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“You’re stalling!” Anna protested.

“I am not stalling!” Kristoff insisted, even though his voice cracked, like it always did when he was lying. He motioned to his reindeer pal in the corner of the castle’s parlor. “Sven, tell her I’m not stalling.”

Anna, Elsa, and Olaf looked at Kristoff’s best pal for confirmation.

(Reindeer can’t actually speak on their own, so Kristoff wasn’t sure what they were expecting to happen before Kristoff chimed in on Sven’s behalf.) “He’s not stalling,” Kristoff cooed in his Sven voice.

“See?” Kristoff said, returning to his natural voice. “Told you!” He ran his hands down the length of the green velour robe he was wearing over his pajamas, which is what he wore at night anytime he stayed in the castle. (When he was home visiting Bulda, Cliff, and the trolls, he just slept in his clothes and used a rock as his pillow. The ground was great for his back.)

Anna folded her arms across her chest. “You’re bribing him with carrots to get him on your side.”

“I am not,” Kristoff said as he stuck another carrot in Sven’s mouth.

“Maybe we should skip this question,” Elsa suggested diplomatically.

“No!” Kristoff and Anna said at the same time, and Elsa and Olaf gave each other a look.

Game nights at Arendelle Castle were competitive, but in a good way. Competition was fierce, with an ongoing tally being kept of which team was currently “winning.”

Team Cool as a Carrot: Kristoff, Sven, and Olaf.

Current wins: 7.

Team Cold as Ice: Elsa and Anna.

Current wins: 7.

Clearly the tie was making game night more tense than usual. (But again, all in good fun, Kristoff told himself.)

Kristoff, Anna, Elsa, Olaf, and Sven looked forward to the weekly tradition they’d started months back. Games were always after dinner and dessert (Anna’s orders) and played in pajamas right before bed. No matter the weather—rain, sleet, heat wave, or cold—nothing got in the way of game night. The Snow Queen could handle any temperature thrown her way, and Arendelle’s queen put game nights before any other diplomatic work. Kristoff found himself doing the same thing—always finishing up his ice deliveries with Sven in time to get to the castle for supper and games, which rotated from cards to charades to hide-and-seek (which was as hard as it sounded in a castle) to trivia, which is what they were currently playing.

And when it came to the trivia questions crammed into the glass bowl on a table in the center of the room, everyone submitted them, including Sven.

It was a trivia question of Olaf’s that was causing tonight’s dispute: How many types of ice are there in Arendelle?

Anna answered first (as always), responding, “One!”

Kristoff had said “Wrong!” instead of actually answering, which was his first mistake because Anna responded, “Well, then how many are there?” Under pressure he had blanked and revealed he needed a moment to think. That’s how they had wound up here, bickering.

Anna had that mischievous look in her eye, and Kristoff knew his betrothed thought she had won. “So? Do you have an answer or are you forfeiting this point?”

“I’m still thinking,” Kristoff said, getting frustrated. “Not all of us just blurt things out.” Uh-oh, he thought the minute the words left his lips. That was the wrong thing to say.

Anna’s blue eyes widened, and he was pretty certain steam was going to come out of his fiancée’s ears. “Are you saying I talk too much?”

Olaf waddled over and stood next to him. “The correct answer is no.”

“Of course not! I didn’t mean that . . . . You talk just the right amount! I just meant  . . . I have to think before I respond,” Kristoff backpedaled.

Anna placed her hands on her hips. “So, you’re saying I don’t think before I speak?”

“No! I—” He was making things worse.

Anna and Kristoff both looked at Olaf for help.

“No judgment, but communication is key in a relationship,” Olaf told them, then looked at Kristoff in all seriousness. “If I were a judge, I would say it feels like you’re stalling.”

“We can pick a new question if you want.” Kristoff grabbed a folded piece of paper from the bowl on the table in front of him.

“Oh, no! You already tossed one question tonight—you can’t get rid of a second.” Anna snatched the second question away, tucking it into a pocket in her purple robe. A hint of a smile played on her lips. She was clearly enjoying having the upper hand.

“Hey! The first forfeit wasn’t my fault. Can I help it if my teammates consist of a snowman and a reindeer, neither of which have a clue what a cartwheel is?” Kristoff asked.

Olaf waved his stick arms in the air. “Now that I know what a cartwheel is, I’m sad I can’t do one. I don’t have the momentum with this bottom.” He hung his head sadly.

“I’ll admit that question didn’t work,” Anna agreed. “But this question has a clear answer and you know I’m right. You’re just being a sore loser.”

“I’m not a sore loser.” Now Kristoff felt hurt. He thought of his troll mother Bulda’s advice. “I can admit when I’m wrong. Sometimes losing shows us how strong we really are.”

Anna’s expression softened. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I’m getting carried away. You’re not a sore loser.”

He sniffed. “Thank you.”

“But you are stalling.”

He laughed. “Fine! You’re right. I’m stalling.”

Anna started to giggle.

“See?” Olaf said. “Communication works!”

Anna walked over and pulled Kristoff into a hug. Her head fit perfectly against his chest, his own head resting on top of hers. Kristoff felt his breathing slow, his whole body calming just being this close to Anna, like it was exactly where they were both meant to be.

“Stalling or not,” she said, “just admit you’re wrong about this question because there is no way there is more than one type of ice. My sister would know. She’s the snow expert . . . in, uh, a different way than you.” She smiled at Elsa. “Elsa?”

He loved how fiery Anna got when she was competitive, but he was smart enough not to tell her that. “Elsa, tell Ms. Feisty-Pants she’s wrong, but I’ll let her win this time.”

Anna and Kristoff both looked to the Fifth Spirit to be the tie-breaker.

Elsa appeared serene in a pale blue nightgown and robe. “I’m not getting in between you two when it comes to game night. You’re both too competitive.”

Now it was Anna’s turn to let her jaw drop. “I am not competitive. I just like to win.”

“Ha!” Kristoff laughed, letting go of Anna and twirling her around. “Is that what you call it? I’m still convinced you rigged charades last week. You tripped over the rug when you were trying to help Elsa guess the word ‘rug.’”

“That was a happy accident,” Anna insisted, still holding on to his hand as her nostrils flared, which told Kristoff that she was not telling the truth. (That and her exaggerated sense of outrage, which was something he loved about her.) “A game night happy accident.”

“Mm-hmm,” Kristoff said instead of saying anything that would wind Anna up more. “Either way, I’m not wrong about this question. I just needed a moment to think. There is more than one type of ice, and I can prove it.”

“Let’s hear it!” Olaf cheered.

“The answer is there are two types of ice—freshwater, like you find on the North Mountain, and seawater, which you’d find in  . . . you know  . . . the sea.”

Olaf put on a pair of spectacles and consulted a book on Arendelle behind him. “Kristoff is correct. Says so right here in this Ice Harvester’s Guide to Ice book that the Arendelle ice harvesters wrote a long time ago. See?” Anna, Elsa, and Kristoff looked down at the book Olaf was holding.

Kristoff sighed happily. He knew that book well. “That book is never wrong. I carry it with me everywhere I go.”

“Huh. You’re right.” Anna seemed surprised as she read over the section Olaf was pointing to with his stick fingers. “Who knew? I’m sorry again, honey.” She stood on tippy-toe and planted a kiss on his cheek.

Kristoff felt his cheeks warm again.

Elsa smiled at the gesture. “I didn’t want to say anything—since I will always take your side,” she promised Anna, “but I knew you were wrong on this one, too.”

“You did?” Anna said in surprise.

“Yep. Kristoff and I know our ice.” Elsa put her hand up to high-five Kristoff, and he happily slapped it.

“That we do!” Kristoff agreed, getting excited about the bonding moment with his future sister-in-law. “Did you also know that fresh water freezes at zero degrees Celsius, but seawater actually freezes at a lower temperature? Like, minus one point eight?”

“I didn’t know that,” Anna said, beaming at him as she put an arm around him, all disagreements forgotten.

“Or that the freshwater ice you’d find in the mountains is the heaviest at around four degrees Celsius, but seawater gets heavier as sinks to the seafloor?”

“I didn’t know that either,” Elsa said, looking amused.

“Neither did I,” Olaf said. “Sven, write this down. These are good trivia questions for next week.” Sven seemed to roll his eyes at Olaf’s request.

“It’s true,” Kristoff said, pushing his free hand through his dirty-blond hair, feeling awkward about being the center of attention. “Tor taught me these things.”

“What is a ‘Tor’?” Olaf asked. “Is that a type of sled?”

“No, Olaf,” Anna said with a laugh. “Tor was an ice harvester who Kristoff looked up to when he was younger.”

“Like, literally looked up to?” Olaf looked at Kristoff skeptically. “Because you’re pretty tall.”

“I am now, but when I was a kid, I was pretty short,” Kristoff admitted. “And kind of quiet. This boy named Gustav used to pick on me at the orphanage because I wasn’t as outgoing as him and the other kids. He stole my lute and was always making fun of me.” Just saying the name Gustav out loud brought Kristoff back to a place and time where he felt uneasy. “He’s part of the reason I started sneaking out of the orphanage,” Kristoff told them. “That’s how I met Tor, who introduced me to ice, which lead me to Sven, and us trying to start our own ice harvesting business and accidentally winding up in the Valley of the Living Rock . . . .”

“Accidentally?” Olaf questioned.

Kristoff looked at the fireplace, remembering the night his whole life changed. “Sven and I were transporting a block of ice when we saw a trail of ice appear—almost like magic—and we followed it.”

“Really?” Elsa asked, intrigued.

He nodded. “Bulda found us and wanted to take us in. She somehow knew Sven and I were both looking for a place to call home and she gave us one in the Valley of the Living Rock.” He smiled shyly. “We never looked back. I was finally free from the orphanage and from Gustav. I forgot about ice for a bit and just enjoyed my new family. I was really happy with the trolls.” He frowned. “Until they made me go to human school.”

“Did you say ‘human school’?” Elsa raised her right eyebrow.

“Bulda thought I was spending too much time with Sven and the trolls and needed ‘human interaction’ again. Can you believe it?” Kristoff grumbled.

No one actually answered him.

Kristoff sighed. “So Bulda made me go to human school and I was miserable.” He shuddered thinking about that experience all over again, but then he remembered the good part. “It wasn’t all bad though. Human school is where I entered my first-ever ice harvesting competition and Gustav and I faced off again  . . . and were almost eaten by wolves.”

Olaf shrieked and used his stick hands to cover his mouth. “You were almost eaten by wolves?”

Elsa picked him up and sat him on the couch beside her. “Sounds like a good story. Why don’t you tell it?”

“Ooh! Yes! Tell them about human school and the ice harvesting contest, honey,” Anna said, letting go of his arm and sitting down next to her sister.

“You want me to tell a story? About me?” Kristoff hesitated. Talk about himself? No, no, no. Talking about himself was not on his list of favorite things to do, like buying a shiny new pickax would be.

Elsa gave Kristoff a knowing look. “I think we could use a break from trivia, don’t you?”

“Yes! Tell us a story about this Tor and Gustav, who is a boy, not a type of goulash,” Olaf chanted. “I didn’t even know you had any stories to tell.”

Sven moseyed over to the couch to listen even though he’d lived the story himself. The entire group looked at Kristoff with rapt attention.

Kristoff found himself in the spotlight again, just like he was all

those years ago at human school giving an “all about me” presentation and then again at his very first ice harvester competition. He’d done it then. He could do it now.

“All right.” He pulled the tie around his robe tighter and stood in the center of the room, the roaring fire in the fireplace illuminating him. He planted his feet and took a deep breath. “I guess it’s kind of Tor’s fault I had to go to human school and see Gustav again.” He paused. “But I also have Tor and The Ice Harvester’s Guide to Ice to thank for saving our lives.”

Olaf gasped. “This is exciting!”

Anna beamed at her fiancé. “Very exciting.”

Kristoff relaxed. This was his family. He could do this. “Why don’t I start at the beginning?”
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“Can I try? Can I? I can’t see what you’re doing! How are you doing that?”

Kristoff knew he was talking too much, which was a change because usually he didn’t talk at all. Not during playtime. Not at dinner. Not at night when he lay in bed listening to the wind howl against the orphanage walls, wishing he were outside in the elements, anywhere but a stiff bed with constricting pajamas listening to boys snore and talk in their sleep.

So this moment right here—him talking too much, unable to stop moving his mouth—was unusual. And it was all thanks to a little thing called ice.

Tor sat back and roared with laughter, his voice echoing in the night sky for the wolves, the other ice harvesters, and the moon to hear. “Kristoff, I can’t think when you’re talking so much.”

Kristoff had heard one ice harvester call him a nuisance, whatever that meant. The hardworking men were disciplined and not the friendliest to an eight-year-old. Tor was different. Even though he was an adult, he didn’t seem to mind Kristoff’s presence.

Kristoff looked down, then up again mournfully, his cheeks burning. “Sorry. I’m sorry. It’s just, look at that ice!”

He reached out to touch the thick sheet of ice they were sitting on, placing a finger on it. He could feel the cold through his gloves. Through his bobble hat. Through his fur-lined tunic, collar, and boots, but he didn’t care. He was sitting on a sheet of ice! And it felt like the ice was alive—a living, breathing thing that could give and take away. That’s what Tor had been teaching him, at least, and to Kristoff, Tor was the greatest ice harvester there ever was. Kristoff was mesmerized by Tor and the whole business. He hung on Tor’s every word. He’d already learned so much, like where it was safe to cut ice and where he should never, ever go—Villmark, an area of Arendelle that was also called the Forbidden Land. Sure, it was frigid with ice aplenty, but it was also prone to avalanches and unpredictable weather.

“Ice is so beautiful,” he whispered, leaning forward on the frozen lake.

Tor gently put an arm out in front of him to hold Kristoff back.

“Now, now, what did I teach you?” the man asked, snow flaking out of his thick brown beard. The rest of the mountain man was completely covered up in winter clothing similar to Kristoff’s to keep out the cold. (Layers, Kristoff learned. It was all about layers!)

The clothes Kristoff had on weren’t warm enough for hours in the cold, but he didn’t care. When he saw the ice harvesters pass by the orphanage window in the predawn hours, leaving to do their work, it felt like they were calling to him  . . . even if they actually weren’t. Ice had become his escape. He loved following them into the mountains to watch them work their magic.

“Ice is beautiful but dangerous,” Kristoff recited because he’d been practicing. “Its magic can’t be controlled.”

Tor ruffled Kristoff’s head, sending his hat askew. “Good boy. Now watch me work the saw—without talking. Seeing is better than hearing when it comes to learning how to harvest ice.”

Kristoff closed his mouth and did as he was told, watching as Tor took the saw in his gloved hands and started again.

Harvesting ice involved several steps. First the horses cleared snow from a path across the river or the lake. Then the horses helped mark the spot with an ice marker, cutting lines several inches deep (eyeballing them about two feet wide and six feet long so that they were all the same size). Then Tor would lift the saw that Kristoff still found too heavy to hold and started to cut through the foot-deep ice. Usually men worked opposite him, standing in rows to make the breaks come quicker since the ice was so thick. The saw process required strength, making numerous men an asset.

The steps took time and patience, of which Kristoff had plenty. He found he liked the cold, he loved the early dawn hours when his house mother thought he was asleep back in the orphanage and wouldn’t look for him, and he really loved the quiet of the woods. The only sounds he heard were the saw, the men murmuring to one another, and an occasional horse braying.

Having sawed through the ice, Tor and the others would then create long rows of ice that would be cut into smaller blocks before being floated to a larger opening in the water (they had to saw a hole for that, too). Then the ice would be pulled out with either metal tongs or a three-pronged fork on a long rod (like a pitchfork). Kristoff couldn’t imagine doing any of this on his own.

Because in the end, he was alone. Tor may have been happy to offer advice, and the other men begrudgingly had gotten used to Kristoff’s visits, but none of them wanted to take him on as an official apprentice. From what Kristoff could tell, many of the ice harvesters were related, or part of the same team. They had formed a family and Kristoff wanted in. Tor, however, said Kristoff was too young for such a difficult trade. Kristoff wanted the job all the same. He just wanted to belong somewhere, even if it was on the cold tundra.

Ice harvesting was one of the toughest jobs a person could have in Arendelle. Not only did a person need the stamina to spend so much time in the wilderness, they had to survive the dangerous task of breaking apart frozen bodies of water to harvest ice for the kingdom. The threat was real, and sometimes ice harvesters did not make it back. (He knew this from Tor.) Working as a team, knowing how to properly use tools for the job and how to find the right spots to harvest ice, was crucial. The job also required strength to carry blocks of ice that could be two hundred pounds or more. Not to mention bravery. Predators like wolves were around every turn. Tor was part of the Arendelle ice harvesting team, which was the most well-known of the ice harvesters in the kingdom, and the largest, providing ice to the castle and all the shops in the village.

Pick, pick, pick.

Having sawed through the sheet of ice as far as he could, Tor was chipping away at the long line of ice he’d created. The frozen block broke free. Kristoff watched as it floated down the line, where it was broken into smaller pieces, and then carted away by men on their shoulders. Finally a pulley system loaded the ice into the sled.

“That. Is. So. Cool,” Kristoff said breathlessly. “Do it again.”

Tor laughed, but he sounded winded. “Give me a second, will you?” He looked at Kristoff. “How are you doing with that lute I gave you?”

“All right,” Kristoff said, sounding more sure of himself than he felt when he tried playing the instrument Tor had given him last time they’d been together. The lute had kept Kristoff busy for a while that first night. He’d gone back to the orphanage to practice with it, being careful to keep it hidden so none of the kids asked where he’d gotten such an expensive gift. “I’m getting better at my fraying.”

Tor laughed. “Fret. Your fretting.” He motioned with his gloved hands. “Remember, one hand does the strumming while the other frets—or presses down the strings—on the fingerboard on the neck.”

“Fret. Fret. Fret,” Kristoff repeated, trying to remember. “I can do that, but how do I—”

Ar-woo!

A lone wolf howl interrupted his question.

It was followed by several more wolves howling in response.

Every ice harvester stopped and listened. The horses grew restless. A few of the men conferred.

Tor watched, listening closely. “Kristoff? I think you should head back,” he said. “Follow the tracks of our sled and be quick. It will be dawn soon.”

“Already?” Kristoff couldn’t believe the sky was starting to brighten over the ridges of the North Mountain in the distance. “I feel like I just got here.”

Tor gave him a look, his kind brown eyes warm despite the cold. “You’ve been here for three hours. We’ll be finishing up soon, and I don’t want you out here alone with the wolves.”

Kristoff stood up fast, his boots slipping slightly on the ice. Tor reached out to steady him. “Me neither. See you tomorrow night? I mean tonight?”

Tor smiled. “We’ll see. Not sure where we’re headed the rest of the week, but I’m sure you’ll find us.”

“I will,” Kristoff promised, thinking of Tor’s tips when it came to wolves as well. “Good night, Tor. I mean good morning!”

Tor shook his head. “Get some rest, Kristoff.”

But how could Kristoff rest when he’d had such an exciting night? A night he couldn’t share with anyone? True, he didn’t love to talk, but it would be nice to have someone to share his adventures with. He hurried back to the village, using the sphere at the top of Arendelle Castle as a guide as he followed the snowy path back down the mountain. He listened carefully to the sound of his own breathing and that of the other forest creatures. He knew he had to respect that this forest was more theirs than his. Thankfully, the trip down was uneventful. Other than a herd of reindeer grazing along the side of the mountain, he saw no one. He managed to slip through the front door of the orphanage sight unseen.

Kristoff had gotten good at opening a door without a sound. He was even better at removing snow from his boots before he put them back by the front door. He trained himself to step every time someone snored to muffle the sound as he snuck back into the dormitory. In no time, he was in bed, winter clothes piled underneath his cot, lute removed from its hiding place under his lumpy mattress. When the other kids started to stir, he was already sitting up in bed, strumming the lute.

Elias, who was in the closest bed, sprung up first with a snort, his red hair standing on end, drool dripping down the right side of his mouth. “Kristoff, you’re already awake?” he said with a yawn.

“I’ve been up for hours,” Kristoff said, his eyes on the strings, trying in vain to put two notes together that didn’t sound like a cat wailing outside someone’s front door. “Too busy to sleep.” He bit his lower lip, trying again to fret—he remembered the word “fret”!—as he plucked strings with his free hand. “Got to learn  . . . this  . . . song . . . .” His tongue was hanging out of his mouth, he was trying so hard.

“What song?” asked Lukas, a boy so tall Kristoff wasn’t sure how he fit in the bed.

“A new one,” Kristoff told him. He was close to finding the right two strings to pluck together to make the lute sound melodic. He knew it. If he just tried one more time  . . .

The lute was ripped from his hands.

“Give me that!” snapped a burly boy with wild black hair, a wide, round nose covered in freckles, and two front teeth that almost looked like fangs. He stood on the edge of Kristoff’s bed, making the springs creak.

“Where’d you steal this from?” The boy plucked the lute strings too hard, and a loud, off-key sound made everyone wince. “This thing is broken.”

Gustav.

Of all the boys in the orphanage who picked on Kristoff for being smaller than the rest of them (as if it were his choice how big he was), Gustav was the worst. He thrived on making Kristoff’s life miserable—tripping him on the way up the stairs, mimicking him anytime he spoke to their house mother at the orphanage, telling anyone who would listen how plain Kristoff’s flat blond hair was, or how boring his brown eyes were (Gustav also had brown eyes, by the way, but they were dark like coal), or how silly he walked  . . . or talked  . . . basically there was nothing Kristoff could do that Gustav didn’t have a problem with. But that didn’t stop Gustav from following Kristoff around the orphanage all day long making a spectacle of him for laughs from the other kids.

It was no wonder Kristoff hated the daylight hours.

“Give it back,” Kristoff said, reaching for the lute.

Gustav held it out of reach with his beefy arm. “Make me,” he said, hopping off Kristoff’s bed and bouncing to Elias’s, then Lukas’s next. “Come and get it, Christopher.”

“It’s Kristoff,” Kristoff said huffily as Gustav continued to bounce from bed to bed, to the laughs of other children. Kristoff felt his anger grow. That lute was the only possession he owned other than his clothing, and it meant something to him. Tor had given him that. Tor, whose life—free to work
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