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  by Abi Elphinstone

  Winter is a season that sparkles with magic and transforms our ordinary world into a glittering kingdom: rooftops covered in snow, lakes glazed with ice and windows frosted
  white. It is a time of year that invites exploration and whispers of adventure. And at the heart of it all there is a sense of longing – for snowflakes, stockings and sledging, of course
  – but also, for stories.

  My childhood winters were filled with snowball fights and wintry walks, but it is perhaps the evenings cuddled up by the fire with a book that I remember most. Because it was there that I
  discovered a wardrobe leading to a land locked in an eternal winter, a pack of wolves prowling through the snow around Willoughby Chase and a young girl riding an armoured polar bear across the
  Arctic ice plains. There are few things as enchanting as reading a snowy story during the depths of winter, and it is my absolute pleasure to introduce this collection of Winter Magic
  stories, written by some of the most talented and acclaimed writers in the country.

  Let frost fairs enthral you, husky dogs whisk you away on fur-lined sleds and wishing books answer your heart’s desires. Here, fairytales are reimagined, lost legends are remembered and
  folk tales are re-told as you’ve never heard them before. There are snow dragons, elf tunnels, winter ballets and frozen rivers, but there are also pied pipers, unlikely time travellers,
  witches and renegade French teachers. This is winter magic at its best. So, take a seat, wrap up warm and don’t forget to send your Christmas list to the Svenland elves – because eleven
  shiveringly magical stories await you . . .
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  Emma Carroll
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  Leaving Gran was the hardest part. Harder, Maya thought, than seeing her in weeks-old clothes or finding a hairdryer instead of milk inside her fridge. They’d done the
  right thing, Dad said, as they left the care home today. He said it again on the way to the station. And again when buying takeout coffee as they waited for their train. It sounded less convincing
  each time.

  And now they faced the long journey home. Maya never enjoyed it, even on better days. It meant two different trains and a taxi ride across London, all of which made her travel-sick. It also
  meant four hours with Jasmine, her older sister, who hogged the armrest and talked endlessly about people Maya didn’t know. Today, she didn’t even pretend to listen.

  There isn’t a word for how I’m feeling, Maya thought as she stared through the taxi window. Sad didn’t cover it. Or angry – though she felt both.
  She’d always had a special connection with her gran. It was a fierce, unspoken thing that didn’t always make sense to her because they weren’t the slightest bit similar: Gran
  loved travel and exploring; Maya got queasy just from going to the supermarket in the car.

  Yet sitting in London traffic she felt a different kind of awful. The care home with its wipe-clean chairs and shepherd’s pie smell was a million miles from her gran’s own house.
  That was full of strange carvings and bright-coloured rugs that hung on the walls – souvenirs from the many adventures Gran had been on in her life.

  And now it had come to this.

  It would’ve been easier if Mum was here to talk to. She didn’t jump in, telling you what to do, she listened to what you said. But she was in India visiting her sister who’d
  just had a baby. Everyone and everything important seemed a long way away.

  Beyond the taxi window, darkness had turned the city into a sea of lights. It was raining. As the traffic crawled across London Bridge, Maya pictured the River Thames, black and glistening,
  beneath them. Cars stopped. Started. Stopped again. The windscreen wipers were the only fast-moving thing.

  Dad leaned forward to speak to the driver. ‘We’ve got another train to catch in half an hour. Reckon we’ll make it?’

  Maya didn’t hear the answer. She glanced at Jasmine, who’d given up talking and was listening to music on her phone. Jasmine who did perfect flicky-eye make-up and wore amazing
  vintage clothes.

  ‘I’m not jealous,’ Maya would say, though today she’d definitely felt it. Just before they left the care home, Gran had given them both presents.

  ‘These things are very precious to me,’ Gran said, as she’d pressed packages into their hands.

  Jasmine opened hers first. It was a gorgeous little star-shaped brooch that came in its own red leather box. She made gushing noises and straightaway pinned it to her coat.

  Maya began unwrapping her own present. Something brown and ugly emerged from the paper. Her heart sank. She’d no idea what it was, but it certainly wasn’t a pretty brooch. She
  glanced at Gran, confused.

  ‘It was Edmund’s,’ Gran whispered. ‘No one believed him, either.’

  ‘Oh,’ said Maya, eyebrows raised. ‘Right.’

  She sensed Gran wanted to say more, but Dad was tutting irritably. ‘Oh, Mum, not this Edmund again?’

  The name had come up a lot recently – ever since Dad suggested that the carers who came every day weren’t enough, and it was time for Gran to consider moving into a home.

  ‘You’re mollycoddling me,’ Gran had said. ‘It was just the same for poor Edmund, and it didn’t do him any favours, did it?’

  No one knew who this ‘Edmund’ was. When they’d asked Gran, she said she’d met him on her travels, but beyond that she was pretty vague. They’d searched for clues in
  her old photographs and the other stuff she kept – the ribbons and bus tickets, coat buttons, birthday cards and wrappers from old chocolate bars. With so much heaped in her bedroom, it had
  been hard to even open the door.

  None of it led to Edmund, so in the end they’d supposed he was another of Gran’s fixations. And she did have a few – like keeping her bath full of water in case the pipes
  froze.

  Despite Dad’s irritation this afternoon, Gran had soon started on again about Edmund.

  ‘You might not know Edmund,’ she’d said to Dad. ‘But that doesn’t mean he didn’t exist.’

  ‘Mum, I really think—’

  Gran interrupted. ‘That’s just it, James, you don’t think. The world is full of things you’ve never seen or heard of, but they are there, you know –
  and sometimes you have to go looking for them.’

  To Maya this was probably the most sensible thing her gran had said all day. But Dad, thoroughly fed up, stormed off to speak to the nurses.

  ‘I thought you might be interested in Edmund, my dear,’ Gran said, patting Maya’s arm. ‘You’re like your mother – you listen to people. And believe it or not,
  you’re also rather like me.’

  ‘Am I?’ said Maya, surprised.

  Gran nodded. ‘You’ve got an explorer’s mind inside that head of yours. Now please go and use it.’

  Maya stared at the brown lump in her hand. She felt she should understand what Gran was trying to tell her. It seemed important – more important than the pretty brooch that Jasmine had
  already stopped gushing over.

  ‘Thanks for the present,’ she muttered, stuffing it in her pocket.

  Now, in the quiet of the taxi, Maya took it out. The package, messily wrapped in pale blue paper, was about the size of a phone, though heavier. She’d no idea what it
  was, and she definitely didn’t see how it linked to this person called Edmund. She wasn’t quite sure what an explorer’s mind was, either. But if it meant that your thoughts often
  came out as questions, then she supposed Gran had a point.

  Maya slumped back in her seat. The traffic still hadn’t moved very far; they were stuck about halfway across the bridge. It was raining heavily now, the wipers swishing faster over the
  taxi’s windscreen. What fell against the glass looked grainy. Icy. In the headlights of other cars, Maya saw flecks of white. The rain was turning rapidly to snow.

  A bit too rapidly.

  She sat up, alert.

  ‘What’s going on with the weather?’ she asked, but no one else seemed to have noticed.

  The wipers went faster and faster. Watching them made her dizzy, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away. Something very strange was happening. Beyond the windscreen, London had changed.

  The road was now completely white. All the rooftops along the riverbank were coated in snow, and the traffic . . . well . . . there was no traffic any more, at
  least not of the car-kind. And Maya was no longer sitting inside a taxi.

  She was standing in a busy street, shivering.
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  ‘Out of the way, numbskull!’

  Bewildered, Maya spun round. She stumbled into the gutter just in time, as a cart pulled by horses thundered past. From the opposite direction came a man on horseback and plenty more people on
  foot. It was too dark to see much, but from the pushing and jostling she sensed she was somewhere very busy. The taxi was nowhere to be seen.

  I’m dreaming, Maya decided. I’ve fallen asleep and in a minute I’ll wake up. At least she hoped she would, for though she’d kept her coat on, it really was
  freezing – the sort of cold that seeped under her scarf and through her jeans. Maya shivered miserably. She started walking; it was the only way to get warm. The taxi must be here
  somewhere; she just hoped she was heading in the right direction to find it.

  Quickly, the road became even busier, till it was a heaving mass of people. She couldn’t stop or turn or even see much above the heads and shoulders that swarmed around her. Every now and
  then, a cart would trundle through the middle of the crowd, parting it like a ship on the water. Then the crowds would close in again. It almost felt like drowning. Or being stuck waist-deep in mud
  that you couldn’t get out of.

  ‘Don’t panic,’ Maya told herself, though her heart was thumping hard. ‘Just go with it. It’s only a dream. It’ll be over soon.’

  The road led under a huge stone arch and out onto a bridge. Not the same London Bridge as before – this one had even more people crossing it, and tall buildings on either side of the road.
  Most seemed to be heading north across the river. She began to notice the men, women and children pressing in around her. They had an air of excitement about them, like people on their way to a
  football match. She wondered where they were going.

  There weren’t any street lights. The only light came from fires in metal baskets that burned on the street. As Maya’s eyes adjusted, she realized how oddly dressed everyone was. The
  women wore skirts to the ground and the men had triangular-shaped hats and trousers that stopped at the knee.

  She was beginning to wonder if this really was a dream. Somehow, she felt a bit too wide awake. Perhaps I’m on a film set, she thought, or there’s a fancy-dress
  party going on. But her mind slid back to what Gran had said earlier, about things existing even if you’d never seen them.

  You have to go looking.

  Whatever strange stuff was happening, Maya was very definitely here. In the moment. She could feel every cobblestone beneath her feet, every little icy snowflake that fell against her
  face.

  Yet how could that be possible?

  Maya grew steadily more confused. But better that than feeling panicky or cold – and actually, she no longer felt either. She’d stopped thinking about where the taxi was, too. By
  now, she was halfway across the bridge. On both sides buildings towered above her – old, wonky-looking places that stood so close together they almost touched. Some, with crumbling stonework
  and half-collapsed roofs, stood empty. Others hummed with life. She passed pubs. A chapel, a steakhouse, pie shops and shoe shops, and a house advertising quiet rooms for ladies to rest and drink
  tea. It was mad to think so much happened on a bridge.

  Stuffing her hands into her coat, Maya walked as fast as the crowds allowed. Her pockets, as usual, were full of old tissues and sweet wrappers. Back in the taxi, Gran’s present had been
  in there, too. Yet it wasn’t now. It must’ve fallen out on the seat, and she felt guilty for being careless. Though there was no way she could go back for it, not through these
  crowds.

  Then, through a narrow gap between the buildings, Maya glimpsed the river. Except it wasn’t black and shiny any more. It didn’t even look like water. Out of the gloom, the Thames
  glowed a greyish-white. There were things on it that definitely weren’t boats. Things with legs that shouted and waved.

  People.

  Maya stared in amazement. The river, she realized, was completely frozen over. She’d never seen the Thames like this: actually, she’d never seen a frozen river before – only in
  films and those ones were probably computer-generated.

  This didn’t look anything like a movie, though. It looked real. It felt real, just as the cobblestones and the snowflakes did. She kept walking, keen to get to the other side of the
  bridge. Passing under another archway, she found herself on the opposite bank of the river.

  The second her feet touched solid ground again, she knew. No, this wasn’t a dream. She had a sudden sense of purpose, as if she was here for a reason, though she still didn’t know
  what.

  At the water’s edge were signs advertizing some sort of fair. Maya tried to read what they said. The writing was dreadful. Some of the letters she couldn’t make out, but what she
  could sent excitement shooting through her:

  ‘Once in a lifetime experience! Meet Mr Jack Frost!’

  ‘Eat, drink and be merry at tonight’s marvellous Frost Fair . . .’

  There were queues as far as the eye could see. So this was where the crowds had been heading; everyone was here to go out on the ice. Perhaps it was why she was, too.

  Finally, she reached the front of the crowds. Men were taking money at the river’s edge: people queued up to pay.

  ‘A shilling a go on the ice, ladies and gents! The Thames is frozen two yards deep,’ said the man collecting people’s payments. ‘More chance of me turning into King
  George than of that ice cracking.’

  King George?

  That couldn’t be right. The person on the throne was a queen, not a king. But everyone was dressed so strangely, weren’t they? And in return, her jeans and trainers had been getting
  some funny looks.

  She rubbed her eyes. Blinked. Nothing changed. She was still here, queueing up on the riverbank. So if this wasn’t a dream, what was it?

  Something very odd had happened back there in the taxi. And now she was in olden-times London. The only explanation was a mad one. She – Maya Mulligan, who got car sick and train sick on
  the very shortest journeys – had somehow time-travelled all the way to the past.

  Maya didn’t know whether to be scared or over-the-moon excited. Either way, she was penniless.

  ‘Look,’ she explained, on reaching the front of the queue. ‘My purse is in my bag and it’s back in the taxi, but I’ve got a bank card and ten pounds left over from
  my birthday, so I can pay, it’s just that . . .’ Seeing the man’s confused expression, Maya stopped. Gulped.

  Bank cards? Taxi? Who was she kidding? If this really was olden-times London, she might as well be talking Greek.

  ‘A shilling,’ he said, holding out his hand.

  ‘That’s the problem – I haven’t got a shilling.’

  ‘No money, no ice,’ said the man. ‘Hop it.’

  Dismayed, Maya backed away. She didn’t have the foggiest idea what a shilling even looked like. But she needed to visit the frost fair – that much she did understand.
  She’d walked a few yards when someone with very cold fingers seized her wrist.

  ‘Help me. Please, I beg of you.’

  Maya’s mouth fell open in surprise. As the crowd shifted sideways, a boy of about her age emerged. He looked very pale. Very scared. On instinct, she stepped backwards. The boy came, too
  – the fingers holding her wrist were his.

  ‘You’ve got to help me. Someone’s following me. I’m in terrible danger,’ he said. ‘If you could—’

  ‘Let go of me. Like, NOW!’ Maya yelped, trying to shake him off.

  The hand didn’t move. Gritting her teeth, she tried to prise off each finger. But as soon as she’d lifted one, the others clamped down again.

  ‘I don’t know who you are,’ she said crossly, ‘or what you think you’re doing.’

  ‘If I’m with you, it’ll throw him off the scent. He won’t expect me to be with . . .’ The boy eyed Maya’s jeans and trainers suspiciously.
  ‘A girl.’

  This boy’s mad, Maya decided. His eyes were a bit too big and bright for his face. The purple coat he wore flapped about his legs like one of Gran’s old dressing gowns. He
  certainly looked mad.

  ‘You’d better let go of me, I’m warning you,’ she snapped.

  With a quick glance over his shoulder, the boy dropped his hand.

  ‘So will you help me?’ he asked. He seemed jumpy. Excitable. He couldn’t keep his gaze on anything.

  Maya scowled, rubbing her wrist. ‘Why would I want to help you?’

  ‘A man in a black cloak is following me,’ said the boy. ‘I’ve escaped, you see, and he wants to recapture me. He’ll stop at nothing to get me back.’

  ‘Really?’ Maya folded her arms. It sounded far too much like the plot of a cheesy film.

  ‘Really, truly,’ he replied, then as if seeing Maya properly for the first time, he grinned. ‘I say, you’re rather feisty for a girl, aren’t you?’

  Maya glared at him: he certainly was from a different century.

  ‘But I’m not the one asking for help,’ she reminded him.

  He smiled again, which made him look slightly less mad, and – in a way Maya couldn’t put her finger on – almost familiar.

  She shook her head. No, she wasn’t going to smile back or encourage him. She’d walk away, that’s what she’d do. Get on with what she was here for and not be dragged into
  his problems. The trouble was, she didn’t know why she was here, in the past. She only knew that she wanted to go to the frost fair. And that she was still standing here, rooted to the
  spot, not walking away from the boy at all.
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  Over the boy’s shoulder, Maya glimpsed the river again. She couldn’t see much beyond the bank, but heard whooping and laughing, and music from somebody’s
  fiddle. Dogs were barking. Horses neighed. A whole world was going on out there on the frozen Thames: a strange, magical world. More than anything, she wanted to – had to – be
  part of it.

  ‘Listen,’ she said, looking the boy firmly in the eye. ‘I don’t know how much help I’ll be to you . . . Oh.’ The boy held up two small silver
  coins between his thumb and forefinger.

  ‘Shillings,’ he said. ‘You need to pay to go on the ice.’

  ‘So I found out.’

  She didn’t especially want to get mixed up with this boy. Being chased by a man in a black cloak didn’t sound much fun, either. But that shilling glinted at her temptingly.

  ‘You’re offering to pay?’ she asked.

  ‘Of course.’ The boy gave a little bow. ‘These frost fairs don’t happen that often, you know – once every twenty or thirty years, I’ve heard. So I pulled out
  all the stops to get here tonight.’

  Me too, Maya mused. Two hundred and twenty-eight years of stop-pulling to be precise.

  ‘I wouldn’t miss tonight for the world,’ the boy gushed excitedly.

  ‘Me neither.’ Maya was glad they agreed on something.

  ‘But as soon as they know I’m missing, they’ll come looking for me,’ he explained, his mood darkening. ‘They won’t be searching for a boy with a girl, though.
  You’ll be my cover, you see.’

  Maya chewed her lip. The idea of being followed made her uneasy. But if she wanted to get onto the ice, she needed him as much as he needed her. And, she had to admit, this boy was a bit, well,
  intriguing, like he had too much life stuffed inside of him and it kept spilling out. To go to the frost fair with him might actually be fun.

  ‘So if we could hurry, that would be wonderful,’ said the boy. ‘I’ve escaped—’

  ‘What d’you mean escaped?’ Maya interrupted. It made him sound like a mad person or a criminal, and with his edgy appearance he could easily pass as both. She had a rush
  of second thoughts.

  ‘The door’s always locked, but he’s not so careful with the window. That’s how I got out.’

  She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Were you in prison, then?’

  ‘You could say that. Not a public one, though. I’m not dangerous.’ His smile returned. ‘Anyhow, I’ve come here for the frost fair, not an interview. Let’s not
  waste another minute.’

  ‘All right, I’ll come with you,’ she said. ‘But any sign of trouble I’ll be off.’

  The boy’s grin stretched until, like his eyes, it was too big for his face.

  ‘Here, catch!’

  He flicked a shilling up into the air. She caught it squarely with her palms.

  ‘What’s your name, by the way?’ the boy asked.

  ‘Maya,’ she said, pocketing the coin.

  ‘What’s yours?’

  ‘Eddie.’

  Once they’d paid their shillings and stepped down off the riverbank onto the ice, excitement took over. Maya was desperate to see everything, all at once. The ice
  wasn’t smooth like a rink. It was ridged and rippled where the river had frozen mid-flow, which made it less slippery than she expected. Yet despite the fire baskets that burned at intervals
  along the ice, it was also quite dark so they had to tread carefully.

  ‘Where first?’ she asked Eddie.

  He grinned. ‘The terrier races. Come on!’

  They followed the sound of yammering dogs to a spot right in the middle of the river. A large crowd had already gathered, standing in two long lines facing inwards. The strip of ice in the
  middle was the track.

  ‘What happens now?’ she asked, straining to see over people’s shoulders.

  ‘Folks bet on the dog they want to win,’ said Eddie. ‘It’s often the stumpy-legged ones that go fastest.’

  As they watched, a dozen or more manic little dogs tore down the middle. What they were chasing, Maya couldn’t see, but it sent them all crazy. The race ended with a pile-up of wriggling,
  squirming dogs. The winner, as Eddie predicted, was a tiny white terrier that panted so much it seemed to smile. Maya laughed hard, and so did Eddie, though it set him off coughing.

  ‘It’s the cold air,’ he explained.

  Funny, but she wasn’t even shivering. All she felt was a tingly sort of excitement, and a sense she was right to be here.

  ‘Where next?’ she asked, once the dogs were back with their owners and the race declared over.

  Standing on tiptoes, Eddie scanned up and down the river. There was so much to choose from: skittles, card tricks, skating and dancing. His gaze finally came to rest on something to Maya’s
  right.

  ‘We absolutely HAVE to go on those!’ he cried. ‘Come on!’

  Linking arms, they hurried over to a spot where a circle of torches stood upright in the ice. Inside the lights was a pair of brightly painted swingboats. Crammed full of squealing people, they
  swung back and forth in opposite directions. They made Maya think of old-fashioned fairgrounds – the sort with helter-skelters and candyfloss that Gran used to take them to every summer.

  ‘Are you ready?’ She turned to Eddie, but he’d already found his way to the front and was waving madly at her.

  ‘Quick! We’re next!’ he cried.

  Moments later, they squeezed into what looked like a rowing boat. The seats were wooden benches, the floor slushy-wet wooden planks. There wasn’t a safety harness or seat belt in sight.
  Not that Maya could move: she was jammed in on all sides by people.

  ‘Hold on tight!’ Eddie cried, as they started to rock.

  The movements were gentle at first. Then, with more force, they swung backwards. The swingboat went high into the air, so high Maya feared they’d flip right over. Her stomach bounced. The
  swinging stopped and for one long second they hung in mid-air. She sensed the people sitting beside her stiffen. Easy laughs became squeals as they plummeted downwards. Someone’s long, smoky
  hair streamed against Maya’s face.

  Down and down they went. Then up and up and up again. At the top of the arc, the swingboat tipped backwards. She saw the inky dark sky above. Then a blur of white as they swung towards the
  ground once more.

  When the swingboat finally slowed and stopped, Maya was one of the first to get out.

  ‘I’m glad that’s over,’ she said, clutching her stomach.

  Eddie swayed as he stood up. ‘Me too. Crikey, that was wild, wasn’t it?’

  But the look they shared said neither of them had had enough.

  ‘Come on, let’s try along here,’ said Maya, indicating a row of stalls that seemed to be selling everything from hot ale to roast pig to newspapers with their ink still
  wet.

  There was so much to look at. And plenty to laugh at, like the hairy-snouted roast pig and the man serving it whose thick black nose hairs Maya couldn’t stop staring at.

  After the stalls, they played skittles very badly. Then, on stopping to hear a fiddler playing lively, toe-tapping tunes, they joined in by singing along. But Eddie’s voice was so
  terrible, Maya had to plug her ears, and in the end someone in the crowd complained: ‘Whoever’s strangling their cat, do us a favour and take it somewhere private, will you?’

  Which set them both off laughing so much, they sloped away to the next stall. There, when they’d finally stopped sniggering, they tried to guess for a penny how many buns were in the jar.
  Maya hadn’t had so much fun in ages. Back home in the twenty-first century, her parents rarely let her out after dark. Yet here she was, with a boy she barely knew, having a great time. She
  was glad she’d followed that gut feeling about coming to the frost fair.

  And Eddie had turned out to be pretty decent, too. She needn’t have worried about him – though it did make her wonder why he’d been locked away, when he seemed so
  easy-going and good-natured. That part of things still didn’t add up.

  Once they’d lost another penny on the buns-in-the-jar game, Eddie fell suddenly quiet.

  ‘What’s up?’ Maya asked. ‘Have we spent all your money?’

  He didn’t answer. Swiftly, he tucked his arm through hers and hurried her away. He didn’t stop at the next stall. Or the next. He ploughed on through the crowds.

  ‘Hey! What’s the rush?’ she cried, tripping and sliding just trying to keep up. Reluctantly, Eddie slowed to a walk. Guessing what this was about, she felt her stomach go into
  knots. So much for being Eddie’s cover: it hadn’t fooled the man in the black cloak after all.

  She swallowed. ‘You’re being followed, aren’t you?’

  ‘I think so. If I’m right, things could turn nasty so you’d better go.’

  ‘Go?’ she said, startled. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

  Eddie gave a weary sigh. ‘You said you wouldn’t stay around if there was trouble, and there will be, I promise you.’

  She didn’t like the way he said it. But she was determined not to be scared. Something had changed between them in this last hour or so. They’d become, she supposed, sort of friends.
  And friends didn’t leave each other when the trouble started.

  So they kept walking. Then, just as they reached a stall selling coffee, Eddie stopped dead. He’d spotted someone nearby in the crowd.

  ‘Maya,’ Eddie said quietly. ‘Don’t look. Don’t point. Just stick with me. And RUN LIKE MERRY HELL!’
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  Eddie charged straight for the crowds. Maya kept on his tail as best she could. But as they dodged people and darted around fire baskets, her trainers slipped on the ice. Once
  or twice, she went down on her knees, feet scrabbling to get a hold.

  They took a sharp right between two food sellers. It brought them out at the back of the main row of stalls. Instantly, it was quieter. Darker. The ice was spread thinly with straw. Maya caught
  the waft of onions being fried, and another smell not as appetizing, like toilets and animals all mixed together.

  Eddie didn’t stop until he’d reached the opposite riverbank. There were stone steps leading up off the river, the type used by people getting on and off boats. Maya half expected
  Eddie to bound up them onto dry land. But a fit of coughing caught him. He stood doubled over as Maya skidded to a halt beside him.

  ‘Have we shaken him off?’ she gasped.

  Eddie nodded, unable to speak. He kept spluttering till she wondered if she should get him a drink. Now, for the first time, Maya noticed how skinny he was. He looked flushed, like he had a
  temperature. There was definitely something more to this than he was telling her. But then he hadn’t actually told her very much, had he? And she hadn’t wanted to know, until
  now.

  ‘What’s this all about, Eddie?’ she asked. ‘Who are we running away from?’

  He shook his head. His face was closed. It was a look that said very clearly he wasn’t going to talk about it.

  ‘Well, you shouldn’t be out here dressed like that.’ She gestured to the soaking-wet slippers on his feet. ‘Or running about like a crazy person. You’re ill,
  aren’t you? So you should be in bed.’

  Wearily, Eddie rubbed a hand across his face. ‘That, my dear Maya, is exactly why I’m here.’

  ‘But you’re free now, aren’t you? You can do whatever you want.’

  ‘I can. I am. And having freedom makes me feel so much better – people need freedom to breathe.’

  To Maya, though, he looked very pale. ‘I still think you should go home,’ she muttered.

  Home.

  Thoughts of Dad and Jasmine suddenly flashed into her mind. She didn’t know how this time-travel business worked exactly. Often in films, no one noticed that you’d gone. But this was
  real life and she just hoped her family weren’t two hundred-odd years away, wondering how she’d disappeared from the back of a stationary taxi. They’d be worried sick, and
  probably phoning Mum who – in her different time zone – would be just going to bed. And it made Maya feel awful.

  ‘Eddie, perhaps we should—’ She stopped.

  Standing, not five feet away on the ice, was a man in a long black cloak. He was tall and thin-shouldered. Maya couldn’t see his face; it was hidden under the shadow of a triangular hat.
  All around him, the crowd ebbed and flowed, oblivious. Yet he stood completely still, his eyes fixed on Eddie. It made Maya think of a cat stalking its prey.

  ‘Uh-oh,’ she muttered under her breath.

  The man took a step towards them.

  Maya didn’t know what to do. I could leg it, she thought wildly. I could stay and fight. I could shout MURDER at the top of my lungs.

  But her feet didn’t want to move. Neither did Eddie. He swayed a little and shut his eyes, and for one desperate moment Maya thought he was giving up. ‘No,’ she pleaded.
  ‘You’ve made it this far. We have to keep going.’

  Grabbing Eddie by the arm, they dodged round the man so fast it took him by complete surprise. Then they plunged back into the crowds. The sheer number of people swallowed them up. They’d
  lost him for the moment, but Maya sensed he wasn’t far behind. Whatever it was that he wanted Eddie for, he didn’t look the type to give up easily. She could almost feel him, hot
  on their heels, snapping and snarling. Her heart boomed in her throat.

  They ran past another row of stalls. More makeshift tents. A rowdy game of skittles. Then the fire baskets ended. There were no more stalls, no more crowds. Up ahead, Maya could see the outline
  of the bridge itself, its buildings perilously overhanging the river.

  ‘Where now?’ she asked.

  Eddie was seriously short of breath. ‘Back towards the swingboats. Keep moving.’

  As they wove between the stalls this time, she was the steady one; he kept stumbling and slowing down. Finally Eddie begged her to stop. ‘Just till I get my second wind.’

  Another coughing fit tore through him; it pained Maya to watch. Jiggling nervously from foot to foot, she wondered how much longer they could keep running. A strange sensation grew in her chest
  – anger, sadness, frustration – all mixed together. Any sign of trouble I’ll be off, she’d said to Eddie. Yet she was way past doing that now. How funny it was that
  though they’d only just met, she felt this connection, this bond, that she couldn’t explain in words.

  At last, coughing fit over, Eddie straightened up.

  ‘Better?’ Maya asked hopefully.

  He smiled, though even that was fading fast. ‘You can’t come to the frost fair and not buy a souvenir.’

  ‘But we need to keep moving,’ Maya reminded him.

  ‘The seller’s right there,’ he said, pointing to a nearby stall surrounded by customers. ‘It won’t take a moment, I promise.’

  The stall sold gingerbread. And not just any old gingerbread, either.

  ‘Made to a special Arctic recipe,’ Maya read from the board above their heads. ‘What does that mean?’

  ‘It’s a gimmick to make people buy it, that’s all. But we have to have a piece, Maya, as proof that we’ve been here. A memento, if you like, of this evening.’

  Maya pictured Gran’s house, stuffed full of all the things she’d collected on her travels over the years. Souvenirs were important to her, too.

  ‘It’s bringing a little bit of magic home with you,’ Gran once explained. ‘Years later, you’ll look at that object, and remember – just like that – the
  very day you bought it.’

  Not that Maya could imagine gingerbread lasting that long. Yet plenty here tonight wanted a piece of it, for the stall was very popular. Though they had to wait their turn to be served, the
  crowd, four people deep, hid them from view. The closer they got, the stronger the smell of spice and sugar grew. It made Maya’s stomach growl.

  ‘The best gingerbread in the whole of London!’ the woman serving it shouted. ‘Get your slices here!’

  Finally, it was their turn.

  ‘How much you having, then, ducks?’ the woman asked him, knife hovering over a tray of cake. The cake smelled delicious – toasty and fruity. But the look of it made Maya start.
  It was square-cut, dense, brown and familiar-looking.

  ‘A brick-sized piece, if you please,’ Eddie said. He gave her some coins – Maya didn’t see how many. Behind them, the crowd shifted a little. Glancing round, Maya caught
  sight of a man in a black triangular hat. Her chest tightened in panic.

  ‘We need to go, Eddie,’ she muttered. She worried again that the fight had gone out of him, that once he’d bought his souvenir, he’d hand himself in rather than keep
  running.

  ‘You want it wrapped? And there’s to be writing?’ the woman asked him.

  Eddie nodded. Deftly, the cake was wrapped in blue paper and tied with string.

  ‘Come on, come on,’ Maya hissed. Her glances were becoming more frantic. The man was advancing towards them.

  Then the woman handed the package over, with a pen.

  ‘We haven’t got time!’ Maya cried. ‘Hurry!’

  But a sort of calmness had come over Eddie. As she hovered at his shoulder, he took the pen and wrote on the package. She glanced at the man. Then at the pen moving over paper.

  The man.

  The pen.

  The man.

  Back and forth her eyes darted till it made her dizzy. She couldn’t bear it.

  ‘Hurry up, Eddie! Please!’

  He was done. She grabbed his arm. And then her feet were sliding. And not in the right direction. Someone else had hold of Eddie now, dragging him away with such force she couldn’t fight
  back.

  The crowd, like traitors, parted. And it was just the three of them.

  ‘I’ve found you,’ the man said. ‘At last.’
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  There was a moment. A stillness. No one moved. Then Eddie turned too fast; his feet skidded underneath him. Maya caught hold of the back of his coat. But the man was pulling
  against her again.

  ‘Get off him!’ she cried.

  The man dug his heels in. ‘Come quietly, Eddie,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘Let’s not make a fuss.’

  Eddie tried to twist free. There was still a bit of fight in him, but he was too weak to struggle hard. Blocking the man with her whole body, Maya matched his every scratch, every kick with one
  of her own. She had a duty to Eddie. A loyalty. And not just because of the shilling he’d given her so she could get onto the ice in the first place. It felt more than that now. She
  wasn’t going to give up easily.

  ‘Leave him alone! Get off him!’ she yelled.

  The man shoved her aside with a sweep of his arm. She staggered a little, then launched herself at him again.

  ‘I’m warning you. Keep out of this, girl,’ the man spat. ‘This is a private concern.’

  ‘You can’t shut him away again. He’s sick, that’s all. He needs a doctor!’

  All at once there was a tearing sound. The cloth of Eddie’s coat gave way. It sent Maya wheeling backwards. And sent Eddie forward, straight into his captor’s grasp. Before Maya
  could regain her balance, the man had whisked Eddie out of sight.

  ‘Stop him! He’s kidnapping Eddie! Don’t let them get away!’ Maya screeched. A few people stared at her oddly. But most bustled on past, too caught up in the delights of
  the frost fair to notice her distress.

  Frantic, and on tiptoe, she tried to see where the man and Eddie had gone. It was as if they’d vanished into thin air. She asked stallholders, sellers, random passers-by, but no one had
  seen them. No one seemed to care much, either. People were still whooping in the swingboats, still buying gingerbread. Maya clenched her fists. How could they carry on as normal? How could they not
  want to help?

  She didn’t know what to do next.

  Determined not to cry, Maya headed in the direction of the riverbank. She’d suddenly lost heart in the frost fair. Nothing would be any fun without Eddie to share it with. And just when
  she’d been getting to know him, too. It all felt really unfair.

  But, she thought darkly, there was still plenty she didn’t know about Eddie. Despite her first impressions, he hadn’t seemed the slightest bit mad. He was just someone who
  wanted to have fun. So why had he been locked away? Where was it that he’d escaped from? And who was that creepy man who’d snatched him back again?

  Her bottom lip trembled just thinking of the awfulness of it all. She’d tried to help Eddie, really she had. Trouble was, she wanted to do more, but how could she when he’d
  disappeared?

  Beneath her feet, the ice had turned grainy. Water seeped into her socks so when she walked it made a squelching sound. She was tired. Wrung out. Whatever this experience was, she’d had
  enough of it. That great sense of purpose she’d felt walking over London Bridge had gone. Without Eddie, she didn’t see the point in being here. Time travel, she decided, was even less
  fun than real-life travel. She was ready to go back to the present.

  Yet Maya wasn’t sure how this part of things worked. Everything had started on London Bridge, so she decided to head back there, hoping this time the taxi would prove easier to find. It
  was as good an idea as any. But what if the taxi wasn’t there? What if she was stuck in the past for good?

  Climbing the steps up off the river, she took a deep breath to slow her whirling brain. The air smelled different – not of cold any more, but of the city starting to warm up, like old,
  forgotten fruit at the bottom of her school bag. It had started to rain. Turning up her coat collar, she hurried on.

  The shouting didn’t register at first. It was coming from a side street somewhere to her right. As she approached, it got louder. She could just about make out the words.

  ‘I won’t go inside again! I won’t!’

  With a jolt, Maya recognized the voice. She also knew the dark, spindly outline of a boy in a flapping coat, wrestling with someone on the pavement.

  ‘Let go of me!’

  ‘Quiet!’ said the man. ‘Enough of this ridiculous noise!’

  Maya gasped in relief. She raced down the street towards him. ‘Eddie!’

  At the sound of Maya’s voice, he looked round. The tiniest distraction was all it took. In one sly move, the man grabbed Eddie’s arms and bundled him up the steps and inside. Just as
  she reached the building, the front door slammed shut. As she bounded up the steps, she heard a key grind in the lock.

  ‘Eddie? I’ll get you out of there somehow. Don’t worry. I’m here.’

  No answer.

  She banged her fists against the door. ‘Hello? Eddie? Are you all right?’

  There was no reply. The door stayed smugly shut.

  Eventually, she backed down the steps and gazed up at the house – for that’s what it was, a house. She was surprised by how ordinary it looked, with two front windows on each
  floor and chimneys in the roof. It wasn’t how she’d imagined a prison to be.

  She went to the door again and thumped on it.

  ‘I’m not going away until this door is unlocked. I’ll stay here all night if I have to!’ she yelled.

  A little way along the street an upstairs window slid open. A lantern appeared, followed by woman’s white-capped head.

  ‘You won’t be keeping up this hollering till morning, will you?’

  Maya stared at the woman.

  ‘Because we all need our sleep, my dear – your friend Eddie especially.’

  ‘Eddie’s been kidnapped! We have to do something!’ How could she worry about sleep? Maya wondered. Shouldn’t she be contacting the police?

  But the woman actually laughed. ‘Kidnapped? Good gracious! Why on earth would you think that?’

  Maya folded her arms. This woman had no idea, did she? She lived next door and didn’t have a clue what had been going on.

  ‘He told me . . . he’s being kept prisoner!’

  ‘My dear,’ the woman said patiently. ‘Poor Eddie doesn’t like being kept inside, but it’s doctor’s orders.’

  Maya didn’t understand. ‘Doctor’s orders? He said this place was a prison.’

  ‘Indeed, it probably does feel like a prison to him.’

  ‘But the man who came after him,’ said Maya, shaking her head. ‘Eddie said he’d stop at nothing to get him back.’

  The woman sighed. ‘That was Eddie’s father, my dear.’

  ‘His . . . what?’

  Now Maya was confused. Very confused. That man in the black cloak hadn’t looked very fatherly. He hadn’t acted it, either.

  ‘His father,’ the woman repeated. ‘He’s at his wits’ end. Eddie won’t accept how ill he really is.’

  ‘Hang on.’ It was getting hard to keep up. ‘So he’s ill? I know he’s got a bad cough, but—’

  ‘Yes,’ the woman cut in. ‘He’s very sick. A congestion of the lungs, so they say.’

  Mixed with her relief for Eddie, Maya felt a sinking dread. Eddie hadn’t been kidnapped after all – not properly. But this business with his lungs sounded pretty bad.

  She had a feeling the woman wanted to keep talking. There were neighbours of Gran’s like that, who sucked up bad news like vampires. But there wasn’t anything left to say. Then,
  suddenly, Maya had an idea.

  ‘Have you got a pen?’ she asked.

  The woman pulled a face. ‘You’ll be wanting the inkstand too, will you?’

  ‘A pencil, then. And some paper, please?’

  Moments later, both dropped from the window to land on the pavement beside her. Using her leg to rest on, Maya scribbled a note – not to Eddie, but to the man who was his dad. She thought
  it might be harder to ignore than a knock at the door, and it was the one thing she could think of that might help.

  In the note, she tried hard to be polite and persuasive, but the best line was Eddie’s own: ‘People need freedom to breathe,’ he’d said to her. Now it was his dad’s
  turn to hear it.

  Once the note was posted through Eddie’s door, it really was time to go home.

  Joining the main road again, Maya headed towards London Bridge. The rain was falling harder; her hair hung limp around her face. At least no one could tell that she was crying.

  What made it sadder was the fun she’d had with Eddie. It was such a waste to spend what time he had locked away inside a house. It was as if his father’s own worries were more
  important than Eddie’s happiness. She just hoped he’d at least read her note. And this made her sad for Gran, too, stuck in her horrid care home because Dad thought she couldn’t
  cope. The more Maya walked, she more she began to see the similarities.

  Down on the river, the crowds were coming off the ice, moving almost with the same speed they’d gone on it. The frost fair was being dismantled. Tents were folded, baskets packed. The
  stallholders hurried to the river’s edge with whatever they could carry – swingboats, terriers, trays of gingerbread.

  ‘Quickly! The cracks are growing!’ someone shouted.

  Once again, Maya found herself deep in the crowd; she let herself be carried along the road. The rain, falling in great curtains, turned the cobbles from white to slushy grey. By the time she
  reached the stone archway that led onto London Bridge, she was soaked through.

  Pushing back her wet hair, she braced herself. The bridge, as before, was heaving with people. But this time, instead of barging into her, they seemed to melt away.

  The rain – great droplets of it – started dancing before her eyes. A hush fell across the whole bridge. Everything went still. Only Maya’s feet kept moving, beating out a
  rhythm on the cobbles as she walked. Up ahead, she saw two red lights glowing through the rain. It took her a moment to realize what they were.

  The taxi sat in traffic with its engine running. It was her taxi – she recognized the adverts for West End shows all along its sides, and almost cried out with relief. Climbing in,
  she flopped down exhausted on the back seat.

  ‘Ouch,’ she muttered, as something hard dug into her hip. Her hand went to her coat pocket. Inside was the funny brown lump Gran had given her, right where she’d left it. Yet
  it definitely hadn’t been there at the frost fair. And if it had fallen out here in the taxi, then how on earth did it get back in her pocket again?

  She’d no idea – about any of it.

  ‘A really weird thing’s happened,’ Maya began. Then, seeing her father and sister, she stopped. Jasmine, eyes shut, was listening to her music. She hadn’t moved an inch.
  Nor had the taxi. The same song was playing on the radio. And Dad was still talking to the driver. Maya’s hair was dry, her trainers no longer squelchy-wet.

  These things definitely didn’t happen in dreams

  All she had to show for her adventure was the pencil Eddie’s neighbour had lent her. It was still in her other pocket; she’d forgotten to give it back. Her family hadn’t
  noticed she’d gone. She hadn’t actually been gone, which made things more complicated and – strangely – easier.
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  Back home in Brighton, Maya went straight to her room, closing the door behind her. She wanted a quiet moment to think. There was a buzzing in her head, like she’d been
  standing too near the sound system at a party. She still didn’t understand what had happened. But somehow, Gran’s present had played a very big part in it.

  Taking it from her pocket, Maya looked at it again. The unwrapped brown end of it was, she saw, old gingerbread. Even the shape of it was similar to the great slab Eddie had bought. The paper
  around it was tatty: as Maya held it up to the light for a proper look, she noticed something written on it. Immediately, she pictured Eddie at the frost fair, pen in hand, and her skin began to
  tingle. Though the ink was faded, she could just about make out the words:

  
    
      This piece of gingerbread was bought at the Frost Fair on the Thames, 5th February 1788, by Edmund Mullig—

      Edmund.

    

  

  Her hunch was right. The ‘Mulligan’ part of his name was almost there, too.

  So there really was a link.

  No wonder Eddie looked a bit familiar. Thinking back on it, his eyes crinkled up just like Gran’s when he smiled. And that strong bond she’d felt with him – well, that was
  family, wasn’t it? He’d trusted her to help him when he was desperate, just as Gran was reaching out to her now. How could she ever have been jealous of Jasmine’s brooch? This
  piece of gingerbread meant more than all the brooches in the world.

  She had to speak to Gran right away.

  Maya’s mobile was out of credit. She raced downstairs for the landline phone. Dad was skyping Mum in India, and out in the kitchen Jasmine was banging around, making supper. The coast was
  clear. Once back in her room, Maya picked up Gran’s present. Her skin did that tingly thing again.

  Sitting on the floor, her back against the door, Maya dialled directory enquiries for the number to Gran’s care home. That part was easy. Getting put through to Gran in person was a whole
  lot harder.

  ‘Who?’ the receptionist kept saying. ‘Mrs who?’ There were clicks and crackles on the line and muffled voices in the background, until finally, she got Gran herself.

  ‘Have you asked your father if you can use the phone?’ Gran barked on hearing Maya’s voice.

  ‘Gran,’ said Maya, trying to stay patient. ‘I’m not five any more. Now listen, it’s about that present you gave me today.’

  ‘Edmund’s gingerbread?’

  ‘Yes, Eddie . . . I mean . . . Edmund.’ It felt funny to call him that. ‘Can you tell me some more about him?’

  ‘I’m tired,’ said Gran tartly. But Maya knew she was just testing her out, seeing how much she really wanted to hear about the person no one else believed existed.

  So Maya tried again. ‘That thing you said today about the world being full of stuff we don’t understand – well, I took your advice and went looking for it.’

  She heard the hesitation.

  ‘You did?’ Gran’s voice sounded strangely small.

  ‘I did.’

  Another pause, then Gran simply said, ‘Good.’ And neither of them had to explain themselves. They had an understanding: that was all they needed.

  ‘The present was wrapped in blue paper, and it’s got writing on it,’ Maya went on. ‘It says Edmund’s full name. He was a Mulligan, wasn’t he?’

  ‘He was.’

  ‘And he was alive in 1788 because he bought this piece of gingerbread.’ And I saw it happen, Maya thought.

  Gran sighed wearily. ‘Poor Edmund. He was my father’s great-great-great-grandfather – too far back for anyone to remember much about him. But somehow that piece of gingerbread
  survived and got passed down through our family. No one really wanted it, but it fascinated me. So I did a bit of research into Edmund Mulli—’

  ‘How?’ Maya interrupted. She couldn’t imagine Gran browsing the internet. Then she remembered something Gran had said earlier. It sent a shiver of excitement down her neck.
  ‘You met him on your travels, didn’t you? You said so this afternoon.’

  Though Gran was pretty old, she’d not been alive in 1788. It meant one thing: Gran must’ve time-travelled, too. But if she had, then she wasn’t about to discuss it. A prickly
  silence was the only answer she’d give to her granddaughter’s question. And Maya, who didn’t quite know how to ask more directly, had to leave it at that.

  ‘I’ll tell you this, though,’ Gran said. ‘He was mollycoddled terribly by his family. They never let him do anything – go outside, see friends, anything
  – especially after he got ill. Something to do with his lungs.’
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