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For N, & my brother John,
the brave ones
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Chapter One

The House in Eldbjørn Forest

It was a winter they would tell tales about. A winter
that arrived so sudden and sharp it stuck birds to
branches, and caught the rivers in such a frost their

spray froze and scattered down like clouded crystals on
the stilled water. A winter that came, and never left.

Three years passed, then five. People spoke of curses
and offered up prayers and promises. They blamed
mages, their neighbours, the jarls who ruled their villages
and towns. But blame didn’t break the winter, and soon
no one could remember warmth except from fire, or
green apart from the silvery hue of the fir trees.

Carts were abandoned in favour of sleighs, fine horses
lost their worth until they were all traded for mountain
ponies or mewling husky pups, or other animals that
knew snow. Bears sank into perpetual hibernation,
wolves slunk into the shadows of the vast forest. Some
folk moved from their frozen land, but most stayed and,
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as people do, changed to fit their changed world.
They changed their stories too. Gone were tellings of 

honey and plenty: tales became warnings, sharp as bee 
stings. The fire-geese who bore the sun on their backs in 
summer became ice-swans who nip at exposed fingers 
and toes, snapping them clean off. The river nymphs 
became ice maidens who stalk the bottom of frozen 
lakes, waiting to pull wayward children under. Wistful 
voices spoke of magical islands where spring waited, of 
waterfalls of gold streaming into pools of sunlight, but 
always these places were beyond reach, just past the 
frozen horizon.

In the winter’s fifth year, its grip still tightening on the 
southern river towns and northern mountain cities, a 
whole new order of cold wove itself tight as a basket 
about the families that lived in the remotest parts of the 
land. And it was in a small house tucked in a narrow 
pocket of forest rimed with snow thigh-deep, that three 
sisters and their brother were having a disagreement over 
a cabbage.
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yet, but everything tells us it will be, soon enough! Oh, 
Hazel, this is why I’m still the President of the Detective 
Society, despite all that business in Hong Kong.’

Daisy really is still quite cross about Hong Kong.
Of course, as soon as she mentioned the well, I 

realized she was correct. I felt rather foolish not to have 
thought of it. Perhaps I am still not as good a detective 
as Daisy. Perhaps . . .

But then I remembered that Daisy and I are a 
brilliant detective double act because we notice different 
things. There are many things I have seen that Daisy 
never could   have –   it’s no good either of us trying to 
measure up to each other.

And I knew that I needed Daisy at that moment. We 
had come out into the low dark   under-  corridors of the 
Rue, stuffy and hot as I breathed in. Around us were the 
enormous hulking shapes of the theatre’s boilers and 
generators, spiderwebbed and casting jumpy shadows 
behind shadows as we turned the pocket torches we 
always carry on them. I reached out and seized Daisy’s 
hand.

‘It’s all right, Hazel,’ she murmured. ‘You know 
perfectly well that I shall kill anyone who tries to hurt 
either of us.’

I felt comforted.
At last we came to the dark doorway that led down 

into the well room. We had to turn, one by one, and 
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climb down a short ladder into the room itself. The 
rusting iron of it scratched my hands and left them 
stinging, and as I climbed I could feel the quiet space of 
the room at my back. It seemed to be waiting for me.

When we were both down, Daisy and I turned and 
played our torches around the crumbling stone walls of 
the room. There was nothing on them but a few unlit 
candles in sconces. Everything smelled of damp, and 
the walls breathed cold. I shuddered. On the floor we 
saw a few smudged footprints, and discarded cigarette 
butts that showed that people had been   here –  but we 
couldn’t tell who. And there was the covered well itself 
sitting in the middle of the room, dark and low down 
like something crouching.

Of course, Daisy went scampering up to the very lip 
of the well and pushed aside its wooden cover to peer 
down. She leaned out over it and I had to bite my tongue 
to stop myself calling out to her to be careful.

‘Nothing in here,’ said Daisy, her voice booming out 
hollowly. ‘Apart   from—  Oh look, some cigarette butts 
floating in the   water—’

‘Come away!’ I said at last, because she was leaning 
further and further down. ‘I don’t want to have to get 
you out!’

‘It would be terribly difficult,’ agreed Daisy, mercifully 
leaning back again and sitting down on the chilly stone 
floor. ‘In fact, I think that if I did fall in you would be 
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unlikely to get me out alive again. It’s very   narrow –  I 
should be stuck!’

‘Daisy!’ I cried. ‘Stand up and let’s go. I don’t want to 
be here any longer. There’s nothing to see.’

‘Suit yourself,’ said Daisy, rolling her eyes. ‘I like it 
here. It really would make the perfect place to commit 
a murder, wouldn’t it?’

‘NO!’ I said. ‘I hope we never come here again.’
But, as it turned out, Daisy was quite right. And we 

did come back, just a few days later.
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