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            I remember the mist of our past.

            As I speak to you in the present,

            My ancient eyes

            See the terrible future.

            The Doom of Odin
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         The dying boy crouches in his ice prison.

         His breathing is thick and short, and blood seeps through his grey cloak, turning to red crystals in the bitter air. The wound is deep and he knows he has little time.

         The boy heaves himself to his feet with a cry of pain and looks up the sheer walls of the crevasse to the jagged hole he fell through. He tries again to climb, clawing at the impossibly slippery surface. Flakes of snow swirl downwards from the opening. The blizzard will block it soon. Already the light is fading.

         He grips the golden arrowhead, using its tip to write on the wall of ice. The razor edge scrapes and grinds as he carves out the words. The freezing metal has welded to the skin of his hand, but he does not stop.

         He must write a warning. A warning about the arrowhead he holds. Why it must stay trapped, deep underground, never released.

         The boy sinks back, shaking. He thinks of his people in xthe village at the edge of the water, the ones who are already dead.

         Sobbing a little, he lifts the arrowhead again. The cold seeps through him like poison. It is hard to think; hard to breathe, but he knows he must finish the runes. The threads of light are almost gone, but the dying boy continues his task, forcing the arrowhead again and again into the lifeless ice.
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            – Chapter One –

            North

         

         
            The wise man is never parted from his weapons.

            VIKING SAYING

         

         ‘Troll Boy’s dead!’ ‘Fight! Fight!’

         Excited shouts shot round the playground as the mass of kids waited. School was about to end and, just for the fun of it, Lukas Brudvik was going to beat up the Troll.

         ‘At least use his proper name,’ muttered Jack as he hovered by himself at the edge of the group, shifting from one foot to the other to keep warm. He zipped his padded jacket to the maximum.

         What had got into those kids? They’d been all right up till now. Welcoming even. It was the first time he’d seen anyone bother Skuli. It was like someone had flicked the ‘mad’ switch; cast a spell on them or something.

         Where were teachers when you needed them?

         Stay out of it, Jack told himself. If they were picking on Skuli, that meant they weren’t picking on the screwed-up 4thirteen-year-old new kid from England. Him.

         Jack stabbed the toe of his trainer into a puddle, breaking its brittle cover of ice. This was supposed to be the start of the summer holidays? This place made even British summers look good. But then what did you expect when your mum dragged you to Norway and a town virtually in the Arctic!

         Jack brought up the last message on his phone, from Vinnie back home.

         
            Need you back in goal! Just got slaughtered 3–0!! You owe me a bag of chips.

         

         Jack smiled. Then that familiar feeling gripped his chest. He’d only been in Isdal a few weeks, but already Northumberland and footie matches with chips after seemed a long way off and a long time ago.

         He quickly tapped a reply.

         
            Can’t wait 2b back. Am freezing 2 death!

         

         Shouts rang out. Jack slipped his phone back in to his pocket. The words rippled round the mob. Skuli’s in the cloakrooms … He’s putting on his coat … That Troll Boy’s dead … Fight! Fight! 5

         Jack watched the kids, screeching and hooting, chanting for Skuli, while the show-off, Lukas Brudvik, strutted about, making a big thing of putting on gloves and flexing his fists.

         A girl in a blue coat turned her head and looked at Jack. She wasn’t doing any chanting. A long plait dangled from under a fur-trimmed hat. What was she called? Emily or something … Emma, that was it. He knew what her look was saying. We should do something.

         Now all eyes were on the cloakroom door. Jack could see Skuli through the window, standing by the coat hooks, still folding those little origami animals he’d been making in class, his mass of curly black hair flopping over his face, oblivious to what was waiting for him.

         ‘I’ll let you have a go at the Troll if you like, Jack Tomassen. Soon as I’m finished.’ Lukas Bruvik was by his shoulder. He nodded and his smirk said, Prove yourself, new boy. Here’s your chance to pass the test. You can be one of us.

         Everyone went quiet. The door swung open and Skuli came out, blinking at the knot of kids in his way. They parted and he stepped forward, still fiddling with one of his origami animals.

         Lukas circled Skuli, his boots slapping the frosty concrete, his arms behind his back. ‘Troll Boy … Troll Boy …’ 6

         Skuli Isaksen was half troll – that’s what Lukas had been telling everybody that morning. That was why he was short and stocky. That was why he and his dad kept to themselves and lived under the ground, in a basement flat below an abandoned shop.

         Jack’s heart thudded. He felt the kids’ impatience, taut and dangerous, like the drawn-back string of a bow. He saw Emma, trying to make herself heard over the din. Lukas marched in time as he kept on with the chant. ‘Troll Boy … Troll Boy …’

         Others took up the words. Some moved slowly towards Skuli. They clapped their hands as they sang, moving in a circle, closing in. Kids who Jack would never have expected to copy a loser like Lukas.

         Emma was shouting now – ‘Stop it! Leave him alone!’ – but their chanting drowned her out.

         Lukas darted at Skuli, then jumped away swinging a bunch of nettles. The kids around him scattered, laughing. Skuli rubbed at his face and Jack saw red blistery lumps come up in a line by his mouth. Lukas swiped at him again and Skuli nearly fell as he tried to get out of the way.

         Jack stood there, his hands clenched in fists inside his pockets. Skuli could get rid of Lukas with one good punch if he wanted. He was small but he was strong; Jack had seen  7him in sports lessons. One good, well-placed punch where it really hurt … But there he was, not even trying to defend himself. Why didn’t Skuli fight back?

         I should just walk away, Jack told himself. If Skuli won’t help himself, why should I?

         But now Lukas had a stick, a thick thing covered with thorns. The other kids were hollering. Emma was jostled away as she tried to step in. The stick swiped through the air and Skuli gasped. A line of blood appeared across his forehead.

         Jack’s body tensed. That was going too far. Skuli could have had that in his eyes! Walk away now, the voice inside him said. Find a teacher. It’s nothing to do with you. Keep out of it.

         Lukas lunged and smacked Skuli’s face with his fist. Skuli shrank down, covering his head with his useless hands.

         The crowd screeched. Lukas stood back, looking pleased. ‘Want a turn now, New Boy?’ he called to Jack.

         The crowd went still. All eyes on Jack. The wind sent a sheet of newspaper flapping across the concrete. Just one little slap; that was all it took, he told himself. Score some points in the new boy stakes. Be accepted into the Isdal clan. He wouldn’t have to be the weirdo outsider any more. He nodded slowly and stepped forward. I can be best mates with Lukas and live happily ever after.  8

         Jack launched himself towards Skuli with a shout, but at the last second he swerved and rammed into Lukas instead, pushing him hard, making him slam down on his backside. The other kids howled with laughter and Lukas lashed out at them as he tried to get up.

         Jack grabbed Skuli’s arm. ‘Go on.’ Don’t stare at me like I’m the thick one! ‘Get out of here!’

         Jack turned back to Lukas and helped him to his feet. ‘Up you get, Lukie.’ This little New Boy is going to show you where you belong … in the emergency room of the nearest hospital!

         Lukas glared at him, shaking him away, and then Jack noticed the other kids, re-massing, moving in. There were more sticks. Big stones now too.

         Skuli still stood there like a moron. He tugged at Jack’s sleeve. ‘We’d both better get out of here, don’t you think?’

         A fist-sized pebble slammed Jack’s leg, nearly knocking it from under him. Another thumped hard against his arm. What had got into these kids? The crowd moved closer. So many. Too many. Jack swallowed and moved back a step. Faces staring, hostile. Two against thirty? He didn’t fancy those odds.

         Jack sprang away, dragging Skuli with him. I’d have a better chance pulling a dead body along with me, he thought.

         Instantly there was a rush of children behind. ‘Quick!’ They hoisted themselves over the playground fence. Jack 9lost his footing and slammed down on to sharp gravel. He scrambled up and ran on across the playing field. The kids streamed after them. There were short shouts, little screams of delight; Lukas at the front, yelling.

         Jack sprang over the drainage channel at the end of the field and pelted up a grassy slope. He reached the crest of the hill. A smooth long finger of water stretched out in front of him, pointing at the sea. He saw the fishing boats bobbing on the metal-grey water of the bay, the blood-red houses huddled on its banks. To the right, brown fields sloped downwards; to the left was the wide, wooded valley, another hill rising up behind it, with a tall wooden church on top and the river gorge beyond.

         Jack sped straight down towards the town, calculating the distance they needed to cover: the grassy slope; the long, narrow tracks through the scrubby pine woods; on to the main street … Thank god for all that football training back home; that’s all he could say.

         Jack twisted to check on Skuli. He was falling behind. The other kids were gaining, pouring over the lip of the hill. Behind them was the vast dark rock of the mountain that loomed over Isdal with its pitted glacier.

         ‘Faster, Skuli!’ Jack shouted.

         He plunged into the labyrinth of tracks that twisted through the woods, passing a crow impaled on the barbed 10wire fence: a warning to other birds not to come near. Gusts of wind snatched at his back. What had he told himself? Walk away. Nothing to do with you. Keep out of it.

         Jack whirred round. Where was Skuli? He couldn’t see him anywhere. Great! Jack started back.

         Skuli must have taken a different path. Had he got away? Jack could hear the thud of feet nearby. He ran faster, speared by spiky twigs. The path branched in different directions. He passed the burnt-out wreck of a smashed car, thick tufts of grass and twisted bushes growing from its rusty bonnet. The path branched again. Was it right or left? His mind buzzed with confusion. His breath came out in bursts. The pine trees seemed to be closing in around him. He chose a track and veered down it. Where was Skuli?

         Jack glimpsed kids through gaps in the trees. Each thump of his trainers on the hard ground jarred through his body. He passed the burnt-out car again. Stupid! He’d gone round in a circle! And then someone was looming up right in front of him, one hand raised, in a fist …

         Lukas.

         Jack tumbled and rolled to one side to dodge him, his back scraping painfully against the rough bark of a tree. He saw Skuli standing nearby, watching with a frown. Thanks for the help! Jack scrambled to his feet again. 11He wiped the sweat from his eyes and saw the stone in Lukas’s hand.

         A heavy stone with a sharp point. Lukas shifted it from one hand to the other, then raised it above his head, as if getting ready to throw. Sticks with thorns and oversized pebbles was one thing, but this …

         More children arrived, bunching up behind Lukas and then fanning out round Jack and Skuli. The branches above shuddered and the wind hissed menacingly through the pine needles.

         You didn’t throw big rocks at people’s heads. Even dense bullies like Lukas must know that.

         Jack stood firm. ‘Want to kill me, do you?’ he said, forcing himself not to flinch. But he felt little shivers on the back of his neck. There was something in Lukas’s eyes. Something unfeeling. Something frightening. Jack took a step back, trying to keep his voice steady. ‘A murderer, are you?’

         Skuli shot Jack a look of alarm. Lukas raised the stone higher.

         There was a flurry of movement. Right over their heads, a bird was thrashing about and shrieking, like its wings were tangled in the branches.

         Lukas was distracted for a second and Jack saw the cruel look slip from his face. He dragged his eyes away from the 12branches and stared at Jack, and the stone in his hand, as if he was wondering how it got there. Then he let the rock fall like it had scorched him. It hit the ground with a dull thump.

         ‘Lucky you’ve got your mummy looking after you, Troll Boy,’ Lukas said quickly. He kicked a shower of dirt at Jack. ‘I won’t forget this, Foreign Face. ’Cos that’s what you are, isn’t it? A loser foreigner with a dead dad.

         ‘Dead dad loser,’ he hollered as he strutted off, the other kids drifting with him. ‘Dead … dad …’ The words seemed to swirl in the wind, coming from every direction at once.

         Jack stood watching Lukas go.

         Dead dad.

         He clenched his teeth. Why did he have to say that? He’d rather Lukas had thrown that rock at his head.

         ‘Thanks,’ Skuli said. ‘And sorry. I’m not very good in a fight.’

         Skuli stood there with his hands in his pockets, black hair flopping, staring. Really staring, as if he was trying to work something out. Jack scowled back. Didn’t Skuli realise how close they’d been to having their heads smashed in?

         Skuli gave a shaky laugh, then edged closer. ‘Your Norwegian’s good.’ 13

         ‘I am Norwegian. But I was born in England. My mum and dad are both from h—’ Jack’s face went hot. ‘My mum is from here.’

         ‘Oh.’

         Skuli carried on gawping, like Jack had two heads or something. It was creeping him out big time. ‘You’re just like him,’ said Skuli, the words bubbling out. He glanced round as if checking who was listening. He inched even nearer and lowered his voice. ‘At first I thought it was you. That you’d been messing about up there and had fallen.’

         What was he going on about? ‘Fallen? Up where?’

         Skuli opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again. ‘Oh, nothing. Nowhere.’

         ‘Whatever.’ This Skuli was obviously a nutter. ‘OK, I have to get home now.’

         Jack started to walk off, but Skuli had hold of his arm suddenly, gripping it, making him spin round. He was looking at Jack, his eyes wide. ‘When the hands of children murderers be.’

         ‘What?’ Jack shook Skuli off.

         Skuli shuffled back. ‘Sorry.’ He looked away, flustered. ‘It’s just a poem. An old ballad or something. My gran made me learn it years ago. I’ve forgotten most of it now, but lines just pop into my head sometimes.’ He tried a 14smile but there was a troubled look fixed on his face. ‘Sorry,’ he said again.

         Jack twisted a pine needle in his hand to try and stop his fingers from trembling. When the hands of children murderers be. That rock. Lukas. The look in his eyes before he’d dropped the stone. If there hadn’t been that flapping bird, distracting him … ‘Those kids are mental,’ he muttered. He rolled up a trouser leg and rubbed at the dried blood on his knee. ‘Let’s get home.’

         Skuli gingerly touched his head where Lukas had smacked him. ‘He shouldn’t have said that about your dad.’

         ‘Let’s get home, I said.’

         They walked together in silence along the track, Jack tensed up for any sign of trouble. They passed the end of Church Lane and saw the first few houses at the end of the main street.

         ‘Look, Jack.’ Skuli took a paper bird from his pocket – one of those ridiculous things he’d been making in class. He pulled the tail, and the wings flapped so delicately that Jack couldn’t keep himself from grinning. ‘You try.’

         With a sigh, Jack took the bird. Up and down the wings went, in jerky little movements. Skuli burst out laughing, nodding his head, and Jack found himself laughing too. Something about Skuli reminded him of Vinnie. 15

         ‘You should tell your dad what happened,’ said Jack. ‘Maybe he’ll want to have a word with Lukas’s dad or something.’

         Skuli’s face fell. ‘My dad’s away,’ he muttered. ‘But you won’t tell anyone, will you?’ he added quickly.

         ‘Why? How long’s he been away for?’

         ‘Only since two days ago. He’s got a mountain rescue conference in Oslo. It’s really big; they only have it every two years. And then he’s going to talk to some fish restaurants there – see if he can sell his catches to them. We really need the money.’

         A mountain-rescue fisherman? Jack frowned. ‘So who’s looking after you then?’

         ‘No one.’ Skuli tugged at a lock of hair. ‘I’m old enough to look after myself for a few days! Dad thinks so too. Anyway, he left me money, and loads of food in the fridge and …’

         ‘OK, OK,’ said Jack. A kid at home alone. Big deal. It happened all the time. It wasn’t as if Skuli was five. ‘Your dad shouldn’t have left you though.’ He thought about his own dad and there was that familiar little stab in his chest so he had to turn away. ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’

         ‘Thanks.’ Skuli gave a laugh of relief. ‘I knew I could trust you. I could tell. Soon as I saw you.’16

         Skuli paused and his face went all serious. He was staring intently at Jack again, and then he looked worriedly along the empty street. He unzipped the front pocket of his coat and took something from it. Something wrapped in newspaper. Jack got glimpses of headlines. FREAK WEATHER CONTINUES. COLDEST SUMMER ON RECORD.

         Skuli hesitated, then held the bundle out. Jack took a step back, almost stumbling. ‘What is it?’

         ‘Take it!’

         There was something in Skuli’s voice; something urgent, pleading almost. Jack’s breathing speeded up without him having any idea why. Somewhere overhead there was a flurry of wings.

         ‘Take it,’ whispered Skuli.

         Jack curled his fingers round the bundle. He lifted it into his palm.

         The breeze tugged at the cuffs of his jacket, strong and raw, but the wrapping was warm, as if there was something alive underneath. Jack slowly peeled away the layers, the newspaper dropping to the ground.

         Inside was a piece of golden metal. It fit his palm exactly, and was strangely warm against his skin. Heavy too. Maybe it was real gold? He lifted it to the light, his mouth dropping open. ‘Amazing,’ he heard himself say. The gold 17had a brilliant sheen. Delicate patterns curved across its surface, the twisting lines fusing so you couldn’t see the start or the end.

         Tiny lines were engraved around its edge. Jack couldn’t take his eyes away. It looked like old Viking writing. Runes. He ran a finger over them.

         ‘Careful,’ said Skuli. ‘It’s dangerous.’

         He showed Jack the line of a half-healed wound on his hand. ‘I got cut the first time I held it. Really deep, though it healed super fast. I think it’s from an arrow – though it’s pretty weird to use gold for something like that.’

         Nodding, Jack peered at the engravings on the golden arrowhead, nicking his skin as he turned it over. Scarlet beads of blood trickled in a line along his hand, but he hardly noticed. He liked the way the warm gold felt, and his fingers curled over it protectively …

         Then the church bell struck. A single dull clang that quivered through the air, pulling Jack out of his trance.

         ‘Half past five,’ Skuli said to himself.

         ‘Here,’ said Jack, ‘take it back.’ He tried to hand the glinting triangle to Skuli, cutting himself again in his haste, deeper this time. Dark red blood oozed across his wrist, smearing over his skin as he tried to wipe it away.

         Skuli shook his head. 18

         ‘I don’t want it.’ said Jack. His heart hammered with panic, but a weird kind of thrill too. He found himself putting the arrowhead into the chest pocket of his jacket and zipping it up. ‘Where did you get it from anyway?’

         Skuli leant close and spoke in a whisper. ‘In the ice.’

         Jack blinked at him. ‘The ice? What do you mean?’ Skuli’s voice was hard to hear. ‘Yes. The ice. And there were other things too.’ Then there was that troubled look on his face. The wind pulled his hair into thick black tufts. Overhead the cables between telegraph poles were jumping tautly from side to side, like whips. Skuli looked Jack straight in the eye.

         ‘The plague of air will be the start.’

         He looked away. ‘Sorry. Something from that stupid poem again. Can’t get it out of my head.’ He was looking past Jack, down the street, then suddenly he spoke right by Jack’s ear, his voice curious and afraid. ‘But you do look just like him.’

         ‘Who?’ asked Jack.

         Skuli eyed some kids hovering at the far end of the street. ‘Can’t talk here. Come on. I’ll show you.’

         ‘Wait,’ called Jack, but Skuli was already moving fast, turning up the steep lane that led to the church.

         Jack stared after him. Half five. He should be tucking into cake and hot chocolate at Gran and Gramp’s kafé by now. 19Sno, his dog, would be waiting for him, and there’d be nobody spouting creepy poetry.

         He felt the arrowhead, heavy by his chest. From the ice.

         But where? What was the big mystery?

         ‘I have to show you – now!’ Skuli called back without stopping, bending his head into the wind.

         ‘Wait!’ shouted Jack. ‘Skuli!’

         The cloud shadows slipped along the pavements after them, slick as mercury, and the tiny shadow of a raven circled high in the sky.
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            – Chapter Two –

            Through the Graveyard Gate

         

         
            There’ll be wild weather, with windstorms dreadful.

            THE GREAT LACUNA

         

         ‘Skuli! Wait, can’t you?’

         Why couldn’t he have put on this kind of speed when the mob was after him?

         The plague of air will be the start. No wonder he was Skuli-no-mates, going on like that!

         Jack had to sprint to catch up. As he turned up Church Lane, he saw colourful bunting strung between telegraph poles and a ragged poster flapping on a lamp post:

         
             

         

         ISDAL’S WORLD FAMOUS

FESTIVAL OF THE MIDNIGHT SOLSTICE

STARTS IN JUST TWO DAYS!!!

HOT FEAST, BONFIRE,

FIREWORK SPECTACULAR

GO BACK IN TIME … 21

         
             

         

         Where was Skuli taking him?

         ‘Wait! Skuli!’

         The lane wound up to a few parking spaces on the edge of a graveyard, which was spread over a saddle of land attached on the base of the Brennbjerg mountain. The dark wood walls of the stave church loomed over the cemetery, crosses and dragonheads jutting from its roofs.

         Jack followed the path as it weaved between the gravestones. He thought about the arrowhead. Maybe it was stolen? Maybe Skuli was scared of being caught with it? If it was real gold it must be worth a lot. Jack veered past an angel with a missing wing, shuddering as he brushed against its cold stone. Where were they going?

         Skuli paused at the far end of the graveyard, glanced back at Jack, then disappeared into a knot of spindly trees.

         Jack pushed his way through the rough branches and spiky leaves after him.

         ‘Skuli?’ he called, struggling to see ahead as he stumbled on. His hands batted something spongy but solid. An overgrown wall, crawling with moss and ivy. He heard Skuli call to his right and followed the wall to a rusty gate with bars and spikes, half hidden by thorny stems. Skuli stood on the other side, holding the gate open. Once Jack 22had passed, the wind swung the gate closed with a drawn-out whine and a click.

         Beyond the gate was a standing stone higher than Jack’s head, completely covered with lichens. Skuli turned away and started to climb a narrow snaking trail. Jack followed him, stepping carefully through the gully of loose rocks.

         After a while, the track opened out into a steep-sided, shadowy valley, fringed with immense, grooved granite boulders. Behind them the church bell clanged, and there was the sound of rushing water, getting louder as they picked their way upwards.

         They were right at the foot of the mountain now. Jack caught his breath as he stared at the jagged rock cliffs above him. They walked on, finally coming out on a wider path he recognised. There was a splintering wooden board with a date, 1870, and the words EDGE OF GLACIER. Every so often there was another board with a date, marking the shrinking edge of the ice. 1880, 1890 … The date boards got closer and closer together, so you could see how much the melting must have speeded up.

         The sound of water turned into a rumbling growl. They rounded a bend and came to the bank of a river, racing dark past them and down the valley. The melt river of the Brennbjerg glacier. 23

         The glacier. Ice. Hadn’t Skuli said he’d found the arrowhead in the ice? Jack shuddered, but he didn’t have time to stop. Skuli was walking fast and he’d lag too far behind if he did.

         And anyway, how would he explain how he was feeling to Skuli? What would he say? Sorry, Skuli, I don’t do ice. Can’t stand being anywhere near it. Can’t even bear ice cubes in my Coke. Which one of them would seem the total loony then?

         But he felt the strange heaviness of the arrowhead pressing against him through his chest pocket.

         Jack cursed under his breath and hurried on.

         The melt river ran fast beside them. Floating chunks of ice swept past. Jack tried to squeeze out the rising panic and recall facts; a lesson with his geography teacher back home.

         A glacier is a river of ice, flowing slowly down the mountain … 

         Ice can stay in a glacier for more than a thousand years … Pressure compacts the ice and turns it blue …

         Then they rounded another bend and Jack stumbled to a stop, caught his breath. There was the glacier, stretching up the mountain and out of sight.

         It wasn’t the first time Jack had seen the Isdal glacier, but it was more spectacular than he remembered. It was the angle of the sun maybe; the way the pale light was seeping over it, making the gashed sheet glow silver and sapphire. 24

         Skuli turned to him, beaming, and Jack forced a smile in return. He felt the glacier towering over him as they approached; the immenseness of it. They were right up close to the frozen ridge now. Water thundered from the dirty hem of ice at its base. The streams flowed into the wide melt river that slicked away.

         The rope barrier that separated the path from the cliff lurched in the wind like a manic skipping rope. A metal sign had been driven into the rock: DANGER! There was a picture of a stick figure falling amid jagged tumbling shapes.

         Skuli dodged under the barrier and made his way towards the side of the main face, where the ice was buckled grey against the polished rock. He began to climb the high, jumbled pile of boulders, as if they were giant steps.

         Jack stayed at the bottom, cupping his hand to shout to Skuli. ‘What, we’re going on to the glacier?’

         ‘Yes. Come on!’ Skuli beckoned him impatiently. He stood waiting on a thin ledge of rock, his face pinched with cold.

         ‘You can’t be serious!’ He must be mad. You didn’t walk on glaciers. Not without the proper equipment; not without a guide. The same way you didn’t run across motorways. No way.

         ‘We won’t be on the actual glacier,’ called Skuli. ‘Not really. Anyway, I’ve been up here loads of times. It’s safe. 25Well, kind of.’

         Stop being feeble, Jack told himself. Rather sip cocoa with your granny, would you? Skuli says its OK. His dad does mountain rescue, so he should know, right? Don’t you want to find out where he found the arrowhead?

         He stepped slowly past the wooden danger sign with its falling stick figure. He eased himself under the twitching rope barrier and started to climb the rock slope.

         What’s the worst that can happen anyway? He smiled to himself grimly. You step on a crevasse hidden by a thin layer of ice and fall hundreds of metres to your gruesome death. Nothing much to worry about really.

         ‘Follow where I put my feet,’ Skuli called back. ‘Keep to the rock.’

         Then he was gone, dropping suddenly over the top of a slanting crest of ice.

         ‘Skuli?’ called Jack, his stomach turning over with fear. ‘Where are you?’

         Skuli’s face bobbed above the white slope, then disappeared again. Jack scrambled up the snowy incline after him.

         He found himself on a wide platform of granite jutting from the valley wall into the edge of the glacier. The flat area had been shielded from view from below by a bulge 26in the wall of rock. Skuli was crouched at the far side of the platform, and as Jack approached he saw what Skuli was staring at. An opening in the ice.

         Jack knelt beside him and looked in.

         The hole was maybe a metre across. Inside was a kind of tunnel with an ice slope slanted like a giant slide, out of sight. Skuli pointed to where footholds had already been gouged for climbing down. Jack saw the same sort of set-up used by rock climbers: a thick red rope along one side of the slope, the top end looped through a metal peg fixed in the granite.

         ‘I put the rope there,’ said Skuli. He got a head torch from his pocket and fixed it on. ‘I told you – I’ve been up here loads.’ He took another head torch out and handed it to Jack. ‘You’ll need this. Watch me first.’ Skuli held the rope with two hands and began to climb down.

         ‘Hang on!’

         But Skuli was already a way below him. His eyes glinted up at Jack from inside. One hand still holding the rope, he crouched against the ice wall, straightening one leg, and then the other so he was sitting. Then, with a slight sideways grin back at Jack, he let go of the rope and slid away out of sight. 27

         Jack gasped. The rope wobbled, limp. He twisted on his head torch and stared into the hole. There was no sign of Skuli. Jack’s chest squeezed tight. He must have fallen. Misjudged it. Maybe the ice gave way …

         ‘Come on!’ Skuli’s muffled voice echoed up.

         ‘The idiot!’ Jack muttered. He hesitated, then took hold of the rope. What am I doing? Breathing hard, he gripped the rope in both hands and pressed a foot into the first toe-hole.

         Hand over hand he climbed down. The gaps were well spaced and just the right size for the front of his foot to hinge into. Ice crystals reflected back the yellow beam of his head torch. He reached the place where Skuli had been sitting. He waited a few seconds to get his nerve, then took a breath and eased himself round, keeping his heels pressed tight into the footholds. Then he slowly straightened one leg …

         Jack looked down. Big mistake! He still couldn’t see the end of the ice tunnel, even with the torch beam shining right into it.

         ‘Skuli!’ 

         Troll Boy Skuli, a voice inside him taunted. Skuli Isaksen is half troll! That’s why he likes being under the ground …
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