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For my beloved sister, Line
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With blood on her thorns she must creep through the wall.

When the last hope is lost, a Twistrose is called.
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CHAPTER ONE




The grave that Lin had made for her friend could not be touched by wind. Above, the dripping rosebush flailed, scratching its thorns at the wall. But the whittled cross of twigs and string did not so much as shiver. Instead a lick of rime had crept up to cover the wood with white. Later, Lin Rosenquist would remember this as a sign, the first.

Perhaps she might have caught it then, if she hadn’t been too busy watching the storm. It came from the north and roared up the river, wrenching through the cobbled streets of Oldtown, pulling dusk down between the wooden houses in the early afternoon. Lin stood by Mrs. Ichalar’s flower bed, with her hand in her pocket, grinning to herself. At last, a storm that showed some promise! She crouched down to whisper to the cross, “See you later, little one.”

The front door groaned when she opened it. The house her parents rented from Mrs. Ichalar leaned out over the river, supported by tarred poles on one side. Like the other narrow houses crammed together along the bank, the whole building had been warped by centuries in the bitter mist. It smelled crooked, too. Whiffs of rotten wood and chemicals drifted from floor to floor to hide behind the curtains.

Lin hung her coat next to the grandfather clock in the hallway. A husky recording of gnarled voices and violins seeped out from the kitchen. Her mother was working in there.

“Lindelin, is that you at last?” The music stopped and Anne Rosenquist appeared in the doorway. At the sight of Lin’s drenched coat, her face clouded over with concern. “Have you been standing by the rosebush again? In this weather?”

“I’m not that wet,” Lin lied as she squelched out of her boots. “I just need to go upstairs and …”

“Don’t go up just yet,” her mother said quickly. “I’ve made rice pudding, your favourite.”

Dessert before dinner. That was ominous.

Lin followed her into the kitchen that also doubled as a study. Her mother collected old songs that would otherwise have died with the last people who knew them. In August, she had unexpectedly been offered a teaching position at the university. It meant that she could pass them on, all those theories on broken knights and bergfolk. But it also meant that the Rosenquists had to leave Summerhill, the farm where Lin had lived for all her eleven years, where the fields smelled of freshly turned soil and the mountains hugged the stars between their peaks.

“What a nasty squall.” Her mother shoved aside some notebooks to make room for the fluffy pudding and raspberry sauce. The rice cream recipe was ancient, too, a Summerhill tradition with chopped sugared almonds sprinkled on top. “There could be snow at the end of it, though,” her mother added. “Wouldn’t you like that?”

Lin did like snow, though she wasn’t sure what good it would do here. At home, she and her best friend, Niklas, would have snowball fights until their fingers were numb and blue, and they would have to warm them on Grandma Alma’s giant cups of hot chocolate. And when dusk crept down the mountain slopes, they would make snow lights, little igloos with candles inside, that sent flickering beams up the frozen stream. “The better to ward off the enemy,” Niklas would laugh, and Lin would laugh as well, scanning the forest edge for eyes.

“I’m afraid there’ll be no snow for you just yet, Miss Rosenquist.” Her father came sauntering into the kitchen, sat down at the table, and dug the serving spoon into the rice cream. “It will rain for another week at least.”

“Surely not a whole week,” her mother said, but of course she knew better. Harald Rosenquist owned a rain gauge, four thermometres, and no less than three barometres in well-polished frames. He kept temperature records and checked the forecast several times a day. So if he said it would rain for another week, it would.

“I heard one of your songs today, Lin,” her mother said, and hummed brightly as she heaped pudding into a bowl.

Lin knew the tune, it was the one with the hair. She was named for her mother’s greatest discovery, the ballads of fair Lindelin, who grew enchanted apples, and rescued princes, and spun her locks into gold. My daughter deserves to be the hero of a song, her mother liked to say. But her mother didn’t have to spend the first weeks at a new school explaining why her name was so strange. Picking up her spoon, Lin said, “It’s not exactly my song, Mum. And my hair is the opposite of gold.”

“Remember what I told you about reading songs? Gold doesn’t always mean gold.” Her mother’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Your father and I have some exciting news to share. My class is full for next term already. They want me to stay, at least until next summer.” She saw Lin’s face and amended it to, “Only until next summer. Another year at the most.”

Another year in Mrs. Ichalar’s skeleton-legged house. Lin put her spoon down. It clattered against the table.

After a brief silence, her father cleared his throat. “You know what? I think it’s time for a riddle.” It was their little ritual, one Lin used to love when she was younger. Every night, over tea and sweet buns in the Morello House kitchen, she would decipher badly worded poems and pore over treasure maps or quizzes until she came up with the right answer. “Are you ready?” He winked at her. “How do you spell deadly mousetrap with only three letters?”

“Harald!” Her mother’s face went white. “Don’t …”

“What? It’s too easy?”

Lin’s hand went to the left pocket of her cardigan. With one half of his head filled with novel writing and the other half with pudding, her father had forgotten about Rufus. But she didn’t feel like talking about it, so she answered, “C—A—T.”

“Perfect,” her father laughed. “One point to Miss Rosenquist!”

“If you’d like, we could go to the museum again on Saturday,” her mother said. “Or the library? Or the cathedral? And I could make you peppernut cookies! They’re your favourite, right? You know, they match your …”

“My eyes, I know.” Lin pushed her chair back. “Actually, I am soaked through. I’ll go change.” Her parents began to speak in soft voices as soon as she left the room.

On her way up the stairs, she skipped the squeaky steps. She liked to move silently in this house, so the grandfather clocks and hulking furniture wouldn’t hear her coming. The bureau on the second-floor landing seemed especially malevolent. Lin always stopped in front of it, to prove she wasn’t scared. Her mother had noticed and dressed it up with a lace runner and two of Lin’s favourite photos.

The first photo, Summerhill viewed from the mountains. It seemed so small from afar, just a patchwork of meadows and potato fields stitched around a barn, an ancient elm tree, and the two houses. Niklas lived with his grandmother and uncle in the long, white main house with many shadowy rooms in a row, too many for such a small family, Grandma Alma always said. Therefore she had invited the Rosenquists to live in the red house in the morello garden, so Anne could work on her song collection, and Harald could work on his novels, and Lin could climb straight from her bedroom window into the sweet cherry tree, to work on her pit spitting with Niklas.

The second photo, Lin and her father sitting on the slopes of Buttertop. He was smiling, completely unaware that he was being tricked, and Lin was frowning, keeping both her lips and her left pocket pressed tight around her secret.

Rufus.

She had just found him when that photo was taken. He had been lying in the heather, not far from the entrance to a burrow. His left leg had been bleeding, and he was panting so hard his rust-coloured back and grey flanks trembled. A mouse pup, Lin had thought, and though she knew she should call to her father so he could put the little thing out of its misery, she had instead lifted the mouse gently and put him in her pocket. Back in her room, she had fed him bread crumbs and cheese rinds and watched his wound heal. But it hadn’t taken Harald Rosenquist long to sniff out the secret.

“You do realise, Miss Rosenquist,” he had said in his most serious lecturing tone, “this mouse is not a pet. In fact, it’s not even a mouse, but a Myodes rufocanus, a redback vole. It belongs in the wild, not in a child’s room. You cannot possibly keep it.”

In the end it was her parents who had to realise that Lin would not give up Rufus. They had insisted on a cage, and Lin had agreed, and even kept the cage by her bed. But Rufus had never lived there. He lived in her cardigan, her favourite blue one that Grandma Alma had knitted, where he nestled in the left pocket and chewed the tassels of the drawstring in the collar. Out in the woods, he rode on her shoulder, whiskers wide and claws dug deep. On the farm, he kept out of view from everyone except Niklas, and he had a special knack for scrambling into her sleeve two seconds before her father crossed the yard. In the city, Rufus had been her only friend, her only tie to home. He had slept curled up on her pillow, and when she scratched him, he had leaned against her fingers to say he understood.

But as the trees shed their leaves and the afternoons grew dim, Rufus had changed. He stopped sneaking off on nightly expeditions, and he no longer raided Lin’s plate for cheese. Once, he had tumbled from her shoulder and fallen hard to the floor, and after that he kept to her pocket, even when they were alone. One crisp Tuesday five weeks ago, there was no brush of whiskers on her cheek in the morning. Rufus had quietly crept into his cage to sleep, and there was nothing Lin could do to wake him.

She had buried the shoe box under the rosebush because that happened to be the sole patch of uncobbled ground on the street, and she had spent so many afternoons there that her parents had taken to hovering like moons in the kitchen window. “Would you like to have someone over?” they had asked, all chipper and hopeful, as if it were that simple. “Someone from school, perhaps?”

Lin shut the door to her attic room. She went straight to her closet, which she kept so messy no one else would bother to go near it. Her trap, the paper clip on the handle, had not been sprung. Under her worn hiking trousers, she found the thing that had lured her away from Rufus’s grave.

The troll-hunting casket.

She pulled the carved box out on the floor and checked the contents: A magnifying glass, to make sunbeams strong enough to cut through bark-and-sap armour. A roll of maps that she had drawn, with marks for all three precious oak trees. And a small jar of carefully gathered acorns, the only weapon that would kill a troll outright.

It had all begun with a jar like this, the one she and Niklas had found among Grandma Alma’s old fishing gear in the Summerhill loft. The faded label had said TROLL’S BANE. From that seed, the troll hunt had grown, game by delicious game, into the Summerhill woods and all the way up to the Trollheim Mountains.

Lin unscrewed the lid, letting out an acrid puff of air. It was her special concoction. Since bright sunlight turned trolls to stone, and since sunburns and nettle welts were much the same, curing the acorns in a brew of nettles and sour leaf made them even more lethal. But she didn’t take any. The acorns were for Summerhill trolls, wood trolls who slept under rock and sniffed under trees. Oldtown trolls lived in sewers and slime, so the acorns would not work on them. Their bane would be different, something that could be found naturally in the area, something very rare. She just hadn’t figured out what it was yet.

She riffled through the map rolls. There were six of them, all drawn after her father had sent Lin and Niklas out to add details to a map of the Summerhill woods. He had needed it as research for his novel. But ever since, Lin had created her own maps for the troll hunt, with legends for sightings and lairs. She picked out her work in progress – a map of Oldtown – and put the casket back into the wardrobe.

Her cardigan had damp stripes along the shoulders, but she pulled it back on over dry pyjamas, tied the drawstring, and climbed onto the windowsill. Lin rolled out the map, turning it so it fit her view. She had pencilled in a few potential lairs, but there were no marks for sightings, because in the three months since they had moved to the city, she had not seen a single troll. But now there was a storm, a terrific one. That always brought the enemy out, to roar back at the wind.

Lin leaned close to the window, peering through the sharp raindrops that pelted the glass.

“Come on,” she whispered. “I’m ready.”

At the end of the street, by the foot of the bridge, there were two flashes.

Lin sat up hard, squinting toward the red pillars. It must have been a coincidence, a bicycle light cut in half by the bridge post or reflected in a sign. But no. There it was again, two blinks in quick succession, this time in the window of the closed coffee shop across the street.

In the troll hunt, this was the fastest and easiest of signals, because it was also the most desperate: Danger. Trolls nearby.

She pressed her brow to the pane, holding her breath so it wouldn’t cloud the glass. Did something stir in the violent sheets of rain, a billow of cloth, a flitting shape against the cobblestones? The third signal appeared where Lin could only see its halo. Right below her, on Mrs. Ichalar’s steps.

Lin pushed herself off the windowsill, stuck her feet in her slippers, and raced for the stairs. Summerhill was a long and expensive bus ride away, and in his last letter, Niklas had written nothing about coming here. Yet he must have, because only he knew that signal.

She hadn’t reached further than the second-floor bureau when she heard the mail slot creak and clack. And as she rushed down the remaining steps, she got her first glimpse of it, a small, flat parcel, lying facedown on Mrs. Ichalar’s musty doormat.

The slap of wet wind met her when she tore the door open. She looked up the street and down the street. It was deserted. “Niklas!” she called. “I know you’re there!” But he was not done with his game, it seemed, because he didn’t emerge from the murk. A square of wan light illuminated Rufus’s grave, making it glitter. The thin layer of frost covered almost the whole flower bed now. It must be getting colder after all.

Shivering, Lin retreated into the hallway to examine the parcel. The rough paper was the colour of a broken mountainside, and bound in sodden string. She turned it over, and a chill hand caught her heart.

Niklas could not have sent her this parcel. No one could.

On the front, there was no stamp and no address. Only a single word, written not by pen or pencil, but scratched into the wet paper with the sharp tip of a knife.

“Twistrose.”
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CHAPTER TWO





The grandfather clocks struck the half hour, one by one and out of rhythm. The third-floor bedroom one first, the upstairs bathroom one second, and the hallway one last as always, after a grudging effort of whispers and clicks.

Lin’s hands trembled as she held the parcel under the brown silk lampshade. She had thought the letters would shift in the light, that her eyes would adjust and the mistake would be corrected. Yet no matter how hard she stared at the scratched word, it did not change.

The parcel felt heavier than it looked. When she shook it, something jangly slid from side to side within. She paused to listen. In the kitchen, the violins had resumed their yammering, and from the second floor came the faint din of a TV audience that meant her father had stopped writing to call out the answers to a quiz show.

She ripped the paper and emptied the parcel into her hand.

Out tumbled two keys. One was grimy and had an orange plastic tag that said CELLAR. The other was large, as large as the length of her hand, and blackened, as if it had grown from ashes and dirt. Its head was fashioned as a petal, and the stem was that of a rose, with three curved, sharp thorns. Engraved across the petal, there it was again: TWISTROSE.

In the troll hunt, they always used code names. For years Niklas had been Summerknight and Lin had been Nettle, because of her special nettle brew. But for the Oldtown hunt, she had taken a new one, inspired by the rosebush over Rufus’s grave.

One day, she had noticed how it hooked its thorns into the paint of the facade, stretching its branches toward the sky. It reminded her of the junipers that clung to the Trollheim Mountains with their twisted roots; they never let go no matter how cruel the wind blew. And that’s when she had thought of it – the perfect code name for a troll hunter who was exiled for the moment, but not forever: Twistrose.

Lin had wanted to wait till their next game to share it with Niklas, so she hadn’t said a thing about it. Not to Niklas, not to anyone.

“So, Miss Rosenquist, what have you got there?”

Lin whipped around, shoving both the folded paper and the keys in her pockets. How very like her father to know about the squeaky steps. He had his quizzy face on, the lifted-chin one he wore when his curiosity had set in, and she knew she wouldn’t get away with lying. “A parcel,” she said. “But it’s for me.”

He tilted his head. “From a friend?”

Which was of course an excellent question. With the troll-hunter signal, whoever had delivered the parcel had made sure Lin would be the one to find it. And the name Twistrose could only mean that it was for her, and her alone. But for what purpose? Shrugging as casually as she could, Lin said, “I don’t know yet.”

The quizzy face softened. “A little mystery. I see. Miss Rosenquist, you may carry on.” He patted the arm of her still-dripping coat before he started back up the stairs. “But if your mystery takes you out into the storm, I know I can trust you to dress for the part.”

Only when she heard him shout “What is the Arctic Circle!” from the living room, dared Lin bring the keys out from hiding. Moving deeper into the hallway, she ignored her coat, because she had no intention of going outside of the house. She was going under it.

The cellar door at the end of the hallway had remained locked since they moved in, despite her father’s attempts at wringing the key out of Mrs. Ichalar. All sorts of trouble could be brewing down there, he had argued, fires and floods and rodent invasions. Mrs. Ichalar had claimed that she couldn’t find the key, and that she needed the storage space for her little hobby, now that she lived in a retirement home. “What sort of hobby?” her father had asked, but for once, his questions got him nowhere. Lin smiled. If Harald Rosenquist knew that his daughter’s “little mystery” involved the cellar key, there would be no stopping him. But he didn’t know.

She turned the cellar key in its lock and opened the door slowly. Dank air oozed up from below, thick with rot and chemicals. All she could make out was a dented flashlight on the wall, and three tapering steps dissolving into black. She picked the flashlight off its peg, turned it on, and closed the door behind her, muffling the violins.

Below, she could hear the river mumbling by, gusting chilly air up the stairwell. The draft was so cold that Lin’s breath made frost clouds. With a shudder she followed the dust-speckled beam down the stairs. At the landing, the light fell on an animal skull on the banister. It had cracked teeth and large, tilted eye sockets. Lin hesitated for a moment. What sort of old lady would nail skulls to her banisters? But she pressed on, and when she reached the final step and learned the truth about their landlady’s “little hobby”, it all made sense.

She was watched by a hundred eyes.

Among the usual clutter of boxes and crates, there were animals everywhere. Cats curled up on barrels, ferrets peeking out between mildewed coats, and falcons strung up under the crossbeams of the ceiling. They were all positioned to glower at Lin with their glass bead eyes, and they were all dead.

Mrs. Ichalar was a taxidermist.

The old woman’s workbench stood right next to the stairs, cluttered with hooks and scoops and bone cutters, and several bottles of a clear liquid that might explain the chemical smell. Lin took a deep, icy breath, annoyed at how hard she was shivering. A troll hunter did not back away at a little creepiness! Taxidermied animals looked grisly, but they couldn’t hurt her. “Calm down,” she whispered to herself. “And bring your brain to the party!” That’s what her father always said if she got impatient with a riddle, and he was right. She would not solve the mystery if she didn’t keep her head clear.

With both hands on the flashlight, she looked again, more carefully, letting the beam rove around the room. There had to be a reason why the two keys had arrived together. One to unlock the cellar door, and the other …

The flashlight beam found the back of the cellar. It was overgrown with pale, wet, ghostly roots. They had broken through near the ceiling and crawled down the wall in a tangled mass, crumbling the mortar and splitting the bricks. In the centre of the wall, the roots shied away to make an open circle, and in that naked patch, two fissures met and formed an oddly shaped crack. Lin could swear it resembled a keyhole.

She had of course expected to find the keyhole in a door, or a cupboard, or a painted chest. But gold didn’t always mean gold. At least the strange crack deserved a closer look. She crossed the rough floorboards, where the river showed through between the gaps. All the boxes that had been stacked in the back lay toppled on the floor, pushed away by the roots. Lin shoved them aside so she could see the entire shrub.

The roots were not pale and wet after all, they were coated in rime. Lin frowned up at the holes, to where the roots had broken through the bricks. If her mapping skills did not deceive her, this wall lay directly beneath the front door—and the rosebush outside. For the first time that evening, it occurred to Lin to wonder why Mrs. Ichalar’s flower bed was covered with frost.

The cold seemed to radiate from the bare, circular patch. Lin leaned forward to study it. Yes. Her first impression had been right: The oddly shaped crack definitely looked like a large, ragged keyhole. One point to Miss Rosenquist! She lifted the Twistrose key for measure.

The roots stirred.

Lin gave a cry and lurched backward, stumbling over a crate, pricking her finger on the thorns of the key. A single bead of blood pushed out. She sucked at it, staring hard at the wall. Roots couldn’t stir, could they? It may have seemed like they had reached for her, but there had to be some other explanation. Maybe the storm? Maybe it rattled the rosebush hard enough for the tremors to reach all the way below ground? She got to her feet and raised the key again, waving it back and forth in front of the shrub from a safe distance. Nothing.

She cast a look behind her, toward the mounted animals and the banister with its sad skull. If she wanted, she could walk back up the stairs. She could tell her father about the cellar key and Mrs. Ichalar’s hobby and the curious rose infestation. But then the key would be confiscated and the mystery – the whole adventure – would be over.

A faint snatch of music murmured in her ear. It must have come from the kitchen above, except it wasn’t the usual hoarse violins, but a sweet, soft humming that made her think of Summerhill, and deep woods, and secret maps. Lin’s throat clenched. She did not want the adventure to end, not yet. Before she had time to reconsider, she pressed her lips together, stepped forward, and thrust the Twistrose key into the wall.

It fit perfectly in the crack. As she turned it, there was no click, but she felt something slide into place in there. No. Dislocate was a better word, like something had been pried apart that was never meant to be separated. Freezing air poured against her fingers, along with a flicker of blue, shimmering light.

Whatever lay on the other side of this wall, it was not the riverbank.

Fear came crashing into her body with painful thumps. She wanted to turn and run, but all of a sudden, the spindly roots shot out and grasped her, winding hard around her arms, wresting the flashlight from her hand. The bricks split apart with a tremendous crack. A torrent of icy air rushed out to meet her. The roots tightened, pulling her toward the opening, but Lin was too astounded by the sight beyond the wall to put up much of a fight.

There was no cellar, and no riverbank, either. Instead she looked out on a desolate, frozen mountain valley, where winter twilight painted the snow blue, and stern peaks rose into the sky. A creature crouched in the snow before her, facing away, but so close that she could smell it: a musky scent. Now it turned toward her. Lin watched helplessly as an elongated face came into view. Two needlelike teeth glinted in its mouth, and a pair of liquid, black eyes stared back at her.

Then the creature darted forward. With a fast, clawed grip it pulled Lin free of the roots and into its pungent embrace.
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CHAPTER THREE





The wind died down, and a creaking cold took its place. Lin’s face was buried in thick, silky fur. She couldn’t move, for the creature was strong, and it squeezed her so tight that her slippers dangled in the air. Nevertheless, Lin felt the panic that had gripped her flowing out of her limbs, breath by breath. It was the smell, so strange, and yet so very familiar. Now that she was wrapped in it, she found that the musk was laced with other scents: nutmeg and sweet hay and woodsmoke. But she flinched again when the creature suddenly spoke.

“You’re here,” it breathed into her cardigan, sounding half-choked. “I was beginning to fear you weren’t coming!”

The embrace unravelled and Lin was dropped into knee-deep snow. She tried to step back, but the creature grabbed her shoulders. It was a rodent, five feet tall, with whiskers that brushed against her cheeks. The creature studied her so intently, it felt like she was about to plunge into its inky eyes. They sat high up on a tapering face that ended in a brown snout.

It was a face she had seen a thousand times.

Rufus.

Apart from the size and the long, green scarf around his neck, it looked exactly like him: the rusty stripe along the back and the soft, grey flanks; the round ears, so thin and delicate the twilight shone through them. A gigantic redback vole.

With trembling hands Lin reached up and touched the scruff under his chin. It was dense and glossy, the coat of a young, healthy animal. She buried her fingers deep, and he leaned gently against her hand.

“Little one?” she whispered.

“Hardly,” he replied, drawing his cleft upper lip outward so it revealed the long front teeth in a smile. “I’m as tall as you now. Taller, if you count this!” He swished his tail forward in a dashing arch and held it up for Lin to see. It was as thick as her wrist.

“You should be glad I still have this,” Rufus continued. “I’ve been waiting for hours. Do you have any idea how long that is here? I could have frozen my tail …”

Lin interrupted him with another hug. She felt so light-headed her thoughts were all jumbled. “Rufus! How? I mean, you’re so … You’re so …”

“Handsome?” He grinned. “Eloquent? Alive?”

“Yes!” Lin laughed. “All of those! And where …?” She turned in a circle. There was nothing left of the wind but a wavy ridge in the snow. Rufus’s footprints led to the entrance of a small burrow, where the last embers of a campfire were winking out next to a little backpack. Lin’s own footprints appeared out of nowhere, and the wall and the grasping roots were gone. “Where’s Mrs. Ichalar’s cellar?”

“Gone, and good riddance. I went down there once, you know. A cellar full of skinned and mounted animals! No wonder the place smells cruel!” Quickly, Rufus got down on all fours and kicked a flurry of snow over the sputtering campfire. Then he grabbed his backpack and rose up on his hind legs. “Come on. I cannot wait to show you this.”

He guided her up a short slope, appearing perfectly comfortable to be walking on two legs. Lin trudged through the snow as best she could, struggling to keep her slippers on. She nearly lost her footing altogether when the crest of the slope fell away before their feet.

They were standing on the lip of a deep valley of hillocks and forest-clad slopes. Snow lay draped on the hillsides like a glittering mantle. A naked, frozen river ran along the bottom like a steel ribbon, and at the end of the ribbon twinkled the lights of a town enclosed by snow-laden trees on three sides and a lake of blue ice on the fourth.

The town was surrounded in a warm glow. Lin could make out a host of small spires, a soaring, slender tower in the middle of the town, and a white palace with a single dome. No snowy valley Lin had ever seen had boasted towers and domes like that.

Yet it was the sky that truly confounded her. Its colours were that of winter dusk, soft blue with golden, bleeding edges that told of a sunset beyond the mountains. Above the towering peaks at the end of the vale hung a most extraordinary light, streaking across the sky like a comet or a suspended shooting star. A halo of curved blades churned around its head, and its tail danced like northern lights.

Lin put her hand on Rufus’s arm, quite lost for words.

“The Sylver Valley. Quite something, isn’t it?” Rufus flashed his cleft smile again. “I watched the star rise from my camp. It’s a rare phenomenon called the Wanderer, and there’s this grand feast to celebrate it tonight. The bells tolled the third hour right before you arrived, so we need to hurry, or …”

In the distance sounded a long, shivering wail. Lin felt Rufus’s fur rise under her fingers, and she gripped it hard. She could only think of one creature that would howl like that. “Wolves!”

“Not wolves.” There was a new note in Rufus’s voice, hushed and tense. “I’ve been hearing them ever since the Wanderer rose. They’re somewhere deep in the mountains, but they’re coming closer. And I can’t help but wonder if it’s got something to do with your coming here.” He scanned the peaks behind them, whiskers wide. Abruptly, he pulled his backpack on and turned sharply to the right. “We have to go.”

He set off along the ridge at a brisk near-run, and Lin stumbled after him. Her slippers were starting to freeze around her toes, and her pyjamas were weighed down by chunks of snow that clung to the fabric. She glanced back at the remains of the campsite. How was she supposed to go home? And what could be worse than wolves? “Rufus!” she called after him. “What do you mean, it has something to do with me?”

Rufus didn’t slow down. Though he dragged his bad leg slightly, he moved fast enough for the air to sting in Lin’s lungs. “I’m not sure,” he said over his shoulder. “I don’t know any details, because they never let me in on secrets like that. But I’ve seen the statues and heard the stories, so I know it’s something big.” He leaped smoothly over a shallow depression in the snow. Dips like that looked innocent, but Lin knew from skiing trips with her father that they sometimes hid cracks in the mountainside. If you weren’t careful, you could break your leg, or worse. She slowed down to measure her jump. Rufus turned back to catch her. “Watch that. I almost fell in the last time. This is where I arrived, too. I never had a key or a fancy gate, though. One moment I was lying in the cage, listening to your breathing. The next I was standing here on this ridge.”

Now Lin’s throat really hurt. “I’m so sorry …”

Rufus gave a little shrug as he tugged her along, leading her toward a small, dark rumple in the landscape. “It wasn’t so frightening, really. I felt light afterward, like a strap had loosened around my chest, and lucid, like a fog had cleared in my head. I had awakened. I didn’t know what to call it then, but I had changed into a Petling.”

“Pet … ling?” Lin panted. This fast wading through knee-deep snow wore her out quickly.

“That’s right. Nearly everyone who lives here in Sylver was once the favourite pet of a human child, so we call ourselves Petlings. Except the Wilders. Their ways are a little different. You’ll see for yourself when we get into town.”

Lin’s head spun with questions, but she was too winded to ask any more, so she just squeezed Rufus’s hand to let him know she had missed him, too. Rufus gave her a sideways look, and finally eased his pace a little. “I know that face,” he said. “I promise you’ll have more answers soon. But we really have to get back to Sylveros before darkness falls. It’s not just those howls. Teodor has been expecting us for hours, and he doesn’t like waiting. Which is why I brought you here.”

He let go of her hand. They had reached the dark rumple, which turned out to be a juniper thicket clinging to the ridge under a snowdrift. Lin leaned on her knees to catch her breath while Rufus searched around beneath the prickly branches.

“Ow, this stuff gets into your fur.” Soon he emerged again with a coil of dark blue rope in his mouth. “I found this the last time I was here. Help me get it out.”

He dug his legs in and pulled. Rodents were strong; Lin’s father had taught her. It was mostly their size that had them at a disadvantage from natural enemies such as foxes, owls, and lynxes. So Lin was not surprised when Rufus didn’t need her help at all. In a shower of broken twigs and juniper needles, he pulled it free: the biggest sled Lin had ever seen.

Rufus walked around the sled, whistling between his teeth. “Well, aren’t you a beauty!” And it was. It had a low seat of flawless, burnished wood and cast-iron runners that curled up into extravagant spirals at both ends. The blue rope was fastened to a silvered crossbar at the front of the sled, and there was even a little lantern. Beautiful, yes, but Lin knew at once they would never be able to use it. The left runner was broken, snapped off at the front.

“Too bad,” she said. “We won’t make it down the hill with a runner like that.”

“True.” Rufus opened his backpack. “But I’ve come prepared. I had actually planned on coming back here anyway. I couldn’t bear the thought of this wonderful thing being left to rust just because it’s a little damaged. So I had this crafted.”

He lifted out a piece of metal, curled into a spiral at one end, and hollow at the other end. A spare tip. “Come on, my friend.” Rufus hunched down to wiggle the tip into place. “It’s not as lovely as the original, but take it from an expert: any leg is better than no leg.”

The spare part slid on as if it had been made to measure. Rufus gave a little cry of triumph. But his enthusiasm paled some as they hauled the sled to the edge of the hill.

“It’s a little steep,” he muttered, chewing the tassels on his scarf. “But it took me ages to get down from this hill on foot, and Teodor did say ‘with all possible speed’. Besides, you’ve done this plenty of times, right?”

Lin peered down into the valley. It was true that she had done a lot of sledding, and that the slopes behind Summerhill were not for the faint of heart. But this was no slope. It was an almost sheer drop that levelled out only as it disappeared under the eaves of the forest far below. Even Niklas wouldn’t be so reckless.

And yet Lin found herself climbing up behind Rufus, locking her arms around his waist, holding on to the reins. Snow creaked like fiddle bows under the runners as they hung over the lip of the cliff, but Lin wasn’t afraid. She even leaned out to see better, because she had this calming notion that they wouldn’t race down the hill at all, but float serenely off toward the suspended shooting star until she woke up from this strange and wonderful dream. And if not, the fall would surely do the job.

Rufus shivered in front of her, but if he was scared, he pretended not to be. “All right,” he said, leaning forward. “Let’s go find Teodor!”

They plunged into a wild, rattling stoop that kicked Lin’s guts up into her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the jolt to shake her awake. But it didn’t. Instead the jolts kept coming. The hillside rushed at them so fast and the sled bucked so violently that it was impossible to know up from down. Spurts of snow whirled into Lin’s face.

She withdrew behind Rufus and opened her eyes. A wide, blurry shadow grew before them. They were going to hit the tree line at full speed.

When the forest swallowed them, branches whipped at their backs and twigs caught in Lin’s hair. Yet the sled lurched between the trunks in a series of miraculous escapes, until they slipped past a great oak tree and into a clearing in the forest.

The sled headed straight for a giant tree stump that stuck up from the snow. No, not a tree stump, but a well of dark stones, with a broken lid that had slid off to one side. There was no bucket, just a frayed rope, which dangled from the tarred crossbeam like a gallows rope. Lin bunched her fists in Rufus’s fur, waiting for the crash, hoping that she wouldn’t break any fingers or legs.

But right before they slammed into the well, the sled must have jumped a ramp of snow, because suddenly they were in the air. Lin lost her grip on the reins and flew off the sled. She landed face-first in a small drift that cushioned her fall. Her head rang with a weird humming, but otherwise she was unhurt.

“Rufus!” she said, getting up on her knees. “Are you all right?”

Rufus didn’t answer. He was already standing upright, mouth slack and whiskers spread, turned toward the cottage in the middle of the clearing. It was no larger than the old woodshed at the bottom of the Summerhill fields, with a sagging turf roof under a white blanket.

“The Winnower,” Rufus said. “But Sylver is protected. It’s safe. It just can’t be true!”

“What?” Lin searched the cottage for signs of danger. The timber logs glittered with rime, and so did the ramshackle porch that jutted out from the left corner. No smoke rose from the chimney, and the crude windows were dark. And yet she felt someone was in there, whispering to them.

A door grated around the corner.

Rufus turned toward her. Thin sickles of white showed at the edges of his eyes, and his voice was a broken squeak.

“Run!”
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CHAPTER FOUR





Rufus threw himself down on all fours and bolted for the trees across the clearing. Creaking footsteps sounded on the porch. They were coming closer.

But Lin’s legs wouldn’t move. The joints seemed to have frozen, and her feet were much too cold to lift. Before she could run anywhere, she stumbled and fell. Lying flat out in the snow, she looked over her shoulder and back at the cottage.

On the porch stood a crooked and hooded shape, black against the sparkling snow. It lifted its arm. Deep within the hood there was a high-pitched crowing.

Lin wanted to get up, but all strength had abandoned her. Why couldn’t she just wake up? She lowered her face into the snow.

The cold dunk didn’t wake her, but it brought Lin’s legs back to life. She gathered them under her and tore into a run, making her way across the clearing to Rufus, who waited for her at the edge of the woods. Under the shelter of the trees, the snow was shallower. Soon they were galloping like spooked horses, dodging branches and trunks, racing across cone scatterings and animal tracks until they struck a path.

Only then did Lin realise that one of her feet was bare. At some point during the frantic escape, she had lost a slipper, and now she was bleeding from a cut on the sole. She hobbled over to a tree stump and sat down.

Rufus doubled back to sniff her foot.

“A bad cut,” he said, wrinkling his snout. “We’ll get someone to fix it, but we have to get into town first. I think this is the old path to Tinklegrove. If I remember the maps correctly, the road should be just across this ridge. Can you make it?”

Lin stood up again and put her weight on the injured foot. The cut didn’t smart. Rather, it felt like standing on a lump of ice. “I think so.”

“Come on.” Rufus offered her his arm. “Lean on me.”

They left the path and headed up a rough little hill. It was slow and painful going. The mountains were hidden by a dense latticework of boughs, and only a faint blue light trickled through to twinkle in Rufus’s eyes as he urged her on. Behind them, the woods were silent. No creaking snow, no snapping twigs, and most importantly: no eerie, high-pitched crowing.

“Who was that? Did you see him?” Lin’s voice came out very small.

“I saw him,” Rufus said, bending back a rowan branch. “Or rather, it. I still can’t fathom that it was actually there, though. The Winnower’s Well is a tall tale, a legend they scare freshers with at the Burning Bird when they’re all new and skittish. It’s not supposed to be true.”

He lifted Lin over a fallen branch, and as he continued, he lowered his voice.
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