin stared blankly. “It’s random?”

“It’s equal. Anyone can be chosen. I’ve never tainted the system, even when it was a colleague. I won’t start now.” She scrunched the paper. “I’m disgusted to say, it’s the fairest system Tundra owns.”

“Pick someone else. Anyone else!”

“That would violate the whole point. Picking favorites would corrupt the process.”

“Because it was so morally perfect before.”

Rochelle rose, and Oswin cowered, realizing she’d never truly directed her loomingness at him before.

“You have no idea what it’s been like. For years I’ve kept this to myself, sacrificing people to keep Tundra safe, making the hard choice over and over, knowing that if the Watcher’s Ring knew about this, they’d throw those they deem lesser at the lungs first. They’d grade every humans’ ‘quality’ and work their way through the lowest, probably starting with you.”

Oswin flinched.

Rochelle breathed through her nose. “That’s not what I meant. You’re not weak, nor worthless. But those who run Tundra think you are. I’ve sacrificed friends. Ennastasia’s name was drawn. That’s the end of the matter.”

Oswin got to his feet, not caring how much looming Rochelle was doing. “I’ll do it.”

There was a long pause.

“What?”

The voice had gone silent since he’d been pulled into the room, but he could hear faint whispers coming from the ice lungs. “I’ll take her place. There are so many people I want to protect, and Ennastasia is at the top of that list.” Maybe he’d been treated unfairly for being a stray, but this was different. There was no way to share this burden. Someone had to give their life. He’d much rather it be him.

“You’d die.”

“Not necessarily.” Ennastasia had reckoned the ice lungs were an oddity. Maybe he could merge with them like he had the ghost hand. He chose not to remember the part of Utter Incomprehensibilities that stated a human would die if they attempted to merge with more than one oddity.

“The ice lungs are malicious. You can feel it standing near them. If you touch them, that’d be it.”

Oswin smiled weakly. “Then it’s probably for the best. Maybe I’m…” He looked at his hands. “Maybe I’m not useless. But compared to someone like Ennastasia, I’m simply less valuable.”

“This is it.” Rochelle advanced on him. “Tundra’s poison. It sinks into your veins, frames your whole world around how useful you can be. Tells you that’s all you are. It’s a lie. You’re alive. You can feel pain and happiness. That is all that matters, regardless of what use Tundra can squeeze out of you.” She grabbed Oswin.

“Hey!”

“I can’t let you give yourself up.” Oswin hit her arm, but Rochelle easily forced him back into the chair. “When you wake, we’ll talk more.” She used one hand to keep him where he was, her other unclasping her spellbook.

“Rochelle, please!”

Rochelle hesitated only a moment. “The Child Rests.”

“Don’t…” Oswin’s head drooped. He was asleep before he could say anything else.
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24 Dormant Veins

Oswin woke with a jerk. He was at the Watchpost, tied to a chair. Time had passed. The ice lungs, Ennastasia, and Rochelle were standing on the other side of the open center from Oswin, the trapdoor on the floor between them. Rochelle was facing away, checking Ennastasia as she struggled against her restraints.

“I’m sorry,” Rochelle said quietly to Ennastasia. “Something about you is different. My enchantments usually keep sacrifices unconscious.” She gestured at the incapacitated watchers, both soundly asleep.

Ennastasia bared her teeth. “Oh well, that’s just swell, isn’t it?”

“If you were in my position, you’d do the same.”

“Release me and let’s find out.”

Rochelle was silent.

“Harnan will rip you apart when he realizes what you’ve done.”

Despite everything, Oswin felt relieved to hear Ennastasia’s voice.

“Harnan doesn’t scare me.”

“Then you’re a fool.” Ennastasia closed her eyes. Her veins lit up, her restraints catching fire.

Rochelle’s shock didn’t slow her scribbling in her spellbook. “The Rope Fortifies.” With a hiss, the ropes extinguished. Ennastasia’s veins glowed brighter, making Oswin squint, but the ropes resisted. Eventually, Ennastasia slumped, defeated. “That’s why you resist sleep, then,” said Rochelle. “You’ve… joined with something. You really are special.”

“Shut up.” But there was only misery behind Ennastasia’s words. Oswin tried to raise himself, but his restraints were too strong. He twisted to see how his hands were bound, moving his wrists to get free, but the rope was stubborn.

Rochelle turned, and Oswin fell still, as if asleep. It must have worked, because when he cracked an eye open, Rochelle was focused back on Ennastasia. She’d turned Ennastasia’s chair to face the ice lungs, which inched forward.

There was a fuzzy feeling around Oswin’s fingers. He leaned into it, using the memory of living with Lullia to scare himself, and the ghost hand slipped into the air. Awkwardly, he maneuvered it onto the ropes and, one handed, started untying them. Having a third hand wasn’t a sensation he reckoned he’d ever get used to.

The rope around his wrists fell, so he grabbed the ones around his legs, the ghost hand flying back to him. He untied them, slipped off his noisy climbing shoes, and sneaked between the furniture.

Rochelle must have finally noticed the empty chair. “Oswin!” she cried.

He sped around wardrobes, squeezed between bookshelves, clambered over trunks, getting himself lost in the antiques. He reached the edge of the room and huddled behind a mirror, closing his eyes. He thought of Lullia and, to really seal the dread within himself, he thought of candles. When he opened his eyes, he had control of the ghost hand.

“Find him.”

The toothoot circled above the furniture. Oswin crawled below a table and held his breath. A shadow passed over. Oswin had to get to the ice lungs before they reached Ennastasia. He didn’t have long.

He heard a sizzling, then a cry of pain. He peeked out from his hiding spot and saw Rochelle recoiling, shaking her hand in agony. Ennastasia’s veins were glowing again. Rochelle must have tried to move her to the ice lungs.

As quickly as silence would allow, Oswin darted between chests of drawers and hopped coffee tables, hurrying in the direction of the center, hunkering down whenever the toothoot flew over. He’d send the ghost hand out to knock something over; then, the toothoot distracted, he’d move again.

“There’s no need for this,” called Rochelle.

The center was close now, but Rochelle was standing by Ennastasia, writing in her spellbook. He realized that if Rochelle couldn’t physically move Ennastasia to the ice lungs, she’d create a spell to do so. In his panic, Oswin looked around for something to throw, spotting a box on top of a wardrobe. The ghost hand grabbed it, then hurled it at Rochelle, who took the hit to the side of her head. She staggered, dropping her spellbook, which Ennastasia kicked below a low coffee table.

Spotting him, the toothoot speared in Oswin’s direction. She reached her talons in front of herself, wings spread wide, so Oswin opened a wardrobe and threw himself within, slamming the door. In the dark, he felt a jolt as the toothoot careened into the doors, heard talons scratching on wood, then jumped at the explosion of light as the toothoot slammed her beak through the planks. Oswin huddled in the corner. The toothoot’s wail traveled painfully through him, before she pecked through again, trying to find him. Each slam of her beak unbalanced the wardrobe, and Oswin was worried the whole thing would topple, but then the toothoot attacked so harshly, she splintered the backing, creating a gap. Oswin slipped through while the toothoot mindlessly attacked, and all but ran to the center.

As Rochelle was lifting up the heavy coffee table to get to her spellbook, Oswin spotted Ennastasia’s own sitting on a chest of drawers. He shot the ghost hand out and grabbed it, his other hand opening drawers in search of a pencil. He found one just as the spellbook reached him and, with every Etymagery note Ennastasia had ever written him buzzing in his mind, he scrawled The Ropes Untie.

He flung the open spellbook across the floor. “Ennastasia!”

Rochelle snatched her own spellbook up as the toothoot’s talons fastened around Oswin’s shoulders.

Ennastasia’s boot slammed onto her sliding spellbook. “The Timber Grasps.” Handles flew off wardrobes. Legs popped off tables. In blurs they latched onto Rochelle’s limbs, restraining her. Others shot at the toothoot, forcing her away from Oswin. “The Ropes Untie.” The ropes slithered off Ennastasia, but the toothoot had swooped to Rochelle. With its powerful talons, it splintered her restraints.

Ennastasia ran to Oswin. “I’ll deal with the beast; you take the bird.”

Oswin would have laughed, but he only had one goal now that Ennastasia could defend herself. He could hear the weather screeching outside. The frozen curse was building.

“The Apprentice Flies.” Rochelle aimed her hand at Ennastasia, who hurtled toward the ice lungs. Oswin shot out the ghost hand and grabbed her ankle, his other hand holding a table leg. Ennastasia hovered there, Rochelle’s spell pulling her toward the ice lungs while Oswin desperately clung on.

“The Timber Grasps,” strained Ennastasia. More timber pinged off furniture. Rochelle cast a spell to defend herself, but some of the manacles formed around Ennastasia and pulled her to the floor.

“The Timber Splinters,” snapped Rochelle. The timber fell apart around Ennastasia, who started to lift again, but Rochelle had cast too many spells. Her concentration slipped, and the floor below the unconscious watchers splintered, both of them falling. The hole grew rapidly toward Rochelle, who slammed her spellbook closed. The timber stopped deteriorating, and Ennastasia dropped to the floor with a thud.

Rochelle ran to the hole. “The Fall Slows.” There were two distant, soft thuds, as the watchers landed safely. With another spell, she filled in the hole.

Oswin sprinted for the lungs.

Rochelle aimed her spell at Ennastasia again, and she was hurled to the side, but not onto the ice lungs. She collided into Oswin. They both careened away from the lungs, tumbling to a painful stop at the base of a wardrobe. It tipped, about to fall on them, and Oswin sent up the ghost hand, sweating as he held the top of the wardrobe up, then pushed it to fall to the side instead.

Ennastasia spat blood from a cracked lip. “The Timber Shoves.”

The wardrobe hefted off the floor and slammed into Rochelle’s chest, driving her toward the ice lungs. Rochelle dug her feet into the floor, but she was overpowered.

Oswin slammed Ennastasia’s spellbook shut with his foot.

Ennastasia gaped. “Whose side are you on!”

He dashed to Rochelle. The wardrobe crashed to the floor, but Rochelle was going to fall right onto the ice lungs, so he tackled her to the floor, both of them narrowly missing the oddity. Oswin rushed back to his feet and leaped for the lungs, but Rochelle’s magic tugged him back. He fought against it, slipping out of its invisible grasp, reaching, his fingers inches from the oddity.

“The Box Forms,” Ennastasia cast. The doors of cabinets jammed into shape around the ice lungs, forming a protective box. Rochelle’s magic vanished, and Oswin shot forward, bouncing off the wood. He fell to the floor, staring at the timber blocking his path.

“Don’t sacrifice yourself!” Ennastasia yelled, back on her feet.

The toothoot shot at Ennastasia, batting her wings. Ennastasia ducked, but the toothoot snatched her spellbook, flew to the other side of the room, and threw it among the furniture. Ennastasia growled in frustration and, as Rochelle got to her feet, she grabbed a vase and hurled it at the Secondmaster’s head.

Rochelle ducked, the vase shattering against the wooden box. “The—”

Oswin slammed one of Maury’s slow-down splats on Rochelle’s shoulder. Rochelle took an unsteady step, while Oswin tried one of the doors around the ice lungs. Locked.

Rochelle placed an ungloved hand on her shoulder, inspecting the substance. “What is this?” she said woozily, then, “The Body Resists.”

Ennastasia went to run back into the furniture to find her spellbook. Oswin decided hiding would be his best bet too. He’d get lost in the antiques, then sneak back to the box and pick the door. Except there was a fury in Rochelle’s eyes.

She tilted her head back. “Animate.”

The furniture gave a collective creak. Oswin and Ennastasia froze. Table and chair legs moved like the paws of vohoonts. Wardrobes shuffled, doors opening for an embrace. A globe on wheels clattered toward them, its wooden frame bending like arms. Other items combined into lumbering beasts or fluttering birds with needle beaks. Oswin and Ennastasia backed into the center. Rochelle watched, breath misting.

“Do you have the spellbook you got from the Wice climb?” Oswin asked, as every piece of furniture in the room edged closer.

“Rochelle hid it,” said Ennastasia. “But even if I did, there’d be a problem: a massive chain locking it shut.”

Oswin couldn’t see an escape, only furniture closing in. “Rochelle, just let me sacrifice myself—”

“You’re not worth less than her!” shouted Rochelle. “Her name was drawn. It has to be her!”

Oswin turned to Ennastasia. “Burn it.”

Her eyes widened.

“Like you did in the Archive.” He trembled at the memory but held fast. This was the only option, and he knew Ennastasia had been thinking it long before him.

“It’s too dangerous. Igniting my veins is different from just heating them. It’s an invitation of chaos.”

The globe on wheels tried to grab him. Oswin kicked it back, crashing it against a marching bureau. “Chaos would be fantastic right now.”

“I’ll hurt you! You’re right to be scared of me.”

“I’m not scared,” he lied, because there wasn’t time to explain his issues with fire and that he knew she’d never hurt him.

She shook her head.

A table leaped, fastening its top legs around Oswin’s torso, hefting him off the floor. He tried to use the ghost hand to pry it off, but it was no use.

“Take his lock picks,” said Rochelle, leaning heavily against a table. The spell was clearly taking everything that she had.

A chair reached a contorted armrest into his pocket, stealing his lock picks.

“Rochelle, don’t do this!” he begged.

Rochelle’s voice was weak. “Take Ennastasia to the ice lungs.”
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25 The Ice Lungs

A mirror grew arms, the warped reflections of its limbs dizzying, and grabbed Ennastasia, dragging her to the makeshift box containing the ice lungs. Rochelle watched, sweating from concentration.

Ennastasia closed her eyes. “Don’t hate me.”

“Never,” said Oswin.

An amber glow bloomed in Ennastasia’s veins, and the mirror, pained, released her. Ennastasia rolled up a sleeve, held her forearm in front of her, then struck the back of her thumb against it. Fire plumed up her arm, traveling to her shoulder. It raced up her neck, down her legs, to her scalp. A map of boiling blood. The toothoot screeched. Rochelle flinched. Oswin felt his body melting, the sensation drawing him back to when Lullia first caught him.

Ennastasia’s yell grew with her fire. She elbowed a wardrobe, sending it careening to the floor. When a table leaped at her, she swept a hand along the opposite forearm, throwing a tide of flame. Sparks burst out of her, consuming antique after antique. Items of furniture shuddered on the floor as they tried to extinguish themselves. Flames spread, licking up the walls with hungry sparks.

The remaining pieces huddled, trembling, at the edges—the table that had been holding Oswin long gone. Fire surrounded them.

Rochelle stumbled forward—feet thudding onto the trapdoor, making Oswin wince at the thought of the drop beneath it—but there was nothing Rochelle could do. Her spell had fallen.

“My spellbooks,” Ennastasia hissed at the cowering furniture. A stool kicked her bark-covered spellbook to her; a mirror tossed the one she’d gotten from the Wice climb. She picked both up. “The Timber Grasps.”

Rochelle snapped her spellbook shut, the furniture falling into stillness, then snapped it back open. “The Floorboards—”

But timber handles knocked her spellbook away. It landed in the fire, and Oswin heard its pages sizzle.

“No!” cried Rochelle as her ankles were secured to the trapdoor. She could only watch as her spellbook was consumed by flames. A scream ripped out from deep in her stomach. “NO!”

The toothoot swooped for the spellbook, but Ennastasia cast the grasping spell again, and table legs pinned the writhing bird to the floor.

Ennastasia’s fire was singeing her own spellbook, flames tumbling out of her skin. She threw it, open, to the floor by Oswin. “Put it out!”

He stared at the fire eating its pages. He didn’t know what to do.

“Oswin!”

He wouldn’t be able to put it out using his hands; he’d freeze in fear. He had to do something in one, big movement, so he flopped onto it. He felt heat for a second, but there had only been a few cinders, and, when he lifted himself onto his hands and knees, the spellbook was cold. He heaved a sigh. But then he looked up. The cabin was engulfed, and at the center of it all was Ennastasia, burning. He knew his horror was written on his face.

“You’re still my friend,” he said, forcing himself to his feet. “You haven’t hurt me.” Besides a bit of soot, the fire hadn’t touched him. He didn’t mention how the deteriorating room was tilting. He refused to think about it.

Ennastasia’s breathing slowed. “You’re afraid.”

“I am. But that doesn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong.”

The fire hissed. Her eyes were candle wicks. She took a step, and the fire stepped with her. “Fire won’t hurt me, but it’ll burn you from skin to bone.”

“It could. But that still wouldn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong.”

Her voice was a growl. “I can’t stop it. The fire will devour until there’s nothing left.”

“You stopped it at the Archive.”

“Barely.”

“Then barely stop it again.”

“You’re not listening! The coal veins are dangerous. I’m dangerous.” Ennastasia looked around, face riddled with guilt. “What I’ve done here is evil!”

“You had to use the veins,” said Oswin.

“I—”

“ ‘Maintaining one’s safety and well-being.’ ”

Ennastasia stepped away from him, wary. The fire paused for a second.

“ ‘Particularly in manners of potential death,’ ” continued Oswin, bolstered by the flames shrinking to burning patches.

“What?”

“ ‘Often as a base instinct in humans and nonhumans.’ ”

“You’re not seriously quoting the definition of self-preservation—”

“ ‘Noun. Etymologically linked with—’ ”

“Yes, okay.” The glow winked out of Ennastasia’s eyes. “But it’s not just about my self-preservation.” She looked at her arms. “Because of the coal veins, I put anyone I grow close to—anyone who sees past my being a Barkmoth—in danger.”

Oswin walked toward her. “Guess I don’t care.”

Ennastasia fumed. “This is serious, Oswin!”

“No, this is a building on fire.” Though, by then, the fire had flickered down to wisps of smoke.

Ennastasia picked up her spellbook, hooking it, open, onto her belt. “A joke. Now? And an overused one at that?”

He put a hand on her shoulder. The warmth was nothing like what Lullia had done to him. This one filled him with happiness. “I’ll make jokes whenever I like.”

Ennastasia batted his hand away. “You’re safer without me for a friend.”

Oswin put his other hand on her other shoulder. He needed to get close for this to work. “Then why do I feel safer with you?”

Ennastasia stared at him, tears in her eyes. She wiped them furiously. “It’s the snow landing on my face.” But at last, she pulled Oswin into a hug. “I’m happier with you for a friend.”

Oswin hugged her back, enjoying the moment for what it was: one of his last. Someone had to stop the curse. The ghost hand softly lifted Ennastasia’s spellbook from its hook. When he pulled away, he hid it behind his back.

“Ennastasia, you need to sacrifice yourself,” said Rochelle, exhausted. “Look outside.”

Oswin and Ennastasia did. The howl of the wind was immense, the room tilting on its supports. Snow gushed through shattered windows, fluttering above their heads.

Oswin glanced to the wooden box around the ice lungs. A torrent of frosted air wafted out. He could feel it like he had felt the fire: that was the cold’s origin. A freeze of hatred. The ice lungs wanted everyone dead. “This won’t be like the last Freezes. It’s not that this will last longer—it won’t be survivable.”

Rochelle said, “I’ve always searched for other methods of calming or destroying the ice lungs, but there aren’t any. I never wanted anyone to die, but there’s no other choice.”

Ennastasia bared her teeth. “People who tried to feed me to human-eating lungs don’t get to act like they know what’s best.”

Oswin was a few steps away from the box now. He could see the door that needed unlocking, and he’d found the right page in Ennastasia’s spellbook.

Rochelle looked deflated, eyes on the floor. “It’s one life versus all of Tundra.”

“I’d choose my own life over Tundra in a heartbeat,” snapped Ennastasia. “At least I can admit it. If you valued Tundra more than yourself, you’d have thrown your own body onto the ice lungs. You’re about equality, but I’ll bet your name was never in the draw.”

“Of course it wasn’t. If I die, the same problem would arise the following year without me to fix it—” Rochelle looked up, seeing the spellbook in Oswin’s hands.

Ennastasia noticed her expression and whipped around, but it was too late.

“The Door Opens,” cast Oswin. The box unlocked, and a rush of ice-cold air burst out, cleaving cleanly past him—not even ruffling his hair—but battering Ennastasia.

“Oswin!” Ennastasia was barely audible over the torrent. “Don’t!” Her broken voice nearly stopped him. But someone had to give their life. Maybe he’d even survive. Be the first human to endure merging with two oddities.

Oswin let Ennastasia’s open spellbook fall to the floor and reached into the box, palm falling flat on the ice lungs. They were fragile below his fingertips. Wafer-thin frost, rising and falling with each breath.

He expected to be crushed into a small point, absorbed and destroyed. Instead, the ice lungs sprung at him. They shrank and darted into his mouth, scuttling down his throat, rough like scales, sharp like needles. He staggered, choking, and looked at his chest to see lung shapes glowing through his rib cage as they grew and settled. Then, in an explosion of ice, snow burst from him, pouring out of his skin, sieging the room with searing cold. Ennastasia was thrown to the floor. The manacles on Rochelle and the toothoot barely kept them in place. Oswin’s mind was dragged somewhere far away.



He lay flat on his back, the thin fabric of his shirt pressing against the snow. Above him towered the sky. Oswin tried to breathe but couldn’t. It should have felt terrifying, but if anything, it was comfortable.

He was back on the produce field, and standing over him, face shadowed by night, was his adoptive mother, who hauled him to the kitchen and forced him to sit at the wonky table with one candle.

“I’m sorry,” said Oswin, not understanding how he’d gotten there.

Lullia’s lips drew into a thin line. “It’s Getting Cold.”

Oswin was significantly shorter than he’d been a moment before and realized this was a memory from his first week in Tundra, and the voice was steering it, the air acidic with its hatred. Where the ghost hand had been friendly, this oddity felt anything but.

“Are you the ice lungs?” He looked at the vision of Lullia, hair as fiery as the candle. “Are you merging with me?”

Lullia’s face twisted into a snarl, her grip on his wrist tightening. “This is for what you did,” said the ice lungs through Lullia’s lips. She moved his palm over the candle.

Oswin struggled as the heat started slowly, almost pleasant. A gentle wave brushing over his palm, but it wouldn’t stay that way. “Please don’t!”

The ice lungs growled. “We need this pain if we’re going to mold back together.”

Oswin’s words were smothered as the heat grew into a stinging pain. He hit his other hand against the table and tried to jerk away, but Lullia’s hold was impossibly strong. Real Lullia had only held his hand above candles long enough for pain, not true damage. To make him wonder if, this time, she’d keep his hand there until it burned. She’d said it was necessary, that she had to be the bad guy to turn him into a good son. But ice-lung Lullia wasn’t so merciful. When he was eventually released, Oswin cradled his ruined hand, arm shaking. The pain hung in his skin, a biting sensation burrowing around his flesh.

“Oswin!”

It wasn’t the ice lungs, and it wasn’t Lullia. It echoed, as if reaching him through a long tunnel.

“Wake up, airhead!”

Oswin shivered, agonized.

Lullia grabbed him desperately. “We’re shattering. We’re going home.” Oswin felt a pull from the ghost hand. A tide of odd sensations. Sounds made of petals. Textures speaking multiple languages. A taste of the strange realm he’d escaped in the Archive. “Home,” said the ice lungs.

So with the ghost hand, so with the ice lungs, it seemed. Oswin’s body was falling apart, and he, the ghost hand, and the ice lungs were leaving Tundra, going somewhere beyond. But he didn’t want that. He shook his head as the colors of the kitchen smudged into a swirl, and only then realized the key difference between this oddity and the last. The ghost hand had given him a choice, but the ice lungs were heaving him—willing or not—to another world.

He was almost gone, every piece of him stolen, when something wonderfully warm pried ice-lung Lullia’s fingers off him. The ice lungs lost their grip, and the sensations of strangeness vanished.

Ennastasia shook his shoulders. “Oswin!”

Oswin startled awake. As far as he could see, burnt antiques were blanketed in ice. Parts of the floor had collapsed, scorch marks frosted over. Half the ceiling was gone, and an ache stabbed his chest. He felt like he’d been cut open. But the pain in his hand was gone. “Where…?”

“In the Watchpost. You have to stay warm. Look at yourself.”

He did. His shaking hands, though now entirely unburnt, glistened with frost. He raised one to his cheek and felt the press of ice. He breathed, and the freezing fog that puffed out stabbed cold into his teeth. Ennastasia’s veins glowed as she leaned over him, a thawing warmth. His head flopped back as he let the heat spread. This warmth was safety.

He’d survived merging with the ice lungs, then. He smiled weakly, cracking his eyes open and looking at the sky through the damaged roof. Not a speck of snow blotted the morning sun.

Ennastasia seethed. “Timber, am I furious with you. You could have died.”

Oswin looked at the wooden box that the ice lungs had been inside, now just splinters, and felt the oddity resting inside his rib cage.

Rochelle, from where she was restrained, said, “The ice lungs never did that before, no matter who I sacrificed. They want destruction. Magic channeled their hate to keep monsters out of Tundra, but that’s thanks to ancient enchantments. What you just did shouldn’t be possible.”

Oswin and Ennastasia rose slowly to their feet.

Ennastasia’s veins faded, the heat dying with them. “At least they’ve stopped freezing Oswin to death.” She glanced at Rochelle. “Will you still attack us? I don’t think the ice lungs need sacrifices anymore.”

Rochelle shook her head.

Ennastasia walked to her open spellbook, picked it up, and spelled the timber manacles from Rochelle’s ankles away, but not the beams holding the toothoot down.

Rochelle grimaced. “Care to release my companion?”

Ennastasia glared. “Not until I feel safe. You’re still in trouble. You’ll take the fall for this.” She gestured at the charred room.

Oswin felt a rotten tingling on his tongue, identical to the sensation he’d experienced when casting the door-opening spell. His eyes drifted to the spellbook in Ennastasia’s hands as the feeling mingled with the vengeful pulsing of the ice lungs. He remembered, sharply, that the spellbook hadn’t been closed since he’d used it.

A click.

A creak of hinges.

A breath of surprise.

Oswin’s stomach dropped as Rochelle vanished through the suddenly open trapdoor. Screeching, the toothoot thrashed at her restraints, nearly breaking her wings.

“The Timber Moves,” said Ennastasia. The restraints shot away. In a flurry of feathers, the bird dived through the trapdoor. Where before there had been bells tolling and cries of fights, now there was nothing. In the morning light, Oswin and Ennastasia waited. A few seconds had never felt longer.

Then came the thud. The toothoot’s screech. Oswin stared at the open trapdoor, then sank to his knees. The toothoot wailed again. Oswin pressed his hands over his ears. Nausea throttled up his throat. That sickening noise was all the confirmation he needed. Rochelle was dead.

Ennastasia collected her spellbook, closing it slowly. Even that sound made Oswin flinch, as did the hand she laid on his shoulder. “Rochelle would have made those watchers unconscious before they saw her.”

Oswin’s hands fell into his lap.

“With no other witnesses, there’s only one person the Watcher’s Ring will blame for this.”

He couldn’t bring himself to care.

“We need to get out of here and hide.”

If he didn’t move, maybe what had happened could undo itself?

“Oswin—”

Someone cast a spell—the missing section of stairs re-formed below the trapdoor—and a squad of watchers rushed into the fragile room. They took one look at the devastation, then grabbed Oswin and Ennastasia.

“Unhand me!” Ennastasia snatched her arms away. “Don’t you know who I am?”

The watchers realized their mistake, so only Oswin was roughly handled as they were escorted down, despite Ennastasia’s protests.

“No sign of the ice lungs,” one of the watchers said to another. “What do we tell Greyheart?”

“We got here as quickly as we could,” another replied. “It’s not our fault.”

They were halfway down, every step a jolt in Oswin’s legs, when the Watchpost crumbled loose and fell. Oswin pressed against the Stalagmite as it crashed to the ground far below. The fear was a reprieve from the perfectly memorized thud replaying in his head.

They reached the end of the staircase, meeting the door with the star-shaped keyhole. The weather had thrust it off its hinges; only the Stalagmite and a pile of broken artifacts remained. Everything else was blanketed in snow and debris, and even the Stalagmite was partially destroyed from Oswin’s climbing. Damage that was all about to be laid on his shoulders. The thought barely registered with him. What was far worse was the hole in the roof—and the body below it. The toothoot lay on the ground nearby, a spear through her neck from a watcher who was complaining about the bird having been unable to calm down.

Ennastasia turned Oswin away from the sight.

“What were you doing in the Watchtower?” one watcher asked.

Neither Oswin nor Ennastasia answered.

“Take them to Greyheart,” another snapped, and Oswin and Ennastasia were shoved through the carnage. Waiting by a tall lodge, its elegant windows somehow undamaged, was Greyheart. He spoke furiously with another squad of watchers, sending them to search for survivors below a collapsed building. When he turned to Oswin and Ennastasia, his eyebrows shot up.

“They were fleeing the Watchpost,” a watcher explained.

“Fleeing?” said Oswin, voice hoarse. “We weren’t fleeing.”

“If you’d had the chance, I’m sure you would have been,” said the watcher, then added, “The ice lungs are gone. The two watchers who fell earlier don’t recall anything.”

Worry scrunched Greyheart’s face. “If the ice lungs are gone, the magic warding the beasts will be fading. Send warning to the Scouting Grove, the Archive, and the Archaeologists Guild, then twenty good watchers to each. Understood?”

The watchers rushed off, and Greyheart fixed a dark glare on Oswin. But before he could say anything, Harnan and Yarrow rounded the corner, wrapped in warm cloaks.

Greyheart scowled. “Finally. I sent for you both before this mess started.”

“The weather meant I couldn’t travel,” said Harnan, giving Greyheart a harsh look.

Yarrow said, “As the Grandmaster of Corridor, the apprentices were my priority. I had to ensure they were safe.”

Greyheart pointed at Oswin and Ennastasia, then indicated the top of the Stalagmite. “Look what two of your apprentices did! We’re lucky the Stalagmite still stands.”

Harnan shot Greyheart another look.

“That is,” Greyheart amended, as watchers and bystanders began to stare, “the stray did this.”

Harnan looked down his nose at Oswin. “Remind me why we let him into the settlement in the first place?”

Oswin opened his mouth to say at least a few words, but his words died with a croak as he realized something. He wasn’t breathing. Not because he was holding his breath or because he was scared. He just didn’t feel the need. In fact, he hadn’t been breathing since he’d merged with the ice lungs.

Greyheart said, “We let him stay because the ice stalagmite carved Oswin’s name onto itself. But now, thanks to the stray, the Stalagmite is desecrated. The Underbelly is my suggestion.”

As Oswin grappled with the unnatural feeling of not needing to breathe, and that it had been his spell that caused Rochelle’s death, Harnan said, “Why stop at the Underbelly? Like uncle, like nephew. Let’s do what we should have done at the start: commit him to the ice.”
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26 Seeing the Poison

Oswin snarled, his fury at the unfairness overwhelming him. “Rochelle is dead!”

Greyheart startled.

Harnan smiled condescendingly. “Careful, stray.”

Oswin balled his fists, something unhinging in his mind. “My name isn’t stray, and I climbed the Stalagmite to save everyone. I deserve to be here. I’ve always deserved to be here! You aren’t getting rid of me.” Rochelle had been right. He was just as important as everyone else, stray or not, useful or not. If Tundra hadn’t been poisoned by the opposite idea, Rochelle would never have worked alone. She’d still be alive. Oswin would never have been forced into a situation where his own spell would…

A half sob burned his throat.

Greyheart tilted his head. “Saved us?”

Words snapping angrily, Oswin explained the timber replacements and how the Freeze would have killed them all. “I stopped it by—”

“Dissipating Rochelle’s coal magic,” Ennastasia cut in.

Oswin’s mouth clacked shut in confusion.

Ennastasia said, “Rochelle’s coal magic left a rotten residue on the ice lungs that would have destroyed everything. Oswin nearly died neutralizing it. It was that same magic that destroyed the floor Rochelle was standing on, causing her to fall.”

Oswin swayed.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

It played on repeat in his ears.

“And the ice lungs?” Greyheart had an odd look in his eyes.

Ennastasia shook her head mournfully. “They were disintegrated before we got there.”

Oswin didn’t know why Ennastasia was lying. She knew as well as he did that the ice lungs were within his ribs. But he felt too heavy to care.

“So that’s why the ice lungs vanished,” said Greyheart pensively.

Harnan looked unconvinced. “How did Oswin survive?”

“Rochelle’s coal magic went out of control,” lied Ennastasia. “It destroyed her own spellbook, ending whatever deathly pain her magic had been causing Oswin.”

Yarrow murmured to Greyheart, “If it was Rochelle’s enchantments creating animate timbers, they would have ceased functioning once her spellbook was destroyed.”

Greyheart summoned a watcher, ordering them to check on Quinn. When she couldn’t be found, Greyheart sent another to the Icefirmary. They returned with a jar of woodchips.

“This was on the floor where Master Pin had been standing,” a watcher said. Oswin stared at the woodchips, wondering how Pin had felt in her final moments. How Rochelle had felt, wind rushing by, the Watchpost shrinking above, and then—

Thud.

Yarrow said, “It seems we have a lot to thank these apprentices for.”

Greyheart shook his head. “So what, there are a few pieces of truth to Oswin’s story? He desecrated the Stalagmite and was a part of the destruction of the ice lungs. Who’s to say he wasn’t working with Rochelle?”

Harnan said, “A plausible explanation, wouldn’t you agree, Ennastasia?” The gaze he fixed on her was a scythe.

“It’s entirely unplausible,” retorted Ennastasia. “One might dare call it airheaded.”

“Ennastasia,” said Harnan warningly. “Oswin is to be committed to the ice. The matter is settled—”

“It absolutely is not settled!” Ennastasia’s voice rose, and people started to look.

Harnan’s voice shook with anger. “This acquaintanceship is not worth it.”

Ennastasia bared her teeth. “It’s not an acquaintanceship.” Oswin swore smoke trailed out of her nostrils. There was a small crowd now—Tundrans who’d noticed something was going on between influential people. “Oswin helped solve what was happening. He was curious enough, and stubborn enough, to stick his nose where it didn’t belong. If he hadn’t been such an infuriating busybody, we’d all be dead. Everything he did was to keep us alive.” She turned, staring Oswin in the eye. “Self-preservation. None of what’s happened is his fault.”

Oswin didn’t know if he could stay standing.

Ennastasia glared straight at Harnan. “Let’s get one thing perfectly clear. Oswin Fields is not my acquaintance. He is my best friend.” The silence was stifling. Ennastasia braced her shoulder against Oswin’s, supporting him. He wondered if she’d realized just how close he was to collapsing. “If you commit him to the ice, I’ll go with him.”

Harnan towered over her. “Remember yourself. You are a Barkmoth.”

“I’m Ennastasia first.”

Oswin found the strength to raise his gaze to Harnan’s.

Yarrow pulled her scarves tightly around herself. “I also won’t allow Oswin to be committed to the ice.”

“He’s not an apprentice anymore,” said Greyheart. “He was kicked out.”

“I’m reinstating him, and every other apprentice you evicted. None of them will be committed to the ice while I’m around. The Freeze has ended: it’s a new year. I’m back in charge.”

Harnan finally broke his gaze from Ennastasia, forcing words past his furiously clenched teeth. “My granddaughter makes a compelling argument. The stray’s minor misdemeanors were necessary.” Oswin felt whiplash at the sudden change. “The Stalagmite might be sacred, but if he hadn’t scaled it, none of us would be standing here.”

Oswin looked at Ennastasia, confused, but she didn’t seem surprised.

“He knows I won’t back down,” she whispered. “And too many people are watching. He’s on damage control.”

Greyheart opened his mouth, shut it, opened it again. “Surely we should still lock the stray in the Underbelly?”

Harnan looked to Ennastasia, who narrowed her eyes further.

Yarrow said, “No apprentice is being sent to the Underbelly.”

Harnan ground his teeth. “You heard her, Greyheart.”

Greyheart averted his eyes, furious. “But of course, Harnan Barkmoth.”

Yarrow said, “I think it’s about time these two got back to Corridor.”

Greyheart grumbled his assent. Harnan gave a curt nod.

“If you’ll follow me.” Yarrow turned her chair and moved between the broken cabins and roofless lodges in a winding path through Central Tundra. Oswin and Ennastasia followed, Oswin’s muscles slowly giving out. Yarrow put a hand on her spellbook and, though she didn’t speak, Oswin felt a wave of warm energy push his limbs. Ennastasia exchanged a glance with him. She’d clearly felt the same.

“Before we get back to Corridor,” said Yarrow, taking them down a shadowed alley between two huts, “I need to know how much of that story was nonsense.”

“Rochelle really did those things,” said Ennastasia.

Yarrow’s eyes were full of hurt. “Then I’m deeply sorry I didn’t realize what she’d been up to. My negligence put you in harm’s way. Whatever happened that led to her fall, know it was neither of your fault. Rochelle made her own choices and must take responsibility for them. Despite all she’s done, if she’d survived, I’m certain she’d agree.”

Thud.

Oswin pushed the sound away, replacing it with everything Rochelle had said to him. About deserving respect. Putting himself first. He finally saw that every word was true. He’d never been worthless. He wished he’d believed Rochelle before everything had happened.

Yarrow said, “Speak not a word of what you’re about to see.” With complex spells revealing a hidden door, she led them into a hut, empty except for cobwebs and an easel with a charmingly detailed painting of Yarrow’s office at Corridor. Oswin realized, with a start, that he’d seen this thin alley, with a view of the Stalagmite, before: in a painting in Yarrow’s cabin.

“I warn you,” said Yarrow, “travel by vertran paint is deeply unpleasant.” She placed her hand on her spellbook, and her magic had Oswin’s and Ennastasia’s palms lurching onto the painting. The colors jumped off the canvas, Oswin feeling like he was being thrown around in a rushing river, paint shoving at his limbs in tumultuous currents. He was flushed onto the floor of Yarrow’s cabin, falling flat with a pained gasp. Ennastasia thudded next to him. Yarrow’s wheelchair landed gracefully.

Oswin put a hand to his mouth, feeling like he was going to be sick.

“I’ll give you a second,” said Yarrow.

Ennastasia hunched, gripping her stomach. Once she managed to calm her breathing, she said, “I never want to do that again.”

“It gets easier with time,” said Yarrow. “And it’s handy when you need to get to Central Tundra because troublesome apprentices are one wrong word from getting themselves executed.” She nodded at them both. “If you don’t mind, I have much to sort. Apprentices to summon back, buildings to repair, and a new Secondmaster to appoint. Be on your way and, if you can help it, try to not get into any more life-or-death situations.” She ushered them out. “Oh, and thank you for saving us.”



Returned to Corridor, Oswin had been relieved to find that Maury was okay. Philomena had discovered him in the snow and carried him to the warmth of the dormitories. Now they were both in the Spruce common room with Zylo. When Maury saw Oswin and Ennastasia, he threw his arms around them but was soon forced to let go when Zylo lifted Oswin into a spinning hug.

“Don’t scare me like that!” Zylo cried, putting Oswin down only to hug him all over again. “You’re going to send me to an early ice burial if you keep making me worry!”

Oswin hugged his brother back tightly, sobs bubbling out of him. “I’m so sorry,” he croaked. Zylo didn’t let go until Oswin’s crying subsided, nor did he ask what Oswin was sorry about. Oswin couldn’t have been more grateful to have him as a brother.

Ennastasia led them all to a corner and, in a hushed voice, explained everything. Unlike the story she’d spun to Greyheart, this one was honest. Except that, mercifully, she said Rochelle had fallen due to the collapsing Watchpost.

“I knew the timber-Ennastasia wasn’t you,” said Maury. “Something about her was off.”

Ennastasia looked uncertain how to phrase what she wanted to say. “I’d never thought I’d have one person who could know me so well as to recognize when something is wrong, let alone two.” Zylo didn’t seem offended that she hadn’t included him in her tally.

Maury gave Ennastasia his overexaggerated wink. “Now that we’re pals, you better get ready to help with my inventions.”

Ennastasia turned her eyes skyward. “I take it all back. I will remain alone for the rest of my days.”

Maury laughed but then, face growing serious, said, “I’m sorry for avoiding you.”

“Don’t be,” said Ennastasia sharply. “I am dangerous. I understand. The fact you’re willing to risk that to be my friend is enough. And, don’t worry, I will never use”—she lowered her voice—“that sort of magic unless the other option is death.” She looked to Oswin. “Self-preservation, and all that.”

Oswin, wiping his eyes, was about to firmly tell Ennastasia that she wasn’t dangerous, but Maury had spotted Gale and, with a determined expression, excused himself to drag Philomena over to her twin.

“You two need to sort some things out,” said Maury, then proceeded to tell the Residuan siblings that they had to support the other’s interests, whether or not they found it interesting themselves. “And you need to be nicer to Gale,” Maury finished, to a surprised look from Philomena and an agreeing nod from Gale.

“That’s not entirely fair,” said Philomena, and the conversation descended into light bickering, but Oswin could tell they’d talk it out, so he ignored them to find a low chair laden with blankets to sink into, trying to empty his mind. Zylo and Ennastasia sat on either side of him, both seeming to understand his need for silent company, even if neither of them were too happy about the other being there.

As the day went by, more apprentices filtered through the training grounds, allowed back by Yarrow, now reinstated as the Grandmaster. Oswin paid them no attention, staring into the distance and refusing to respond to anything, until one of the returning apprentices awkwardly stopped by him.

“You’re the stray, right?” they said.

Oswin opened a tired eye. “Who’s asking?”

“Someone’s waiting for you by Reginald.”

Oswin was suddenly wide awake.

“She wants to speak to you,” the apprentice added, before walking off.

Oswin rose creakily to his feet.

Ennastasia said, “I can come with you?” and Zylo nodded in agreement, but Oswin shook his head. He had a sinking feeling who this was, and he wanted to have this conversation alone.

Walking into the evening, the sun shining warmth onto the snowy ground, Oswin was unsurprised to see his mother. He trekked through the snow, heartbeat speeding the closer he drew. Lullia was on the other side of Reginald, head held high. When he arrived, she gestured him through, Ferdinand swinging open. Oswin followed in silence as they took the ribboning snow path.

Eventually, he stopped. “Say something.”

Lullia glanced back, then turned fully. “You merged with the ice lungs, didn’t you?”

He almost fell over. “What?”

“Breathe out. You haven’t been breathing the entire time we’ve been walking.” She moved toward him and put her hand to his collar bone. “No rise and fall.”

Frowning, Oswin let out a breath. It was a conscious act now. He had to make his body do it.

Frosted air misted between his teeth.

Lullia stepped away, repulsed. “You’ve always pestered me for answers. Broken rules to get them. If you want them so badly, keep up.” She started walking again, at a deadly pace. Even though Oswin didn’t need to breathe, he still felt a growing ache in his lungs at the pace.

“You need to understand something.” Lullia’s eyes were like spears. “Tundra is not worth saving. It’s rotten. I should have put my foot down, kept you at the produce field, but the Grandmaster requested you, and how was I to know it would lead to this? To you stumbling to the ice lungs and merging with them?” Her eyes closed in grief. “Tundra could have been wiped from existence. But it keeps creeping along, like some half-dead rodent.”

A cold shock traveled down Oswin’s spine, so intense his legs halted. “You knew about the Freezes getting worse. You knew this whole time.”

“Of course I did. People think I was some hapless bystander, but I listened in to Michael’s schemes. He figured out how to make the ice lungs dance to his tune. He intended on stopping the intensifying Freezes once he’d used the unrest to gain control, but the fool was exiled before he could, and I never overheard how to get you out of the ice to put a stop to it. I guess it didn’t matter. You came out eventually, and I was there to collect you when you did.”

Oswin felt dizzy. “Yarrow said you found me on the Endless Expanse. That my original parents abandoned—”

“I lied.”

She might as well have sucker punched him. “I’m not a stray…?”

“You’re a stray, all right. That’s what someone not born in Tundra is. But I didn’t find you on the Endless Expanse. That’s just what I told them.”

There was an ominous creaking that echoed through Shemmia Woods. Oswin ignored it. He didn’t have space to think about what it meant.

Lullia grimaced. “Michael found you suspended in the ice in a hidden entrance to the frost caves. That’s where you come from. The cold spat you out like an undigested meal.”

“I… came out of the ice?”

She rounded on him. “That’s not quite it, though, is it? You didn’t just come out of the ice. Haven’t you ever wondered how odd your healing is? About your abnormal hearing? Think of what your hands look like when I hold them above candles. Flesh doesn’t melt like that. Doesn’t grow back like yours.” She gestured at him. “You survived merging with the ice lungs! Anyone but you wouldn’t have had a chance.”

“I don’t understand…” Oswin’s voice was barely a whisper. The creaking was louder now, the roots of Shemmia Woods inching toward the snow path.

Lullia surged forward, grabbed Oswin, and ripped off his trapper hat.

“Mom!” His voice died in his throat as she pulled out a knife. She grabbed a chunk of his hair, and, in one sharp cut, she sliced it off, the brown clump clutched in her hand. She released him, and Oswin stumbled away, horrified, eyes not leaving the lethally sharp knife. He put a shaking hand to his head, realizing there was blood from where some of the strands hadn’t been cut but had been ripped out. He winced in pain.

“Don’t be dramatic.” Lullia tossed the hair onto the ice, sheathing her dagger. “It’ll grow back.” The instant the hair landed, the roots devoured it. As they feasted, the hairs shattered into cold chunks, as if they’d only ever been made of ice.

Oswin remembered dully that the trees of Shemmia Woods only ate ice. His heart thumped in his chest, eyes traveling back to the blood on his hands. There was a tingling sensation on his scalp, and he felt, like an icicle growing, the skin and hair knit itself back together. The blood stopped oozing. Shimmering like frost, the missing clump of hair entirely regrew, matching the length of the rest of his strands. After what felt like hours, he reached up and felt it. The hair was indistinguishable from the rest, and the injuries on his scalp were gone. Yet he’d just seen proof that it was ice, disguised to look like hair and skin.

“You didn’t just come out of the ice,” Lullia repeated. “Part of you is ice.”

Words evaded him.

“You’re only alive because you and the ice lungs are alike. You’re not fully human. Michael wasn’t sure how, but at some point before you got stuck in the ice, something made you like the ice oddity.” Her smile softened. “But it’s all going to be okay. A part-ice stray doesn’t deserve Corridor, not like proper Tundran children. But as my son, you’ll be welcome on the produce field. The only place someone like you can belong.”

Oswin felt as if Rochelle were standing behind him, pulling his cloak. On shaky legs, he moved away from Lullia.

“You can be useful planting splinters,” Lullia pushed. “The rest of Tundra isn’t meant for you. Your friends are there out of pity, and that will vanish when they learn you’re not fully human. But, as your mother, I’ll stay with you despite what you are.”

Oswin kept moving. Even when he and Rochelle had been fighting in the Watchpost, she’d treated him with a respect Lullia never had. Never would. “I don’t ever want to see you again.”

The way Lullia’s face dropped nearly made him take the words back. But it was thoughts of her that made him so scared, he could control the ghost hand. Lullia had been—still was—manipulating him. Oswin was staggering from finding out he wasn’t fully human, yet the suggestion that his friends would ditch him because of it was a repulsive lie.

Lullia reached toward him. “I love you.”

Oswin shook his head. I’m a horrid son, he thought. Only now he knew that was Lullia’s voice in his head. He walked away.

“Oswin!”

When he didn’t look back, Lullia burst into a run. Oswin glanced and saw a fury in her like nothing else. A thought flashed in his mind. She could throw him to the roots. They’d eat him. No one would know where he’d gone.

He dashed for Reginald.

“Run!” Reginald called as he got closer, Ferdinand swinging open. Oswin threw himself through the opening and turned to see Lullia, but Ferdinand shut with a clack, and Reginald swelled in size. The posts of the fence grew in height and thickness and curved menacingly over her.

“YOU ARE NOT WELCOME HERE!” Every section of Reginald turned into his face, so that a hundred voices shouted at once. He grew taller still, as if he was about to crush her.

Lullia cast one final look at Oswin, then fled into Shemmia Woods.

Reginald stayed tall for a few minutes longer, making sure Lullia was gone, then shrank. “Are you all right, Oswin?”

Oswin managed to wheeze, “No. But thank you.”

“Any time.”

Ferdinand added, “She won’t get in so long as we’re around, lad. Don’t worry.”

Oswin nodded numbly, then trudged back to the dormitories, shell-shocked. He couldn’t think about Reginald and Ferdinand right then, about how part of him was like them. Where they were made of timber, part of him was made from ice.

He stopped by the door to the dormitories, hands shaking. He pressed his forehead against the cool wood. It felt like everything he knew about himself was falling apart, so he grabbed all the pieces of what made him him and hauled them together. Then he ordered himself to never think about what he’d just learned, or what his mistake had cost Rochelle in the Watchpost.

He counted to ten, the agony on his face slowly melting into blank neutrality. He entered. The second he was in the common room, Ennastasia, Maury, and Zylo walked over.

“What was it?” asked Zylo.

“Are you all right?” said Maury.

Concerned, Ennastasia examined him.

Oswin held up his hands placatingly, searching for something to say. He could tell them what he was desperately trying to forget, knowing they’d support him. But the words hid deep within. Lullia couldn’t get to him at Corridor, and he never intended to speak to her again. He could surround himself with people he liked, who treated him with respect. He’d be okay, so long as he pushed what had happened, and what he knew, to the furthest corner of his mind. But something couldn’t stay shadowed in the recesses of his brain, or be forgotten, if he admitted it out loud.

“Tell us what’s wrong,” pushed Ennastasia.

Oswin looked directly at her, stomach in knots. He lowered his hands, forced his blank neutrality into a smile, and built a lie on his tongue. “Nothing.”
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Image Descriptions

Description 1: The map depicts a region labeled Tundra, showcasing a variety of landmarks, settlements, and natural features, bordered by natural barriers including the Teeth That Snatch cliffs to the southwest and the Wice, a jagged icy boundary to the east and north, while the southeastern and northwestern edges are marked as Endless Expanse, suggesting vast, uncharted terrain. The central area, labeled Central Tundra, functions as a hub of activity with structures such as the Token Exchange, the Watchtower, and the Huts, and to the north are the Greenhouses, Green finger, and the Eyelid, surrounded by smaller buildings, with the Icefirmary located nearby. To the west lies the Plughole near Shemmia Woods, a dense forest, connected to the central hub by roads and paths, while to the east the Archive and the Archaeologist’s Guild are positioned near Viona’s Grove and Thilip's Grove, which are forested regions. The southern portion of the map is dominated by the Produce Fields, an area of cultivated land with scattered buildings, linked by roads branching out from the central hub, and a compass rose in the bottom-right corner indicates orientation, reinforcing the overall design that blends natural and human-made features focused on agriculture, research, and settlement within a harsh, icy environment. BACK.
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