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            For Niall,

who holds up the world

so I can create new ones.
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            One

         

         In summer the Bright and Breezy B&B lived up to its name. The rocky beach out front glimmered with tiny pools, falling gradually away to the golden curve of the sandy beach on the other side of Edge. The horizon was bookended by the glint of the lighthouse on one side and the craggy black face of the cliffs on the other. With only the wooden planks of the old boardwalk between its front door and the beach, the B&B offered views of the sparkling sea from almost every room. More importantly it also offered the best cooked breakfast in town.

         2In summer the B&B buzzed with families and holidaymakers, who travelled from the city to stretch out on the warm sand and breathe the fresh sea air. It became a living, breathing thing, crammed with battered suitcases and sandy babies and sunburnt noses.

         Freya liked living in the B&B with her Granny Kate in summer, liked sweeping floors and washing dishes to earn a bit of pocket money. Most of all she liked the travellers who came to the B&B with stories of far-off places and grand adventures. At twelve she had never been further than the neighbouring city. Even when her parents were alive, they’d lived only a few streets away. Visitors would smile warmly at her and tell her how lucky she was to live in such a beautiful place, what a picturesque life she must lead.

         “Yes,” she’d tell them, silently adding in summer.

         Freya loved Edge in summer, but it always felt like a trick. It was like a little kid in its Sunday best, sitting up straight and smiling angelically at the grown-ups. As the days started to shorten and the holidaymakers drifted back to the city, Freya 3knew a whole other Edge was on the way. The breeziness of the B&B turned frigid. The wind flew down narrow streets, rattling shutters and tweaking mischievously at noses and scarves. It whipped the sea into frenzied foam, coating the town in freezing sticky salt. Clouds sat heavy in the sky and some days it felt like the sun didn’t bother to rise at all. No one came to Edge in the off season.

         The transformation always made Freya uneasy. It felt like proof that even the loveliest things were hiding something dark and secret. Edge turned eerie and strange, full of looming silences and shadowy corners. And Freya’s imagination always seemed to fill those corners with something terrible. She wondered what the smiling tourists would make of Edge in February.

         She shivered despite the fire roaring in the grate beside her. She was perched at the reception desk of the B&B because it was the warmest place in the building. The sleety rain that had soaked her on the way home from school battered against the windows. Her coat was slung over the chair in front 4of the fire, steaming as it dried. She curled her toes further into the fluffy belly of Sir Lancelot, the B&B’s enormous orange cat.

         She swiped at her foggy glasses and tried to focus on the pile of maths homework in front of her. But her attention was snagged by the ticking of the clock on the desk. She’d been thinking about building an alarm clock but wasn’t sure how to go about it. She sneaked a look behind her to check that Granny Kate was nowhere to be seen, picked up the clock and popped off the back. The inside of the clock was alive with whirring cogs and wheels. Warmth spread through Freya all the way to her fingertips. It never failed to amaze her that something as simple as a clock could contain this whole world of moving parts. She sat very still, watching the pieces turn. She was so absorbed that she almost toppled clean off her chair when the door to the B&B was flung open.

         A tall dark shape filled the door, and Freya’s brain instinctively yelled, Monster! In February that seemed about as likely as a person  arriving. But as the figure stepped through the door and pulled it closed behind 5them, Freya saw that it was a person. A woman. She was tall and was wearing a long green coat that swished behind her as she moved. The hem was dark where it had dragged along the wet ground. The woman moved like a dancer, seemingly unbothered by the huge suitcase in her hand or the fact that she was soaked to the skin. She glided towards Freya, baring a mouthful of even white teeth as she approached the desk. The cold was coming off her in waves and goosebumps raced across Freya’s skin. Sir Lancelot wriggled out from under Freya’s feet and hopped up on to the desk to hiss at the stranger. Freya pushed him out of the way with difficulty.

         She almost asked “Are you lost?” but in the end settled for “Can I help you?”

         “Goodness me,” said the woman. “Receptionists are getting younger every day.”

         Freya placed a polite smile on her face. Why did grown-ups think that joke was funny?

         “My Granny Kate runs the place,” she said. “I’m Freya.”

         “Freya! What a beautiful name.”

         6“I guess.”

         She reached for the bell. The woman gestured at the pile of maths books on the desk. “That looks dreadful.”

         Freya shrugged. “I like maths.”

         “Oh. Then lucky you.”

         An awkward silence fell. Freya pressed the bell. From the next room there was the distinct sound of someone heaving themselves out of an armchair.

         “Freya, if I have to tell you one more time about playing with that bell –”

         Granny Kate stopped as she spotted the woman in front of the desk. Judging by the fact that her hair was pinned in pink rollers, she hadn’t been expecting anyone either. She pursed her lips and visibly decided to style it out. She drew herself up to her full height, which was still absolutely tiny. “Can I help you, dear?”

         “I was wondering if it would be possible to check in.”

         Freya’s head jerked up. “Here?”

         The woman laughed, the sound like a teaspoon tinkling in a cup. “Do people often arrive looking to 7check in elsewhere?”

         “Oh. No. They don’t often arrive looking to check in in February at all.”

         Granny Kate stepped pointedly in front of Freya. “What my granddaughter means to say is that you’re very welcome. I’m Kate Lawson and I run the B&B. And you’ve met Freya already. Can I take your name, please?”

         “Vivien Oleander.”

         Granny Kate pulled out the visitor book and started to take down Ms Oleander’s details. Freya took the opportunity to study her more closely. She was elegantly dressed despite the wild weather. Her hair was gathered and pinned on one side with an enamel clasp, spilling over her shoulder. Neat square fingernails drummed gently on the desk. She didn’t look much like their usual visitors.

         Freya glanced at Ms Oleander’s name in the visitor book, the only one on the page. She was their first guest of the year, and the first for quite some time before that. Freya knew that Granny Kate worried during the winter, when bills were high and there 8were no guests.

         She supposed she should make an effort. “Are you on your holidays then?”

         The woman’s smile stretched further. “Something like that.”

         “Something like that?”

         “Freya, hush,” said Granny Kate. “And how long are you planning to stay with us, Ms Oleander?”

         “Two weeks at least.”

         Freya frowned. “You don’t know how long you’re on your holidays for?”

         “Freya,” said Granny Kate, and there was an edge in her voice now, “would you throw another log on? The fire is looking a little low.”

         It wasn’t, and Freya opened her mouth to say so, but Granny Kate fixed her with a death stare. She sighed as loudly as she dared, which wasn’t very loudly, and slid round the desk. She watched as the woman slipped a bundle of crisp notes out of her purse and handed them across the desk to Granny Kate.

         Granny Kate counted them briskly and wrote out 9a receipt for two weeks’ stay. “Breakfast is served in the room to your right. You’re our only guest at the moment, so if you let me know what time you want it, I can have it ready for you.”

         “I’m an early riser.”

         Freya shuddered. A morning person.

         Granny Kate gave a curt, approving nod. “Very good. Eight?”

         “Perfect.”

         “Any allergies?”

         “Just penicillin.”

         “Don’t worry, that doesn’t feature on our menu,” said Granny Kate, returning the visitor book to its drawer.

         Ms Oleander’s eyes swept the reception as Granny Kate disappeared behind the desk. She almost looked hungry as she took it all in. Maybe she was thinking about breakfast. But somehow Freya didn’t think so. Something about those bright, hungry eyes made the skin on Freya’s neck start to creep. Her imagination began to colour Ms Oleander as a monster again, ready to swallow the B&B whole the second Freya 10turned away. Freya pressed her back against the wall, keeping her eyes fixed on Ms Oleander. She pictured the woman as a jewelled green dragon, and saw herself with a sword in her hand valiantly protecting her home.

         “And you’ll have your pick of the rooms, of course,” said Granny Kate.

         “Room Three has the best view!” Freya chirped.

         The death stare returned. “All the rooms have the same view,” said Granny Kate.

         Freya wracked her brain. What did grown-ups care about? “And the best … shower?”

         “Freya! Stop badgering Ms Oleander!”

         Ms Oleander shook her head. “That’s quite all right. Room Three sounds perfect, thank you.”

         Granny Kate plucked the key from the board behind her and tossed it to Freya.

         “Why don’t you hang up that wet coat and come through to the breakfast room for a cup of tea? I’ve got a fire going in there already, so it’s nice and warm. Freya can take your case to your room.”

         Ms Oleander’s knuckles tightened on the handle of 11her case but she turned and set it down in front of Freya. “That’s so kind, thank you.”

         Freya picked it up, trying not to wince at the weight. She hefted it against one hip and bumped her way through the doors on the far side of the reception. It was slow going. The case was excruciatingly heavy and the stairs were narrow and twisting. At one point Freya found herself wedged between the suitcase and the wall and had to give it a good kick to get it moving again. She hoped Ms Oleander didn’t notice. She almost regretted not suggesting a room on the ground floor.

         After what felt like an eternity she shoved her way through the door of Room Three. She dropped the case with a thud and leaned against the door, breathing heavily. Sweat cooled on her skin, making her shiver. She eyed the suitcase. It was one of those big old-fashioned ones. Brown leather with two enormous buckles and a large combination lock. There was a luggage tag attached to the handle but it didn’t say anything.

         She poked the case with her toe. Maybe she could 12just have a quick peek inside. She could always say she was trying to be helpful and get Ms Oleander unpacked. She thought of the way Ms Oleander’s hand had tightened on the handle. Maybe not. Besides, she wasn’t nosy. Not really. She shoved the case over by the bed and turned back towards the door. She glanced down at the vent in the wall. The one that fed through to her room on the floor below. Total coincidence, of course. She’d completely forgotten it was there.
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            Two

         

         Freya was woken the next morning by the sound of rain hammering against her bedroom window. Not quite ready to face the cold, she dragged her duvet over to her desk, picked up the clock from reception and took it back to her bed. She turned it over in her hands, tugging at a large cog with her fingernail. Trying to keep the duvet tucked under her chin, she lost her balance, pinging the cog from its place and sending wheels and springs spilling out on to the bed. Freya groaned. She supposed that breaking something entirely might be a good way to learn 14how it worked but it wasn’t exactly what she’d been planning. She scrabbled around on the mattress, trying to collect the fallen pieces.

         A strange whispering sound reached her and her eyes jerked up towards the vent in the wall. Holding her breath, she tiptoed over and pressed her ear to it. She couldn’t imagine what anyone was doing in Edge in February, and it struck her as very odd that Ms Oleander didn’t seem to know what she was doing here either. Or if she knew, she certainly wasn’t telling. Freya couldn’t hear anything. Maybe the sound had just been the wind.

         She dragged herself out of bed, pulling on a pair of old jeans and her cosiest, ugliest jumper. She headed to the kitchen to make herself some breakfast. She wondered if Granny Kate would have the fire lit in the breakfast room and headed towards it. At the sound of Ms Oleander’s voice Freya paused with one shoulder to the door and a tray in her arms.

         “I’m surprised to find such a beautiful place completely empty,” came Ms Oleander’s voice.

         Granny Kate made a non-committal noise 15in response.

         Ms Oleander pressed on. “I imagine the place is simply bustling with visitors most of the time.”

         “We’re a seasonal business,” said Granny Kate. “We do our best trade during the summer months.”

         “And that doesn’t make things difficult for you?”

         A tightness crept into Granny Kate’s voice. “We get by.”

         Freya winced. Granny Kate was doing her best to sound breezy, but Freya couldn’t help picturing the empty visitor book: Ms Oleander’s name standing out stark and black.

         Ms Oleander laughed, a strange murmuring sound.

         Freya didn’t want to listen any more. Instead of the breakfast room, she settled in her bedroom. A steaming mug of tea cooled beside her, accompanied by a slab of Granny Kate’s gingerbread loaf, sticky and gleaming with jewels of ginger. Sir Lancelot lounged on the floor beside her, licking gingerbread crumbs from the rug and generally getting in the way.

         Her room was the smallest in the B&B but she didn’t mind. In fact, she loved it. She loved how it felt like a 16little burrow. She loved the view of the seagull’s nest in the lamp-post opposite. She loved the patchwork rug Granny Kate had sewn to cover the knotty wooden floorboards. Freya had made bunting from the leftover scraps of fabric and it darted cheerfully across the ceiling, painting bright dashes of colour on the white walls, refusing to be dulled by even the dreariest Edge weather.

         Much of the room was taken up with Freya’s inventing studio, presided over by a much beloved photograph of Nancy Johnson. Nancy Johnson was Freya’s hero; she had invented the ice-cream maker.

         There were other photos too: of Granny Kate, of Freya and her best friend Lin, of birthdays and picnics and school trips, but Nancy took pride of place. Someday Freya thought she might invent something just as wonderful as an ice-cream maker. Maybe another young inventor would end up with Freya’s picture on their wall. But right now she’d settle for managing to put the dismantled reception clock back together. Freya’s desk was an old-fashioned writing desk, with a series of drawers and dookits for storing 17pens and pencils. The clock pieces were spread over its surface.

         She turned a spiky cog over between her fingers. She had always been fascinated by how things worked. When she was eight, her Granny Kate had bought her a puzzle box. At first glance it had looked entirely normal: just a rectangular wooden box with a flat lid. But when she tried to pull the lid off, she found that it was stuck. The box was cleverly designed, with a series of hidden panels and switches that had to be arranged in exactly the right way before it would open. It had taken three days for Freya to open it, three days during which Granny Kate had enjoyed glorious, unprecedented silence. She then spent a further three days dismantling it entirely and studying its inner workings before piecing it back together.

         Granny Kate’s head poked round the door. Freya jumped. Her granny had a talent for materialising out of nowhere, particularly when Freya was doing something she shouldn’t be.

         “Freya, Lin’s at the door for you.” She raised 18an eyebrow. “I hope that wasn’t gingerbread for breakfast.”

         Freya swallowed. “No,” she said, tongue still gummy with treacle.

         Granny Kate sniffed. “Make sure you take a piece of fruit on your way out. You’ll get scurvy.”

         Freya swept past her with a kiss and clattered down the stairs. She grabbed her coat and her backpack, begrudgingly shoving an apple in her pocket. She headed out to where her best friend was waiting.

         
             

         

         Other than Freya and Lin, the beach was deserted. The rain had stopped but the wind was still howling. Even the most dedicated cold-water swimmers weren’t braving the iron sea today. Freya rubbed a sleeve over her glasses in an attempt to clean them but only succeeded in smudging them more. She took them off and cleaned them properly before shoving them back on her face. She ran to catch up with Lin, who was methodically sweeping a metal detector back and forth across the sand.

         The metal detector had been Freya’s idea. She 19was delighted by its clever mechanics, although she hadn’t been brave enough to take it apart yet. She had suggested that she and Lin pool their pocket money and buy one. Lin was an avid collector, her bedroom filled with feathers and sea glass and other things she’d found in the surf, so she had immediately agreed. Freya told Lin she was looking for inventing supplies. Secretly she wondered if they might find some treasure. Maybe enough treasure to help Granny Kate with the B&B.

         Lin was wearing so many layers of knitwear that she was almost spherical. She was looking back at Freya expectantly.

         “Did you say something?” said Freya. “I can’t hear you through all your layers.”

         Lin tugged down the scarf that was covering her mouth. “I said I’m actually freezing.”

         Freya laughed. “You look actually freezing.”

         She took the detector from Lin and started to move it in long, sweeping arcs.

         Lin shoved her mittened hands into her pockets. There was a little crease between her eyebrows. 20“What are you doing your presentation on next week?” she asked.

         Every year for citizenship week, each student in the school had to prepare a presentation on one change they’d make to improve Edge. The best from each class was selected and presented in front of the whole school. Lin’s sister Mei had been chosen as the best in school last year. And the year before.

         The thought of getting up in front of people to talk about anything made Freya want to be sick. In fact, last year she had managed to get out of her presentation by fainting as she stood up to deliver it. She winced and tried to shake the memory from her head.

         “Funding for more after-school clubs,” said Freya. “I want to start a robotics society but the school says there’s no money.”

         “That’s a really good one!”

         “Thanks. What about yours?”

         “Repairing the ramp from the boardwalk to the beach. The stairs are so awkward for my mum with her stick. Everyone should be able to use the beach.”

         21“They definitely should! That’d be great.”

         Lin made a face. “Not as good as Mei’s.”

         “What’s Mei doing hers on?”

         Lin shrugged. “Don’t know. But you just know it’s going to be better.”

         “I do not know that. And neither do you.”

         Lin shrugged again and turned away. Freya could see the hard set of her shoulders even through her puffy coat. She hefted the metal detector into one arm and linked her other arm through Lin’s.

         Lin squeezed back. “How are you feeling about yours?”

         Freya bit her lip. “I’m really nervous.”

         “Because of last year? No one even remembers that.”

         Freya rolled her eyes. “One, yes, they definitely do. And two, I fainted because I was nervous; I’m not nervous because I fainted.”

         “I don’t get it,” said Lin. “You talk to people all the time at the B&B and you’re not scared of them.”

         Freya chewed her lip. “Not usually, no.”

         “What does that mean?”

         22Freya shook her head. “I don’t know. This woman checked in yesterday—”

         “Into the B&B?” interrupted Lin.

         “Obviously,” said Freya.

         “In February?” said Lin.

         “In February! That’s weird, right?”

         Lin frowned. “I guess. And you’re scared of her?”

         “Not scared, exactly,” said Freya. “I just … I don’t know. There was something strange about her.”

         Lin narrowed her eyes against the drizzle blowing into her face. “Well, yeah. Who comes to Edge in February? I don’t want to be here in February and I actually live here.”

         “Your mum is going to kill you if you don’t stop saying ‘actually’.”

         Lin rolled her eyes.

         “And if you don’t stop rolling your eyes.”

         “Well, it doesn’t sound like anything to be worried about to me. I thought you’d be happy to have someone checking in. I know it can be a bit tough on your Granny Kate in the winter.”

         “Yeah, you’re probably right,” said Freya, sounding 23extremely unconvinced.

         Lin gave Freya’s arm another squeeze. “You don’t need to be so scared of everything all the time, you know.”

         Freya disentangled herself from Lin and folded her arms. “I am not scared of everything all the time,” she said, even though she was a little bit.

         “You are a little bit,” said Lin.

         “I am not.”

         Lin raised an eyebrow. Well, Freya thought she did. Her woolly hat had twitched.

         “So if I was to suggest taking the metal detector over to the caves…?” said Lin.

         “Definitely not.”

         “Why not? If I was a pirate that’s where I’d put my treasure.”

         “We’re not going into the caves.”

         “Because they’re haunted?”

         “No! Because they’re dangerous,” said Freya, even though it was a little bit because the caves were haunted.

         The cliffs of Edge were riddled with caves, some 24burrowing into secret smugglers’ passages in town. They ranged from tiny alcoves barely big enough to poke your head in, to huge gaping mouths that echoed with lapping waves and swallowed the light from a torch into nothing. They made sound travel strangely on the beaches, snippets of conversation floating to you even when no one was around – soft moans disappearing into the misty air.

         “What do you think makes those noises then?” asked Freya.

         “I don’t know. Not ghosts,” said Lin.

         It was a source of constant bickering between them. Freya’s vivid imagination allowed her to construct and deconstruct complicated puzzles. She could hold a machine in her mind’s eye and see how every piece of it fitted together. But that same imagination filled her mind with monsters, just waiting for her to let her guard down. Whereas Lin didn’t believe in anything she couldn’t see.

         She took the detector from Freya and marched ahead, moodily sweeping it in an arc. Her expression immediately cleared as the machine gave a beep. 25This was the best thing about Lin. When it came to being cross, she had no attention span at all. In fact, when it came to most things, she had no attention span at all.

         She moved the head of the detector in small circles over the sand and, once she was satisfied, she marked a little “x” on the ground with the toe of her boot.

         “Treasure!” she shouted. “Spade, please.”

         Freya dug around in the backpack she was carrying and pulled out a small trowel. She handed it to Lin, who crouched in the sand. “Be careful,” Freya said seriously. “If it’s treasure, it could be booby-trapped.”

         “Aye aye, m’hearty. We will proceed with great caution.”

         She then began whacking at the frozen sand with the blade of the trowel. Freya giggled. Lin started prodding gently into the sand with her fingers, which is easier said than done in mittens.

         “Gold!” she yelled. “There’s gold in them hills!”

         Freya snorted. “I’m pretty sure that’s prospectors, not pirates.”

         “Same thing really.”

         26“Just without boats.”

         Freya hunkered down beside Lin and the two kept digging with their hands. It wasn’t long before Freya’s fingers closed round something small and cold. She pulled it from the ground and dusted away the biggest clumps of sand.

         “Oh,” she said quietly. “It is gold.”

         It was a small coin. Even in the thin grey sunlight, its shine was warm and golden, like melting butter.

         Lin pressed in close beside her. “Whoa,” she said. “Let me see!”

         She took the coin from Freya, holding it close to her face.

         “Treasure!” she shouted. “It’s treasure!”

         Lin’s sudden yell made Freya jump, then the two of them dissolved into giggles. They’d found mountains of stuff in the sand since buying the metal detector, filling their pockets with cans and pins and little metal buttons. But they’d never found anything like this before. They burst into a wild impromptu jig, spinning each other on the sand until Lin tripped over the metal detector and fell backwards with a 27soft oof. Freya helped her back to her feet, delighted giggles still bubbling up in her chest.

         Lin handed the coin back to Freya and picked up the metal detector. “Maybe there’s another couple of million of these under there somewhere,” she said.

         They swept the metal detector around hopefully, but it stayed stubbornly silent.

         Freya slipped the coin into her pocket.
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