
        
            
                
            
        

    I wish the snow girl would come to life. Then I would have a friend, a real friend I could trust, and I wouldn’t feel so alone.
 
When Tasha builds a snow girl with her grandpa, all she wants is for her to be real. If only wishes on snow could come true… Then Tasha meets Alyana, a friend made of wishes, starlight, snowfall and magic. But when your best friend is made of winter, what do you do when spring comes?










 
To Galina, Sasha and Eddie. Where you walk, snowdrops grow.
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Tasha was untangling a baby goat from a bramble patch when the snow began to fall.
 
The flakes were tiny at first, drifting through the cold, still air like flecks of dust. Unsure if it really was snow, Tasha placed the baby goat, who was called Ferdinand, down on a patch of grass. She slipped off one of her warm mittens, which were embroidered with woodland animals round the cuffs. Then she held out her hand.
 
Glittering crystals landed on her skin so softly she barely felt them, then disappeared instantly, as if soaking into her.
 
“It’s snowing,” Tasha whispered, delight bubbling up inside her. Tasha had always dreamed of seeing snow. “It’s snowing!” she shouted louder, turning to the small stone farmhouse the other side of the goat paddock.
 
The living-room curtains were half drawn. Smoke curled sleepily from the chimney. Tasha put her hand over her mouth. She shouldn’t have shouted. Grandpa was most likely dozing in front of the fire, and he needed his rest. And Mama and Papa would be busy, chopping wood or cutting hay or packing turnips into straw… Tasha and her parents had moved to Grandpa’s farm three months ago because he was struggling to manage it alone, and there were a thousand jobs to do to get it ready for winter. So shouting that it was snowing would not be helpful.
 
Tasha turned away from the farmhouse and looked at the view all around. The mountains that cradled the patchwork valley were veiled by a cloud of falling snow, and the scattered handful of farmhouses that nestled among the fields were twinkling in the soft new light.
 
Grandpa’s valley was always quiet, but a deeper hush fell as the flakes grew larger. Within moments they were as big as the letters in Mama’s old nature books that Tasha read by lamplight in the long, dark nights. Then they were as big as the giant peppercorns that Grandpa ground into his honey tea, to help with his winter cough. Soon they were as big as the dried berries that Papa mixed into their porridge every morning, to remind them of the warmth and colour of spring. Right now, surrounded by the gently falling snow, Tasha wasn’t thinking of spring, though.
 
Already, the snow had given everything a bright, sparkling sheen, like a cake dusted with icing sugar. Tasha laughed at the beauty of it and her voice sounded too loud in the silence. She slid off her other mitten and spun round, arms outstretched, fingertips spread wide.
 
Then she stopped and lifted her face to the sky to watch the flakes fall upon her. They were huge and feathery now, and left cold damp patches where they landed on her skin, and made her long, dark plait glisten with icy-wet beads that shone like stars. Tasha closed her eyes and opened her mouth to feel the snowflakes kiss her eyelashes and melt on her tongue.
 
Snow! It was more wonderful than Tasha had ever imagined.
 
Before she moved to Grandpa’s farm, Tasha had spent all twelve years of her life living in Saltberry – a warm and sunny seaside town in the far south, where it never snowed. And although Tasha had visited Grandpa’s many times, she had never visited in winter, so had only ever heard stories of the deep snows that fell here every year. But this was real! Snowflakes shivered all around her. They tasted of mountain air, pine needles and the tingle of excitement.
 
“Look, Ferdinand, it’s snowing!” Tasha crouched beside Ferdinand and stroked the top of his head. Ferdinand was only a few months old, no taller than Tasha’s knees and wore a small felt coat to keep him warm. Ferdinand looked up at the snow, bleated, then tried to chase some of the flakes into his mouth with his tongue. Tasha smiled, gave him another stroke, then rose back up.
 
Tasha’s gaze was drawn to the nearest farmhouse. It was about half-an-hour’s walk away, and quickly becoming difficult to see through the thickening snow, but there was movement at an upstairs window. Tasha guessed it would be Klara, a girl of about her age, who lived there with her parents and two-year-old twin brothers, Leo and Stefan.
 
Tasha had often seen Klara climb out of her bedroom window into the thick branches of a nearby tree, but Tasha’s heart still jumped with fright as Klara’s distant figure dashed from the window now and a whoop of delight echoed across the fields. Tasha watched Klara climb safely down to the ground, then sighed with relief.
 
Klara was fearless. She spent her days riding Zinovy, her smoke-grey horse, around the valley, or scaling the mountains with ropes and metal spikes that she hammered into the rocks. Klara had asked Tasha several times if she would like to go riding or climbing with her, but the thought of doing something so dangerous made Tasha feel like she had sandhoppers jumping in her belly. Then again, just the thought of leaving Grandpa’s farm made Tasha feel that way.
 
Tasha hadn’t always been so scared of everything. She used to love exploring the beaches and coves around Saltberry, rock-pooling and swimming, and playing games with her many cousins and friends. But after what happened at Claw’s Edge just over a year ago, her life had changed. She had changed. Tasha touched the fine scar above her left eyebrow with a snow-damp finger. She now knew how important it was to keep herself safe.
 
When Tasha and her parents had decided to move to Grandpa’s farm, Tasha had thought the peace and quiet of the valley would be perfect for her. She knew there were few children – so few that there was no school. But that hadn’t worried her. Tasha’s parents had said that they, and Grandpa, would help her learn at home. Tasha had plenty of books, pencils and sketchpads, and there were lots of jobs to keep her busy on the farm.
 
Tasha glanced at Ferdinand, who had tripped over his own hooves while spinning round trying to catch a snowflake. He sprang back up, bleated, then skipped after another. Tasha felt a warm rush of joy. Animals had always been her greatest passion. She loved taking care of the goats and the chickens on Grandpa’s farm. And she loved watching for wild animals too.
 
Tasha had happy memories of walking around the valley with Grandpa – along the lakeshore, through the woods, and up the mountains – and seeing deer, foxes and hares, and birds of prey wheeling in the sky. Once, high up on the peaks, they had spotted the most beautiful animal Tasha had ever seen. It was a type of wildcat called a lynx, with long, graceful legs and big furry paws, bright eyes and tufted ears, and pale grey, black-spotted fur that looked so soft Tasha had longed to stroke it.
 
But these days Grandpa was too weak for long walks, and her parents were too busy. Tasha hadn’t left the farm in weeks, as she was scared go alone. At least there was plenty she could see from the goat paddock, where she stood now.
 
When Tasha got up, at dawn, to feed the goats and the chickens, she often glimpsed rabbits, stoats and squirrels in the woods to the north. She listened to the birds, chattering in the trees, and watched them fly over the fields.
 
Sometimes, as the sun rose higher, Tasha’s gaze would drift across the valley, and she would see Klara playing outside with her brothers. Or Mika, a boy about the same age as Klara and Tasha, walking to the lake where he liked to fish. At these times, Tasha would pull her gaze away – because Claw’s Edge was never far from her thoughts. That’s why she shook her head nervously at every invitation to spend time with Klara or Mika, and changed the subject whenever her parents or Grandpa suggested that she try to make friends. She was fine on her own. Except…
 
There was an emptiness inside Tasha. She had tried to ignore it at first, but it had been swelling since that day over a year ago. And since she had moved to Grandpa’s farm, it had grown so large that it ached more and more each day.
 
Tasha felt the ache now, as she watched Klara spinning round in the field near her farmhouse. Klara was holding her hands out into the falling snow – like Tasha had. For a brief moment, Tasha imagined standing beside Klara, both of them holding their hands into the snowfall together. But Tasha soon turned away. She looked at Ferdinand. He bleated loudly and the other six goats echoed his cry.
 
“Oh, I’m sorry!” Tasha exclaimed. The goats were all staring at her reproachfully. Clusters of snowflakes were gathering in their long, grey-white curls. “You must be getting cold and wet.”
 
Tasha scooped Ferdinand into her arms and dusted the snow from his little felt coat. She began walking towards the goat shelter and the rest of the goats followed. It was almost dusk, when she would have tucked them in for the night anyway.
 
The snow was nearly an inch deep already and crunched beneath Tasha’s boots. Tasha smiled at the sound and the feel of it. She thought of all Grandpa’s winter stories, and all the things she had always longed to do in the snow, and sparks of excitement danced from her fingertips to her toes.
 
Tasha paused and looked up again, to the mountains all around. The peaks were mostly lost in a whirl of white, but the highest ones in the north now rose above the snow cloud. Beyond their steep cliffs lay a plateau that extended into the distance. At the very edge of it, Tasha glimpsed the faraway glacier glistening like sea glass.
 
The only sound was from the snow falling thick and fast. It sounded like a heartbeat, a whisper, distant wings in flight. It thrilled Tasha, and made her suddenly feel that she wanted to run off to explore the snowy landscape, like she had run off to explore beaches and coves when she was younger.
 
Tasha shook the thought away. She wasn’t that person any more. Adventures and exploring were dangerous, and she was safe here on the farm. Tasha turned to walk on, and an unexpected sight made her eyes light up. She pulled Ferdinand closer and ran towards Grandpa as fast as she could, through the twinkling web of falling snow.
 







 
“Grandpa!” Tasha sprinted towards Grandpa, Ferdinand in her arms, the other six goats galloping around her. Their curly fur swayed around their legs and the curved horns on their heads bobbed up and down with their movement.
 
“Tashenka!” Grandpa called back, using his affectionate name for Tasha.
 
Tasha beamed. Grandpa hadn’t left the farmhouse in almost a week, but here he was, rosy-cheeked and smiling as he pushed a wheelbarrow full of hay towards the goat shelter. This was a good sign that he was feeling stronger.
 
Grandpa had lost a lot of weight over the last year, but he was still a big man and in his quilted, padded coat he looked even bigger. His white hair puffed out from beneath his blue woollen hat and his long white beard tumbled into the blue woollen scarf he always wore, even indoors. His hat and scarf had been knitted by Grandma, who had died when Tasha was so young she could barely remember her.
 
“Does Mama know you’re outside?” Tasha asked. “She said you should stay in the warm until your cough is better.”
 
“I always bring the goats extra hay when the first snow falls.” Grandpa glanced up at the flakes tumbling down, then turned to Tasha with a twinkle in his eyes. “And I wanted to see what you thought of your first snow, Tashenka,” he added.
 
“It’s beautiful!” Tasha felt a fresh rush of excitement to be seeing the snow with Grandpa. “Let me push the wheelbarrow. Can you carry Ferdinand?” Tasha held out Ferdinand and Grandpa’s smile widened. He lowered the wheelbarrow, took Ferdinand into his arms and whispered into one of the little goat’s silk-soft ears. Ferdinand licked Grandpa’s cheeks and nuzzled his beard.
 
The other goats ran into their shelter, which was a long, low building made from mossy stones, now draped with snow. Grandpa ducked through the doorway and ushered the goats out of Tasha’s way, so she could push the wheelbarrow inside. The wooden roof was raised slightly above the walls, to let in light and fresh air. But it was still shadowy, and smelled a little musky – although not in an unpleasant way. It was a goaty smell – warm and slightly sweet.
 
Tasha had cleaned all the stalls that morning and put fresh hay on all the beds. Each goat had their own bed, raised from the floor to keep them warm. Tasha scooped the extra hay out, while the goats sniffed around and Grandpa leaned against a wall, with Ferdinand still nuzzling his beard.
 
“Will he be warm enough tonight?” Tasha asked, looking at Ferdinand.
 
“With the extra hay, and Agnes, he’ll be fine.” Grandpa nodded.
 
Agnes was Ferdinand’s mother, and although in the daytime Ferdinand was independent and adventurous, he still liked to cuddle her at night.
 
“The snow is early this year though,” Grandpa continued, “and it’s falling fast. We must keep a close eye on the goats and the chickens, and make sure they stay warm and well fed. And we’ll need to watch out for foxes. They get bolder in the snow. Last winter I lost three chickens,” Grandpa said sadly.
 
“I’ll do my best to keep them safe.” Tasha scooped the last of the hay into Agnes and Ferdinand’s stall, then checked the water buckets and feeders were full.
 
Grandpa tried lowering Ferdinand into his stall with Agnes, but Ferdinand clambered back into Grandpa’s beard. “It’s time to sleep now, Ferdinand.” Grandpa laughed as he untangled Ferdinand’s legs. His laugh turned into a deep chesty cough and his whole body began shaking.
 
Tasha took one of the cough sweets she always carried for Grandpa out of the tin in her pocket and offered it to him. Nona, an elderly lady in the valley, had made the sweets for Grandpa, from honey, moss and birch sap. They smelled sweet and earthy – much nicer than the bitter “fortifying tea” Nona had made for Tasha, to “strengthen her because she is too timid”.
 
Nona called Tasha “Myshka”, which means little mouse. This annoyed Tasha, but she hadn’t complained because she didn’t want to talk about how or why she might be timid.
 
Once the sweet was in Grandpa’s mouth, his cough subsided and he began breathing more calmly. Tasha felt herself relax too. Nona might annoy her sometimes, but she was grateful for those cough sweets. “Are you all right?” Tasha asked.
 
Grandpa nodded and patted Ferdinand goodnight. When he rose up, his gaze drifted to the empty stalls further into the shelter and his eyes shone damp in the dim light.
 
Last spring there had been fifty goats sleeping in the shelter. “You must miss them,” Tasha whispered.
 
“I do.” Grandpa scratched his beard and sighed. “But it’s important to know when to let go. I was struggling to manage them and, at that time, I hadn’t thought to ask for help from you and your parents. Then Vasily, on the other side of the lake, offered me a good price. He’ll take care of them and there’s fine grazing in his fields. And perhaps…” Grandpa turned back to Tasha and raised his eyebrows. “Perhaps now you and your parents have moved here, you might decide to grow the herd again in spring.”
 
“I’d like that.” Tasha smiled at the thought of more baby goats around the farm, and crouched down to rub the soft fur around Ferdinand’s neck. Usually, baby goats were born in spring – when the weather was warmer and there were more plants to graze. But Ferdinand had been born in winter. Grandpa said he was an unexpected gift.
 
Ferdinand bleated and pushed his warm snout into Tasha’s palm. “Goodnight, Ferdinand.” Tasha stroked each goat as she wished them goodnight and closed the gates on their stalls, then she held out her arm to support Grandpa.
 
Grandpa linked his arm into Tasha’s and they ducked back outside, closing and bolting the shelter door behind them. The snow was falling so thickly now that it was difficult to see anything but the fluffy flakes.
 
“This is incredible!” Tasha’s boots sank deep into the softness. “I can’t believe how much has fallen while we’ve been settling the goats.”
 
“Almost a hand’s breadth in the last hour.” Grandpa looked across the paddock, which was now covered in a thick, bright blanket. “That is rare, even for here.”
 
“I can’t believe I’m finally seeing snow!” Tasha tried to blink away some of the sparkling flakes that kept sticking to her eyelashes. Her face tingled with cold. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes as she tried to make out the nearest farmhouse again. She couldn’t help but wonder if Klara was still outside. But if she was, Tasha had no chance of seeing her now. Klara was too far away, and there was too much snow in the air.
 
Grandpa followed Tasha’s gaze. “Do you know what is as important as knowing when to let go?” he asked.
 
Tasha tilted her head with curiosity.
 
“Knowing when to reach out,” Grandpa said.
 
Tasha felt herself tense and draw inwards. It was a familiar feeling. Since that day at Claw’s Edge, Tasha had withdrawn from the world like a hermit crab into a shell. And she had been doing it for so long now, she didn’t know how to stop.
 
Tasha knew it worried her parents, and now Grandpa too. She had seen Grandpa watching her with concern on the few occasions people had visited the farmhouse. She knew how she must look at those times – how her nervousness was woven into her body and showed itself in her stiff posture, her trembling fingers and tense frown. When anyone came close to Tasha, she would stand still and silent as a mountain and imagine sea urchin spines all around her, protecting her. Tasha didn’t like to admit it, but all this worried her too. She felt trapped by the way she had become, but unable to step out of it.
 
Grandpa moved his arm over Tasha’s shoulders. “I know it can be difficult,” he said gently. “It took me almost a year to write that letter to your parents – to say what was on my mind, and ask for help.”
 
Tasha thought back to the letter that had landed on the sandy doormat of her old home at the end of summer. She had smiled to see Grandpa’s careful, curving handwriting on the envelope. Grandpa didn’t often send letters and when he did, they were better described as gifts from the valley. They might contain a tiny pressed flower with a note saying, The first blossom of spring. Or a soft curl of goat’s wool with a note saying, Kira had a kid. I named her Inna. Once, he sent a tiny skull and delicate white bones wrapped in pale-green moss with a note saying, Shrew skeleton from inside a barn-owl pellet.
 
This envelope had no gift from the valley though. It contained a single folded piece of paper, and Grandpa’s usually neat script had a few wobbles.
 


 
At first, the letter made Tasha worry about Grandpa. But then she talked to her parents and they agreed they would move to Grandpa’s farm as soon as possible, and stay as long as they were needed – maybe even make a new home there. Tasha felt in her heart that Grandpa would feel better as soon as they did this, so her worry quickly dissolved.
 
Mama was Grandpa’s only child. And Tasha and her parents were the only family he had. They always had a brilliant time when they visited Grandpa, and all loved each other dearly, so it felt right that they move in together.
 
As they made plans, Tasha became excited about the fresh start away from the rolling waves of Saltberry, which were a constant reminder of the awful day she didn’t want to think about.
 
There were things that Tasha knew she would miss of course. Their cosy family home, and the forget-me-nots that grew around it. The secret cave Mama took her to, where the wind always swirled into a song. Fossil hunting with Papa around the old slate quarry, so overgrown with gigantic ferns that Tasha always felt like she had stepped back in time. And the blackberries, salted with sea air, that gave Saltberry its name. Tasha and her parents would pick them from along the coastal path when they walked to the Blue Shell Gallery, where Mama and Papa sold their art.
 
Tasha’s parents were artists. They said they would carry on painting – in between farming – and send their art to the gallery instead. Or, if they stayed on the farm, they could bring their art to Saltberry in the summer and visit Papa’s side of the family too. Tasha liked this idea, because even though she didn’t feel as close to her cousins, aunts and uncles since Claw’s Edge, she knew she would miss them. Especially Aunt Katya, who worked in Tasha’s favourite second-hand bookshop, and always kept the best wildlife books under the counter for her. And Uncle Gennady, who made mouth-wateringly delicious Saltberry ice cream for Tasha and her cousins – whose laughter and squabbles had always been a part of Tasha’s life.
 
But now all Tasha’s happy memories of Saltberry had been overshadowed by thick storm clouds of feelings about what had happened there. So Tasha put her seashell collection back on the beach, along with the pebbles and driftwood she had gathered over the years. She even left her old sketchbooks behind, which had drawings of rock pools and waves, and most of her books too, because they were about coastal and marine wildlife.
 
Tasha did pack Aunty Katya’s leaving gift though – a book called Animals in Winter and another called Wildlife of the North. And she packed the gifts from her cousins – new sketchbooks and pencils – and promised to send them drawings of her new life on Grandpa’s farm.
 
“I wish I’d written the letter sooner now,” Grandpa said, pulling Tasha from her thoughts. “It’s wonderful having you all here. And knowing that, when the time comes, you’ll take over the farm and care for the animals.”
 
Tasha felt suddenly cold and dizzy, like one of the snowflakes tumbling down. She knew Grandpa was old and hadn’t been feeling well, but he was strong. He shouldn’t be thinking about when the time comes.
 
“We’re not taking over the farm,” Tasha said firmly. “We came here to help while you get better, then we can all take care of it together.”
 
Grandpa hugged Tasha tighter. “Well, whatever the near and far future holds, I’d feel happier if you made a friend or two here, Tashenka.” He winked at her. “And I think you’d feel happier too. The goats and the chickens are fine company, but nothing compares to a human friend.”
 
Tasha looked down at the snow at her feet, wanting to change the conversation. She nudged it gently with the toe of her boots and it bunched into a little glistening mound. Tasha’s eyes lit up as an idea sparked inside her. “Let’s build a snow girl, Grandpa! Like in the story you tell. I’ve always wanted to.”
 
Grandpa looked around at the quilt of fresh snow and smiled. “I would love to, Tashenka. What a gift to build your first snowman with you.”
 
“Snow girl,” Tasha corrected. “Like in the story. Let’s build her close to the farmhouse, then we’ll be able to see her through the windows when we go inside.”
 
Tasha leaned close to Grandpa as they walked on. Feathery flakes whirled around Tasha’s face and clung to her eyelashes, making the world glitter with possibility. “Grandpa, this snow is so beautiful. The snow girl we build will be the most magical thing in the world!”





 
Tasha and Grandpa locked up the chickens, who had already retreated into their coop for the night. Then they chose a spot to build the snow girl right in front of the farmhouse, where everyone would be able to see her through the living-room window, and Tasha would be able to see her through her bedroom window too.
 
Tasha crouched down and gathered snow into her bare hands. It was soft and powdery and squashed together perfectly, with a satisfying crunch. But it was so cold it made her fingers sting. She dropped the snow, pulled her mittens from her pocket, and started again.
 
Tasha squashed a large ball together, then Grandpa helped her roll it round on the ground in great circles. It picked up snow as it moved and was soon as high as Tasha’s waist.
 
“That’s big enough for the bottom half,” Tasha said, looking at Grandpa to check he was all right. Snowflakes covered his eyebrows and beard, but he looked happy and warm from the exertion.
 
Together they rolled another slightly smaller ball, then lifted it on top of the first one. Finally, Tasha rolled a ball for the head and balanced it at the very top.
 
“Shall we find some sticks for arms?” Grandpa asked. “And a carrot or a turnip for a nose?”
 
Tasha looked into the snowy round face, level with her own, and shook her head. “I’d like to make her look as real as possible. Can we carve her completely out of snow?”
 
“That’s a fine idea.” Grandpa nodded.
 
Tasha set to work shaping the snow girl and Grandpa followed her lead. They smoothed the snow girl’s outline, adding more snow where it was needed and scooping it away where it wasn’t. Tasha made the snow girl look as though she was wearing a long swishing skirt and a short, close-fitting coat. She shaped the snow girl’s arms from the snow too, positioning them right beside her body, and carved hands with long graceful fingers.
 
Grandpa patted his pockets, which were always filled with useful, and not-so-useful, items. He pulled out a couple of long, flat sticks with rounded ends. “These are shed sticks – for weaving wool – but they might help us to add more details. Would you like me to carve some patterns on her skirt?”
 
“Yes please. And I’ll give her a face.” Tasha took one of the sticks and began shaping the snow girl’s features.
 
Tasha slid off her mittens, so she had more control, and even though the snow made her skin sting, sometimes she used her fingers as well as the stick.
 
Slowly and carefully, Tasha smoothed out a neck and chin, cheeks and a forehead. Then she made the snow girl look as though she had long wavy hair tumbling onto her shoulders and down her back. As Tasha moved round to the snow girl’s face again, she saw the amazing work that Grandpa had done. There were intricate snowflake patterns over the snow girl’s skirt, and Grandpa had given her coat five round snowy buttons, a fluffy snow collar and cuffs.
 
“This is beautiful, Grandpa. Thank you.” Tasha looked from Grandpa’s snowflake-laden beard to his bare fingers, now red with cold. “Maybe you should go inside and warm up,” Tasha suggested. “I’ll finish carving the snow girl’s face, then I’ll join you.”
 
“That’s not a bad idea.” Grandpa fumbled to tuck his shed stick back into his pocket. “My fingers have gone numb. But I’ll come back out when I can feel them again. With mittens on. I can’t wait to see the snow girl finished.” Grandpa smiled at Tasha before walking away.
 
Tasha watched him disappear into the farmhouse, then turned back to the snow girl. A smile grew on Tasha’s face as she lifted her shed stick again. She carved a nose and a mouth and she began to wonder what the snow girl would say, if she could talk.
 
Tasha spoke to the snow girl then, silently, in her imagination. She told her she hadn’t made any friends in the valley, and she knew this worried Grandpa and her parents, but that she couldn’t do it. Just the thought of talking to anyone new, let alone making friends, made her feel nervous. As she carried on shaping the snow, Tasha told the snow girl that almost everything in her life had been making her nervous, since Claw’s Edge.
 
Tasha began carving eyes and the snow girl seemed to gaze right at her, with a look of understanding that made Tasha’s throat thicken.
 
For the first time ever, Tasha admitted that she didn’t want to go on like this – feeling scared of everything. She admitted that she wanted to make friends in the valley. And, for the first time, she gave a name to the emptiness that had been swelling inside her. It was loneliness. A deep, aching loneliness that scared her more than anything, because she didn’t feel capable of making it go away. She was worried that something might have broken inside her that might never be fixed.
 
In Tasha’s imagination, the snow girl talked back. She was friendly and kind. She said that Tasha just needed time to learn to trust again. The snow girl said maybe she could help. They could explore the farm together, and when Tasha was ready, they could explore the woods and the mountains, watch wild animals and have some fun.
 
Tasha felt the warmth of friendship, even if it was only in her imagination. There was no fear and no nervousness, like when she thought about spending time with Klara or Mika. She felt safe.
 
Tasha finished shaping the snow girl’s eyes, then carved the impression of eyelashes and eyebrows. She felt as if she and the snow girl were looking into each other’s hearts. Tasha felt seen and heard and, somehow, less alone.
 
The door to the farmhouse opened, making Tasha jump. She had been so focused on the snow girl that she had forgotten about Grandpa and everything else. She hadn’t noticed that the snow cloud had thinned, the sky had darkened and a few stars had appeared above the peaks.
 
Grandpa walked to Tasha and the snow girl. The snowflakes were gone from his hair and beard, and his fingers were now inside padded mittens.
 
“She’s perfect,” Grandpa whispered as he drew close.
 


 
Tasha stepped back to admire the snow girl. “She is perfect,” Tasha agreed. The way the snow girl’s eyes sparkled made Tasha feel that she might come to life and wink at her at any moment.
 
“Thank you for helping me, Grandpa.”
 
“You did most of this yourself, Tashenka. But I’m happy to have helped a little.” Grandpa put his arm round Tasha and she heard his breath rattling in his chest.
 
“Come on, let’s get you back indoors.” Tasha nodded towards the farmhouse. The snow wasn’t falling as heavily as earlier, but the cold night air was getting sharper.
 
“You must make a wish first,” Grandpa said. “Like the old couple in the story.”
 
Tasha smiled. “Will you tell me the story again tonight?”
 
Grandpa nodded. “If you make a wish. Anything you like! First snows have a powerful magic.”
 
Tasha moved closer to the snow girl. She looked into her eyes and wondered what she should wish for. The snow girl’s face glittered with light. She looked real and unreal at the same time, like a magical creature – a fairy, or a spirit. In that instant Tasha knew what her wish would be. And she longed for it with all her heart.
 
I wish the snow girl would come to life. Then I would have a friend, a real friend I could trust, and I wouldn’t feel so alone.
 
Grandpa stepped forward and draped his blue woollen scarf round the snow girl’s neck.
 
“Don’t give her your scarf, Grandpa. You need it to stay warm,” Tasha said. She was also thinking about how Grandma had knitted the scarf. She knew it meant a great deal to Grandpa.
 
“I don’t want the snow girl to get cold in the night.” Grandpa chuckled and it turned into a cough, and all of a sudden Tasha regretted her wish. She should have wished for Grandpa’s cough to go away.
 
Tasha passed Grandpa another cough sweet and pulled him gently towards the farmhouse. It’s not like wishes on snow come true, she thought to comfort herself.
 
But when they reached the farmhouse, Tasha glanced back at the snow girl once more. She glowed, as if lit from the inside, her eyes shone, and her mouth looked as if it was about to burst into a smile. And Tasha couldn’t help thinking how wonderful it would be if her wish really did come true.





 
Tasha and Grandpa stamped the snow from their boots and stepped into the farmhouse. A rush of warm air greeted them along with Papa, who helped Grandpa take off his coat. Melting snow glistened in Papa’s dark curly hair, so he must have been outside until not long ago too.
 
“Did you see the snow girl we built?” Tasha asked excitedly.
 
“Yes!” Papa beamed. “We came in the back way, but saw her through the window. She’s incredible.”
 
“Beautiful!” Mama called from the near the stove. Some of her fair hair had escaped from its loose bun and shone with reflected light as she added logs to the fire. “But I wish you hadn’t stayed out so long.” Mama turned to Grandpa and her brow furrowed with concern. Tasha felt a squeeze of guilt for involving Grandpa in the snow-girl building. She could have done it alone. “Your cough—” Mama continued.
 
“It was fun!” Grandpa interrupted as he sank into his armchair near the stove. “I loved playing with Tashenka in her first snow. It made me feel young again. Do you remember when we used to build snow animals together, Svetka?” Grandpa asked, using his affectionate name for Mama.
 
Mama’s face softened. “Of course. Snow chickens. Snow dogs. One year, we built over a hundred snow goats – one for every goat on the farm!”
 
Grandpa chuckled softly. “The real goats didn’t know what to make of them!”
 
Mama glanced out of the window. “We never built a snow girl though. She really is beautiful, Tasha.”
 
Tasha’s guilt ebbed into a small flush of pride. She sat on the big footstool near Grandpa. She liked sitting there because she could see the flames in the stove and feel their heat, and look out of the window, across the valley, to the mountains beyond. It was almost dark now, but Tasha could still see the snow falling and the snow girl, not far away.
 
“How long will the snow stay?” Tasha asked.
 
“At least a month,” Grandpa replied. “It usually begins to melt around midwinter, when the weather warms. The snowdrops push through, the wildcats start singing in the woods and we know spring is on the way.”
 
“A month?” Papa sat on the sofa opposite Grandpa and let out something between a groan and a sigh. “The snow is beautiful. I can’t wait to try painting a landscape. But there are so many repairs around the farm that I hoped we’d have finished before it arrived.”
 
“I can help,” Tasha offered, although she knew how Papa would respond. Every time Tasha offered to give them a hand with repairs, her parents would say they were fine and she should go and have some fun.
 
“That’s kind of you.” Papa smiled but shook his head. “I know you’ve been looking forward to the snow though. I’d rather see you out having fun in it. I found some old skis in the barn today. They look hand-made, with snowflake patterns carved on the base.”
 
“I made those for your mother.” Grandpa nodded to Tasha. “They are for skiing on the flat ground in the valley. Your mother used to ski everywhere in winter when she was your age. It’s much quicker than walking.”
 
“I remember those skis.” Mama pulled a tray of fresh bread rolls out of the oven and the warm and comforting scent of them wrapped around the room like a cosy, quilted blanket. “They’re easy to use, Tasha. You could have lots of fun with them.”
 
“Perhaps you could ski over to visit Klara tomorrow?” Grandpa suggested. “Last time she rode by here on Zinovy, she stopped to say you were always welcome to visit her.”
 
“Maybe,” Tasha said warily. Skiing on flat ground sounded like it might be fun, but she knew the sandhoppers in her belly would stop her from leaving the farm and talking to Klara. Tasha rose to help Mama serve the broth and bread, hoping that would end the conversation.
 
The room quietened as everyone ate. It was a comfortable quiet, with the slurp of broth and the crackle of fire, and the snow whispering against the windowpanes.
 
After they’d eaten, Tasha gathered up the dishes while Papa warmed milk on the stove. Grandpa picked up his pipe from the table beside him. He hadn’t smoked in years, but he liked to hold his pipe after dinner, and wave it around as he told a story.
 
“Will you tell the story of the snow girl now?” Tasha sat on the footstool beside him again, cradling the mug of warm milk Papa had given her.
 
“Would you still like to hear it?” Grandpa smiled.
 
“Of course!” Tasha nodded. “It’s my favourite.”
 
“I always loved this story too.” Mama nestled into the sofa, curling her legs beside her. Papa sat down and Mama rested her head on his shoulder.
 
Grandpa stared at the flames in the stove thoughtfully, as if he was drawing all the details of the story to the front of his mind and arranging them in the right order. When he began speaking again, he used his best storytelling voice, the one that was so rich and deep that even the fire stopped crackling to listen.
 


 
“Once, there was an old woman and an old man who lived in a small house, in a small village, on the edge of a vast forest. It was a beautiful place. Good-natured silver birches watched over the grassy paths where chickens foraged and children played. The neighbours were kind and friendly, and always happy to help each other when needed.
 
“The old woman and the old man loved their home, but they felt that something was missing from their lives – something that made their hearts ache with longing.”
 
Tasha felt her own aching loneliness and she swallowed back a lump that grew in her throat.
 
“The old couple had wanted a child for many years – someone to share their beautiful world with and bring joy and love into their hearts.” Grandpa put his unlit pipe in his mouth for a moment before continuing.
 
“One winter’s day, snow fell in the village, soft and deep. From their window, the old couple watched parents and grandparents wrap their children in warm clothes and gaze at them, smiling, as they played in the snow. The children ran and laughed and threw snowballs. They built snowmen and snow witches and little domed houses they could crawl into. They made snow angels on the ground and pulled each other along on hand-made sleighs.
 
“The ache in the old couple’s hearts grew stronger than ever.
 
“‘Let’s build a little snow girl,’ the old woman said suddenly, ‘perhaps she’ll come to life and be a daughter to us.’
 
“The old man smiled and nodded. ‘This world is full of wonders – who knows what may happen? Let’s build a little snow girl and see.’
 
“And so, the old woman and the old man put on their warmest, cosiest clothes and stepped outside. With their hearts full of longing, they shaped the soft snow into a snow girl more beautiful than a thousand snowflakes. By the time they finished the sun was setting and the snow girl’s eyes glittered in the twilight.
 
“‘Oh, I wish she would come to life.’ The old woman sighed.
 
“The old man draped his scarf round the snow girl. ‘I wish so, too,’ he whispered, and he pulled the old woman into a hug.
 
“At that very moment, the snow girl blinked. Her eyes shone like blue ice, and a happy smile grew on her face. She laughed and began dancing in the snow, her hair and scarf flowing around her, her light footsteps barely leaving any prints.
 
“The snow girl twirled with the snowflakes and sang a song in an ancient language that sounded like the whisper of snowfall, the tinkle of icicles and the crackle of frost in the night. The old couple didn’t understand her words, but they felt in their souls that the snow girl was singing the joy of being alive, and their hearts swelled with love.
 
“The moon rose and stars twinkled in the night sky as the snow girl danced on. The old couple watched her with smiles brightening their faces, but they soon grew tired and cold. They invited the snow girl in to their home, but she only wanted to play in the snow. Eventually the old couple, teeth chattering, fingers frozen, retreated indoors and took turns watching the snow girl through their window while the other slept.
 
“When the sun rose, the snow girl danced away from the old couple’s home and into the shade of the forest. Some of the village children followed her, excited to make a new friend. Together they ran and laughed and threw snowballs. They built snow bears and snow wolves and little snow houses with chicken legs that always collapsed with a flump. They watched squirrels and rabbits play, and owls hunting mice under the snow.
 
“As the sun sank behind the trees, the village children grew cold and one by one ran to their homes. The snow girl followed, but did not go indoors. She spent another night dancing alone, while the old couple watched through their window.
 
“All winter this went on. During the day the snow girl played in the forest. And at night she danced in the village. Sometimes the old couple stepped outside to watch her glittering as she twirled in the moonlight. But, all too soon, they shivered with cold and were driven indoors by the frost-filled air. There they watched through their window wistfully – for they knew that the snow girl was of a different world.
 
“One day, late in winter, the snow girl was playing with the village children deep in the forest. The sun began to set, the children grew cold and, one by one, ran to their homes. But this time the snow girl didn’t notice. She ran round trees, laughing and dancing, until she realized that she was lost and alone.”
 
Tasha frowned as she remembered the moment at Claw’s Edge, when she had realized that she was alone.
 
“The snow girl called for her friends in her ancient language. But there was no response. The snow girl climbed a good-natured birch, but even from high up, she could not see her friends. She called them again, and again.”
 
Tasha’s frown deepened. She willed Grandpa to move on to the next part of the story, and took a breath of relief when he did.
 
“A bear came lumbering to the base of the tree. He understood the snow girl’s ancient language so knew she was lost. His belly rumbled, loud as thunder.
 
“‘I will take you home,’ the bear offered.
 
“The snow girl felt in her soul that she would be in danger if she went with the bear. So, she shook her head and the bear shrugged his huge shoulders and ambled away.
 
“Next, a wolf prowled close to the good-natured birch. She also understood the snow girl’s language so knew she was lost. She licked her long, sharp teeth.
 
“‘I will take you home,’ the wolf offered.
 
“Again, the snow girl felt she was in danger, so shook her head. The wolf sat and waited for a long time, but eventually she got bored and sprinted away to her pack.
 
“Finally, a fox trotted close. He sat and looked up at the snow girl in the birch and tilted his head curiously. ‘Would you like me to show you the way home?’ he asked.
 
“The snow girl looked into the fox’s golden eyes and felt in her soul that if she followed the fox, she could keep herself safe. So she climbed down the tree, paused at the base to thank the good-natured birch, then followed the fox, who led her safely back to the village.
 
“The old woman and the old man were watching, waiting and worrying at their window. When they saw the snow girl, they ran outside to greet her, smiling. But when they saw the fox at her heels, their smiles faded.
 
“The fox was looking at their chickens, licking his lips. The old couple sprang to action. Faster than they had moved for years they ran towards the fox, shouting to scare him off.
 
“The snow girl watched the fox jump in fright and run away to the forest. She turned to the old couple, stared at them for a moment with her ice-blue eyes, then sighed. She sang a song in her ancient language and, though the old couple didn’t understand her words, they felt in their souls that she was singing goodbye and their hearts felt heavy with sadness.
 
“‘Don’t go!’ the old woman pleaded.
 
“‘Don’t go!’ the old man sobbed.
 
“But the snow girl twirled faster and faster. Snowflakes spun around her, from her, through her. She became a thousand snowflakes, ten thousand, one hundred thousand, all spinning in the air. Through the cloud the old couple thought they could still see her, dancing and glittering in the moonlight. But then a wind rose, whisked the flakes away, and the little snow girl was gone.”
 
Grandpa leaned back and put his pipe down. Tasha sat quietly for a moment, thinking about the story. Tonight, her heart was reaching for a different ending. One where the snow girl wasn’t blown away on a wind.
 
“Would the snow girl have stayed if the old couple hadn’t scared the fox away?” Tasha wondered aloud. “The fox was only looking at the chickens like that because he was hungry. Maybe they could have given him some food?”
 
“Maybe.” Grandpa shrugged. “But who is to know if that would have changed anything? The snow girl was of a different world, after all. Moulded by others but with a wild heart that longed to be free.”
 
“Maybe all children are snow children,” Mama said from the sofa. “Moulded by others, but with wild hearts that long to be free.”
 
Grandpa nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps we all long to be free of things that have shaped us in ways that no longer feel comfortable.” He glanced at Tasha, and she frowned as she thought about Claw’s Edge, and how it still shaped her now.
 
“There are other versions of the story,” Mama said.
 
“What are they?” Tasha asked, wondering if any of them had a happier ending.
 
“Some say the snow girl jumped over a fire when she was playing with the village children in the woods, and she turned into a cloud and floated away.”
 
Tasha’s frown deepened.
 
“Others say the snow girl fell in love, and the warmth of that love made her melt.”
 
“None of these endings are very happy, are they?” Tasha complained.
 
Grandpa put his hand on Tasha’s shoulder. “Your grandma used to say in all these versions that the snow girl was carried north by a wind, to the land of glaciers and endless snows, where she dances all year round with her friend the fox, whose coat turns white in the cold.”
 
Tasha sighed. She supposed that was a happier ending for the snow girl, but the old couple were still on her mind. She couldn’t help but wonder if there was a story somewhere with a happy ending for them, where their hearts were not left aching with longing.
 







 
Mama rose to her feet. “Come on, let me help you to bed,” she said to Grandpa.
 
Tasha was about to protest. She wasn’t ready to let go of the story yet. But when she turned to Grandpa, she saw how tired he looked. “Would you like me to read to you in bed again?” she asked instead.
 
“Yes please.” Grandpa let Mama help him up. “Just give me a few minutes to get my pyjamas on.”
 
Tasha helped Papa wash the dishes while she waited, then she gave him a hug goodnight. He smelled of woodsmoke from filling the stove up with logs for the night. “I can take care of the goats and chickens tomorrow, if you want to ski over to visit Klara,” he whispered into Tasha’s ear.
 
“Thanks, Papa. But I think I’d need some practice on the skis before I went that far,” she said, relieved to have thought of an excuse.
 
“Whenever you feel ready.” Papa nodded. “I’m sure Klara would love to have a new friend, and it would be lovely to see you having some fun together. I worry about you, Tasha, spending all your time alone these days.”
 
“I’m not really alone when I’m with the animals.” Tasha smiled.
 
Papa pulled her into another hug. “All right, Tasha. But please know that I can take care of them anytime.”
 
Tasha nodded. Her eyes were prickling and she tried to blink the feeling away. “Thanks, Papa. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
Papa smiled and kissed the top of her head.
 
Tasha walked along the corridor to the room where Grandpa slept. It used to be a dining room, and still had a huge wooden table in it. But Tasha and her parents had moved Grandpa’s bed there because he sometimes struggled to climb the stairs.
 
Grandpa was in bed now, elevated on a small mountain of pillows because lying flat made his cough worse. Mama was sitting beside him, but when Tasha walked in she kissed him goodnight. “Don’t you two stay up late.” Mama winked, and gave Tasha a hug.
 
Tasha hugged Mama back. Then she sat on the chair beside Grandpa’s bed and picked up the book she’d been reading to him every night since she’d arrived. It was one of his favourites, called The Lake and the Woods, and it was a kind of nature diary from long ago, full of beautiful meandering descriptions. After less than one page, Grandpa was snoring.
 
Tasha put the book down. She tucked Grandpa’s warm, knitted blankets round his chest and adjusted his head gently so that his breathing wasn’t so laboured. She paused to look at his deep wrinkles, his white hair and beard.
 
Grandpa had always looked old, ever since Tasha could remember. But it was strange how sometimes he seemed as strong as a mountain, yet at other times he seemed as ethereal as a cloud. Tasha remembered his words from earlier, about Tasha and her parents taking over the farm, and her chest tightened. Once again Tasha regretted her wish. She should have wished for Grandpa’s health. That was more important than anything.
 
He’s going to get better, Tasha told herself firmly and she kissed Grandpa’s forehead before going to her bedroom.
 
Tasha had been offered Mama’s old bedroom upstairs, but she had wanted to sleep downstairs to be nearer to Grandpa, and also because the spare downstairs room looked out across the valley. The room was cluttered with all kinds of spinning and weaving equipment; wheels and looms, and huge bundles of washed goat’s wool waiting to be combed and spun. Mama and Papa had offered to help Tasha clear it all into the attic, but Tasha liked it. She hoped that in the spring, when Grandpa’s winter cough was better, he would show her how to use the equipment.
 
Tasha changed into her pyjamas, pulled a knitted blanket round her shoulders and sat on her bed, staring out of the window. Starlight illuminated the smooth quilt of snow covering the ground, and the gently falling snowflakes. Everything was bright and glittering. And the snow girl, right in the centre of Tasha’s view, looked as if she was standing on a stage, the star of the show, about to twirl round and bring to life some magical story.
 
Tasha leaned her head against the window and rested her hand on the cold glass. The snow girl seemed to be staring right at her. The footprints Tasha and Grandpa had left around her had been covered by fresh snow, but the snow girl looked exactly as she had earlier. The patterns Grandpa had carved onto her skirt were still sharp and clear. The buttons on her coat, her fluffy cuffs and collar, her long wavy hair, everything about her was still perfect. But the most perfect thing of all was her gentle, friendly smile.
 
Tasha drifted to sleep looking at the snow girl and dreamed she saw her lift her arms into the air and spin round, like Tasha had when she’d first seen the snow fall.
 


 
Tasha woke hours later but still in darkness. Her head and hand were cold from being pressed against the glass. Frost flowers had grown in swirls across most of the window, blocking her view of the snow girl. She sat up, revealing a clear circle on the glass where she had been resting her head.
 
Tasha peered through the circle and her breath caught in her throat. The snow girl had gone. Where she had stood the snow was now flat. There was not even a small mound to mark where she had been. The air tingled with thoughts of Tasha’s wish. But that was absurd. Wishes on snow don’t come true. Tasha reached for another explanation.
 
Perhaps the snow girl had collapsed, then been buried by a fresh snowfall. The thought made Tasha feel heavy with sadness. The snow girl was more than just snow. Tasha had shaped her with care and love and longing, and shared her deepest hopes and fears with her. Tasha knew it might seem silly, but the snow girl really did feel like a friend.
 
Tasha had a sudden urge to go outside, to see exactly what had happened to the snow girl and see if there was anything left of her. Then she remembered Grandpa’s scarf, that Grandma had knitted, and panic rose in her chest. Grandpa had draped his scarf round the snow girl and now it had disappeared too. She didn’t want the scarf to get lost, and it might be easier to find now – before it became buried by more snow.
 
Tasha got out of bed and pulled her trousers and jumper over her pyjamas. She could hear Grandpa snoring as she tiptoed along the corridor past his door, to the living room. Everything in it was silvered by light falling through the windows. Tasha slid on her coat and boots, a nervous anticipation trembling inside her at the thought of stepping out into the snowy, starlit night alone. But Tasha needed to find Grandpa’s scarf, and she hoped – with all her heart – that she might find some trace of the beautiful snow girl too. So Tasha took a deep breath, and opened the front door.





 
Tasha shivered as the cold night air curled around her. She lifted the thick woollen collar of her coat up round her neck.
 
An untouched layer of snow lay before her, brightly shining in the night. Tasha looked up in wonder. The moon was rising above the north-east peaks, and there were more stars twinkling in the vast sky than Tasha ever remembered seeing before. The stripe of the Milky Way was dazzling, running like a silver river across the black sky.
 
Remembering why she had come outside, Tasha looked back down and across the snow. There was no trace of the snow girl, or Grandpa’s scarf. Tasha’s brow furrowed as she stepped off the porch. Her feet sank deep into the snow – it almost reached the top of her calf-length boots.
 
Tasha waded over to where she and Grandpa had built the snow girl. The snow was smooth and flat but, if she tilted her head, she could make out the faintest impression of light footprints about the same size as her own, leading away from where the snow girl had stood. Tasha gasped.
 
The footprints couldn’t belong to the snow girl…could they? Tasha shivered again. This time she wasn’t sure if it was from the cold or the thought of her wish coming true.
 
Tasha followed the footprints with her gaze until they disappeared into the night. She looked around. She listened. But all was silent and still. Tasha shook her head. They couldn’t be footprints. That made no sense. She looked down again and noticed a few more much smaller impressions.
 
They must be something else, thought Tasha. She was letting her imagination see something that wasn’t there. Tasha pulled her mittens from her pocket, crouched down, and began to dig with her hands. The snow girl must have collapsed, so Grandpa’s scarf should be buried here.
 
When Tasha reached the frozen grass beneath the snow, she began digging outwards in a great circle. The snow girl could have collapsed sideways or backwards… Tasha kept digging until her fingers were numb with cold, even through her mittens, and there was a great rumpled mess of snow around her. But there was still no sign of the scarf.
 
The moon was high in the sky now, waxing gibbous and glowing like a pearl as it scattered light over Grandpa’s farm. Tasha rose to her feet and looked around again, trying to think logically. Perhaps the scarf had blown away and got caught on one of the drystone walls or thorny shrubs nearby. She searched for something blue among the white snow and pewter shadows. And she saw, at the edge of her vision, a flash of red behind the chicken coop.
 
Grandpa’s warning about foxes raced into Tasha’s thoughts, and she moved towards the chicken coop as fast as she could. If a fox was after Grandpa’s chickens, she needed to scare it off.
 
A soft tinkling sound rose from behind the coop and Tasha stopped still, her heart pounding. The sound was something like tiny bells, and something like a girl’s laugh. Tasha listened carefully. It was a girl’s laugh! Her heart pounded faster.
 
Besides Tasha, the only other girls in the valley were Klara, and Anastasia – who was seventeen and lived with her grandfather, Vasily, on the other side of the lake. If either of them had reason to come here in the middle of the night, Tasha felt sure they would knock on the farmhouse door, rather than laugh behind the chicken coop.
 
Tasha tried to inch forward quietly, so she could sneak a peek at whoever it was, but her boots crunched through the snow louder than ever. She gave up trying to be quiet, took a deep breath to steady the nervousness fluttering inside her, and walked straight towards the laugh.
 
On the other side of the coop a girl was running round in circles and laughing as a fox chased her playfully. Tasha’s mouth dropped open as she stared in disbelief.
 
The girl looked about the same age as Tasha. Her long, pale-blue skirt was silvered with beautiful, intricate snowflake patterns and her short close-fitting, pale-blue coat had five round, white buttons and a white fluffy collar and cuffs. Her long hair was silver-white and flowed in waves as she ran around laughing. It was impossible not to see her resemblance to the snow girl Tasha had built with Grandpa. Perhaps wishes on snow can come true!
 
Then Tasha noticed a streak of blue flowing through the girl’s hair. Grandpa’s scarf!
 
Tasha felt she was standing on the edge of a dream, or the edge of another world – a place where reality and imagination overlapped. A place where stories and wishes and magic were as real as farmhouses and snowfall and moonlight.
 
She wondered suddenly if her loneliness had grown so big that it was making her see things. She blinked and blinked again, trying to refocus the scene into something that made sense. She even pinched herself, like characters in storybooks do when they think they might be dreaming. But the girl who looked like the snow girl was still there. And Tasha definitely felt awake.
 
The girl and the fox were running so lightly on the snow that they barely left any prints – just faint impressions, like the ones Tasha had noticed earlier.
 
Tasha watched, astonished. After a few minutes the girl stopped, breathless. The fox sat down beside her and yawned. The girl leaned over, rested her hands on her knees, then turned her head and looked right at Tasha. Her face glittered with light. Her eyes shone like blue ice and a happy smile grew on her face.
 
Tasha held her breath. Her fingertips trembled. She felt unsteady, as if the whole world had shifted. But she wasn’t scared or nervous. Excitement rushed through her, faster with each moment.
 
This was proof that there was magic in the world. That wishes could come true. Because this must be the snow girl come to life. Tasha felt it in her heart and soul, and a smile grew on her own face.
 
“Hello,” Tasha said. Her voice was barely a whisper.
 
The girl straightened up and said something in a language that Tasha didn’t recognize. The sounds seemed familiar though – soft like the whisper of snowflakes, musical like the tinkle of bells and ancient like the crackle of frost in the night. Tasha didn’t understand the words but she felt that she understood something of the feeling behind them. It was like listening to birdsong, or instrumental music, and feeling the emotions that were woven into the sounds. Tasha felt that the snow girl was speaking of her happiness at being here.
 
The girl put her hand over her heart and, slowly and carefully, spoke a single word, “Alyana.”
 
“Alyana.” Tasha’s smile widened and she put her hand over her own heart. “Tasha.”
 
“Tasha.” Alyana nodded, then looked down at the fox.
 
The fox looked at Tasha, tilted his head curiously, then nodded as if in greeting.
 
Tasha laughed in wonder and nodded back to the fox. “Does he have a name?” she asked Alyana.
 
Alyana shook her head and Tasha somehow understood that, being a wild animal, it made sense that the fox did not have a name.
 
Alyana lifted Grandpa’s scarf from her neck and held it out to Tasha.
 
Tasha took a few paces forward, wary of scaring away the fox, but the fox sat confidently, quietly watching Tasha.
 
Snow began falling again – tiny glittering flakes slowly drifting down. Tasha paused to look up at the sky before taking another few steps closer. She reached out and gently lifted the scarf from Alyana’s fingers. Joy surged through her.
 
Alyana was real! Not a dream, or a figment of her imagination. She truly was the snow girl come to life.
 


 
Alyana crouched down, scooped up a handful of snow with her bare hands and pressed it into a ball. She held it up and looked around thoughtfully before skipping off to the northern edge of the field, where the woods began and pine branches curved downwards, heavy with snow. Alyana reached up and tucked one branch underneath another. She laughed as snow fell off the branches and landed with soft thumps around her.
 
Tasha looped Grandpa’s scarf round her neck and watched with confusion until she realized that Alyana was making a kind of target for snowballs.
 
Alyana ran back to where she had been standing before, aimed her snowball carefully, then threw it. The snowball exploded against the overlapping branches and Alyana beamed. She turned to Tasha and gestured for her to try.
 
Tasha couldn’t resist. She leaned down to gather a snowball, then took aim and threw it. The snowball missed the target by a hand’s breadth.
 
Alyana clapped her hands lightly. She leaned down, made another ball and threw it gracefully. It flew through the air in a perfect arc, straight towards the target… But the fox suddenly ran after it, leaped up and caught it in his teeth. The snowball shattered over the fox’s face and he shook his head in annoyance. Alyana laughed her light, tinkling laugh. The fox looked away, frowning as he licked his snow-dusted lips.
 
Tasha made another snowball and this time hit the target straight on. She smiled with pride.
 
Alyana nodded appreciatively. She leaned down to scoop up more snow, but then stopped still, as if she had heard something. She straightened up again, pointed to the field near the barn and put her hands together to make the shape of a bird in flight. The moon threw a shadow from Alyana’s hands onto the snow. It looked like an owl.
 
“Oh!” Tasha gasped. She had seen a barn owl hunting in that field a few times and loved watching her silent flight. Tasha knew it was a female owl, because she had noticed the light-brown feathers below her pale face, and the darker spots on her chest.
 
Alyana ran lightly over the snow towards the field, the fox at her heels.
 
Tasha followed without a second thought, making twice as much noise and sinking twice as deep into the snow as Alyana, despite the fact they were about the same size.
 
Alyana stopped near a sprawling elderberry tree growing out of a drystone wall and beckoned Tasha close. They sat on a low branch. The fox rested near Alyana’s feet and all three of them stared across the snow-covered field. The cold air crept inside Tasha’s coat and she drew it tight round her, then wiggled her fingers and toes inside her mittens and boots, trying to generate some warmth.
 
Tasha spotted the barn owl first. She leaned closer to Alyana and pointed at the owl, who sat on a stone wall at the other side of the field with her gaze locked on the ground. Icy air – even colder than the freezing night air – rose from Alyana’s body and swirled round Tasha. Tasha shivered and leaned away once Alyana had spotted the owl. After a few moments the owl opened her wings, glided downwards and landed on the snow, claws splayed. Tasha couldn’t make out what the owl had caught, but she knew it was probably a mouse. Lots of mice burrowed beneath the rye stubble in the field. Tasha held her breath as the owl opened her wings, rose into the air, then returned to her perch with her prey. “She’s so beautiful,” Tasha murmured.
 
Alyana nodded. The snow was falling more heavily now, and a soft, chiming sound was drifting through the air. Tasha looked at Alyana, wondering if she was laughing quietly, but the gentle music was coming from above. The elderberry branches arcing over them were now filled with thousands of icicles, each one as long as the iced biscuits Mama sometimes made to dip into warm milk. The icicles swayed in a light breeze, clinking against each other and sparkling in the moonlight.
 
Tasha stared in wonder as the icicles grew longer and the chiming music swelled around them. She pulled her coat closer as she gazed at the scene in silence. She felt that if she said anything the magic might stop.
 
Surrounded by the chiming icicles, the glittering snow, the bright moonlight and the silver-grey shadows, Tasha lost track of time. It was the owl who brought her back to the present, swooping off her perch and gliding away towards the barn. Then Tasha realized she was shuddering with the cold. Her fingers and toes were numb, her lungs sore from the frozen air, and her jaw ached from trying to stop her teeth chattering.
 
Tasha’s parents had told her how dangerous the cold winters could be in Grandpa’s valley and had made her promise to go indoors if she ever began shivering uncontrollably.
 
Tasha reluctantly pointed towards the farmhouse. “I have to go in,” she whispered to Alyana.
 
Alyana pointed towards the woods. She made another shape with her hands, and the shadow cast on the snow looked something like a deer.
 
“You saw deer in the woods?” Tasha fumbled to pull out the sketchbook that she always kept in her coat pocket. She pointed to a drawing of a small roe deer on the front of it. Tasha had glimpsed the deer one morning near the stream at the western edge of the goat paddock.
 
Alyana smiled at Tasha’s drawing and nodded, but then put two fingers over her mouth, like fangs. Tasha’s eyes widened. She knew exactly what Alyana meant. She had read about musk deer in her book, Wildlife of the North. The males had two long canine tusks that looked like fangs, and both males and females were extremely rare in this area.
 
Alyana rose to her feet and beckoned Tasha towards the woods. The fox rose onto his paws, stretched and looked towards the woods too.
 
Tasha’s heart sank. She would love to see musk deer with Alyana and the fox, but she knew she must go indoors and warm up. Tasha shook her head sadly. She wrapped her arms round herself and shivered, showing Alyana how cold she was.
 
Alyana nodded with understanding. She pointed at the moon, swept her arm across the sky in a great arc, then pointed to the north-east peaks, where it had risen.
 
Again, Tasha knew exactly what Alyana meant. She would return tomorrow night, at moonrise. A thrill rushed through Tasha at the prospect of spending more time with Alyana and the fox. Tasha nodded and Alyana’s smile widened. She leaned forward and lightly kissed Tasha’s cheek.
 
Tasha’s face was so cold she barely felt the kiss, but a warm flush of happiness rushed through her. Then Alyana ran off towards the woods with the fox following at her heels. Tasha stared after them. Once again it seemed like reality and imagination were overlapping. Another shudder ran through Tasha, so violent this time that it made her teeth chatter. She turned and clumsily waded back towards the farmhouse.
 
When Tasha opened the door and stepped inside, the warm air made her skin tingle. She peeled off her outer layers and put them near the stove to dry. Then she tiptoed past Grandpa’s bedroom, leaving the scarf on his door handle, before collapsing into her own bed and pulling her blankets tight round her. She was tired and cold, but happy.
 
The empty, aching feeling of loneliness that Tasha had carried for so long was gone. She had a friend: Alyana. Tasha didn’t know how to – or whether she even could – explain Alyana to her parents and Grandpa. But right now that didn’t matter. Because there was magic in the world, and the future felt more exciting than ever.





 
The moment Tasha woke, she knew she’d overslept. Daylight was pouring through her bedroom window and the frost flowers on the glass had disappeared. She sat up and looked outside, wondering if the night before had been a dream. But there was still no trace of the snow girl. The snow where she’d been was flat, and glistening brightly in the pale sunshine.
 
Tasha’s gaze drifted north, towards the woods and the mountains beyond, and she wondered if that was where Alyana and the fox were now. Will they return tonight, as Alyana promised? Excitement rushed through Tasha at the thought and she got out of bed, eager to speed the day onwards.
 
Breakfast sounds were drifting from the living room – spoons scraping against bowls, Papa’s deep voice, Mama’s lyrical one and Grandpa’s chesty laugh that he tried to cut short before it turned into a cough.
 
Tasha dressed quickly, guilt now squeezing her belly. Breakfast was always served after the goats and the chickens had been fed and their shelters cleaned, and Tasha had been doing that every morning since she’d arrived. It was the one job that felt like hers, and made her feel useful – like she was an important part of Grandpa’s farm.
 
For a moment, Tasha wished that she hadn’t stayed out so late with Alyana, but as the magic of the night flowed back into her thoughts, she couldn’t help but smile.
 
“I’m sorry I slept in,” Tasha apologized as she walked into the living room. “I woke in the night and—” Tasha stopped. If she told her parents and Grandpa about Alyana and the fox, she doubted they would believe her. In Tasha’s experience, grown-ups loved to tell stories about magic, but they rarely believed in it themselves.
 
Growing up in Saltberry, Tasha had been told hundreds of stories about mermaids and sea monsters by her parents, aunts and uncles. But, when Tasha thought she glimpsed a mermaid swimming beyond Silver Cove when she was nine years old, nobody had believed her. They said she must have seen a seal or a dolphin or a person – anything but a real, live mermaid. In the end, everyone doubted Tasha’s account of the mermaid so much that she began to doubt it herself.
 
Tasha decided not to say anything about Alyana and the fox. She didn’t want to be doubted again – and she didn’t want to doubt herself. Last night with Alyana had been the most wonderful and magical thing that had ever happened to her, and it had eased her aching loneliness. Tasha needed it to be real.
 
“How are the goats and the chickens?” she asked instead.
 
“They’re fine.” Papa passed Tasha a bowl of porridge with dried berries softening on the top. “Grandpa fed them this morning and I cleaned the shelters. You should have seen little Ferdinand exploring the snow!” Papa laughed.
 
Tasha went to the window to see if she could spot the goats. The snow looked deep enough to lose Ferdinand in. “Will he be all right?” Tasha asked.
 
Papa nodded. “They have extra hay and food, and I cleared the snow from an area outside their shelter, so they can wander around a little without getting too cold and wet.”
 
“There is a mystery to solve out there, Tashenka,” Grandpa said, his eyes sparkling.
 
“What’s that?” Tasha sat on the footstool beside him.
 
He touched the scarf round his neck. “This was draped on my door handle this morning. And the snow girl we built has disappeared. Do you think she came to life, brought my scarf back to me, then danced away to the mountains?” Grandpa winked at Tasha.
 
“Maybe.” Tasha smiled, wondering if Grandpa would believe her if she told him about Alyana. “Or maybe the snow girl collapsed in the night, and I went to find your scarf because I was worried it would blow away.”
 
“Well, this night-time wandering explains why you slept in,” Mama said with a look of concern. “Did you stay out long?”
 
“Not really.” Tasha shook her head and spooned porridge into her mouth to avoid any more questions.
 
“I always loved walking at night in the snow, under the stars,” Grandpa said with a faraway look in his eyes. “The farm is beautiful on winter nights, and, oh, the woods –” he exclaimed suddenly – “there are so many animals to see at night: badgers, flying squirrels, eagle owls, wildcats…”
 
“Do you remember when we saw a wildcat together?” Tasha asked, beaming at the memory.
 
“Of course!” Grandpa put his hand on Tasha’s arm. “We walked to the northern peaks one sunny day and stopped for a picnic. I couldn’t believe it when you spotted her, standing on a ledge less than one hundred paces away. It is rare to see a wildcat at all, let alone in summer, during the daytime. Most of the year they spend alone in the remotest parts of the mountains. That’s why it’s so special around midwinter, when they come down into the woods to seek each other out. But even then, we rarely see them – we are more likely to hear them singing for mates at night. Oh, the wildcat we saw was so beautiful!” Grandpa’s eyes lit up. “The way she was looking out across the valley and the peaks beyond, like they were part of her, and she was part of them.”
 
“Time seemed to stop,” Tasha whispered. “You held my hand and we were both trembling, not from fear – there was no danger the wildcat could reach us from her ledge. We were trembling from the wonder of seeing her.”
 
“It is one of my most treasured memories, Tashenka,” Grandpa said.
 
“Mine too.” Tasha nodded. “I hope we can do it again, maybe in the spring when the snow has melted.”
 
“Seeing as the stairs are a challenge for me now, I think my mountain-climbing days are over.” Grandpa looked away from Tasha, to the window and the western peaks in the distance.
 
Tasha’s heart clenched. She wanted to tell Grandpa that he was wrong – that he would walk up the mountains again with her, as soon as his cough was better. But Tasha’s mouth went dry and the words wouldn’t form. A cold feeling swirled inside her. What if Grandpa is right? Tasha tried to push the thought away.
 
Grandpa turned back to Tasha with a gentle smile on his face. “What are you doing today, Tashenka? Building another snow girl?”
 
Tasha shook her head. “The snow girl we built together was perfect, Grandpa. I wouldn’t want any other.”
 
“Well in that case, I have another suggestion.” Grandpa’s smile widened.
 
Tasha raised her eyebrows curiously.
 
“There is a tradition in the valley that everyone gathers at the communal barn with the first snow, to help clean and organize it. Over the winter it’s an important place. People take spare food and firewood there and, if anyone needs anything, that’s where they go. Nona will be there organizing the work, but I’m sure there will be fun too. You might get a chance to play in the snow with Klara and Mika.”
 
“That’s a lovely idea,” Mama said. “Your papa and I will be busy with repairs today – we need to make sure all the farm buildings are keeping the snow out – but I think it would be wonderful for you to have some fun.”
 
“You could use those skis I found, Tasha,” Papa suggested.
 
Nervousness rolled through Tasha at the thought of leaving the farm, and sped into panic as she thought of arriving at the communal barn and having to talk to people. “I don’t know how to ski and I’m not sure of the trails either,” she said quickly.
 
“I can show you how to ski and point out the trails. It’s an easy route.” Mama smiled.
 
“You can see it from here.” Grandpa nodded. “So I can even keep an eye on you and make sure you arrive safely. It would be nice for you to spend some time with children your own age, Tashenka.”
 
Tasha felt a frown creasing her brow. Everyone’s encouragement to leave the farm felt like being pushed into too-deep water. Part of her wanted to tell them she wasn’t ready yet, that she was scared and not as brave as she used to be. But she breathed out slowly and thought of Alyana, and this gave her strength.
 
Last night she had thrown snowballs with Alyana and they had watched the owl, and Tasha hadn’t felt nervous. Spending time together had been fun. Perhaps, if she could have fun with Alyana, then she could have fun with Klara and Mika too. Tasha took a deep breath. “All right.” She nodded decisively. “I’ll ski to the communal barn.”
 
“Excellent.” Grandpa smiled. “Please tell Nona we have a couple of sacks of potatoes to give, but someone with a sleigh will have to collect them.”
 
“I will.” Tasha leaned over and kissed Grandpa’s cheek. “We could tuck up the animals together tonight, if you’re feeling well enough.”
 
Grandpa nodded and put his hand on Tasha’s cheek. It felt cold and trembly. “I’m proud of you, Tashenka,” he whispered. “I know how brave you are for doing this.”
 
Tasha put her hand over Grandpa’s, trying to warm and steady his. She wasn’t sure if it was his words or the frailty of his hand that was making her eyes well up. She blinked her tears away and smiled as she rose to her feet. “I’ll see you later, Grandpa.”
 


 
Tasha and her parents dressed in warm clothes and waded through the snow to the barn. Papa brought out the skis, along with two wooden poles, and gave them to Tasha. The skis were short and wide with simple leather bindings, and beautiful snowflake patterns carved on the base – like the ones Grandpa had etched onto the snow-girl’s skirt.
 
“The patterns aren’t only for decoration,” Mama explained as she showed Tasha how to tie the bindings round her boots. “They help the skis grip the snow. And the poles are for balance, pushing forward and braking. You can go as fast or slow as you like.” Mama rose to her feet. “Go on, try them! Slide your feet forward one after the other.”
 
Tasha nodded, pushed the poles into the snow, then slid one foot forward. The ski ran smoothly across the surface without sinking. A smile grew on Tasha’s face. She moved the poles forward, then slid her other foot forward. Then she did it again, and again, sliding further and faster across the field. Tasha felt like she was flying over the ground, barely touching it at all.
 
“This is brilliant!” Tasha exclaimed, excitement fizzing inside her as she thought of how far and how fast she could travel with the skis. It would be so different to running along the beaches around Saltberry, where every step in the sand pulled you back.
 
Mama laughed and clapped her hands with pride. “You’re a natural, Tasha! That’s perfect!”
 
Tasha did a wide turn, and returned to Mama. “Thanks, Mama,” she said.
 
“It’s lovely to see the skis being used again.” Mama put her hands on Tasha’s shoulders. “I hope you have a wonderful time today. Now, the route…” Mama turned and pointed out the best trails to follow to get to the communal barn, which was right in the centre of the valley. The route looked easy, and Tasha felt confident she could follow it.
 
Tasha gave her parents a hug goodbye before setting off. She slid past the elderberry tree she had sat beneath with Alyana the night before and smiled at the thought she would see her again soon. Then she skied across the goat paddock, stopping to give Ferdinand a cuddle and say hello to the other goats. She didn’t linger long though, and soon continued to the half-frozen stream at the edge of the paddock. There, she paused for a moment to take a deep breath of the cold air, hoping it might fill her with courage, before turning south and leaving Grandpa’s farm.
 
It was exhilarating sliding along the trails, feeling light as a breeze. Today, Tasha felt different and the world felt different. Everything was glistening with winter magic and hope for the future. Tasha propelled herself, faster and faster, and her smile widened as she flew towards the communal barn.





 
The communal barn was an old stone building with a small pine thicket on one side and a large empty field on the other. The nearest neighbour was Nona, whose farmhouse was a couple of fields away. All the farmhouses in Grandpa’s valley were scattered with fields between them, so this barn – being in the centre of the valley – had been chosen, generations ago, to be a communal one: a shared space where everyone could meet and spend time together.
 
As Tasha drew close to the barn, she felt nervousness fluttering inside her again. But the barn was not the hive of activity that she had been expecting. There were no horses in the field at the side, no sleighs or skis outside and no chatter or laughter echoing from inside the building.
 
The barn was almost entirely encased in a thick layer of frosted ivy, and Tasha skied round it twice looking for a way in, before she eventually spotted a single line of footprints in the snow leading to a small side door.
 
Tasha took off her skis and peered inside. The cold, dark, silent space was empty except for an elderly lady sweeping the floor in a pale beam of light that was falling from a narrow slit window, high above.
 
“Nona? Is that you?” Tasha asked, her eyes still adjusting to the gloom.
 
Nona stopped sweeping and looked up. She tilted her head curiously at Tasha. “Well, of all the people I thought might come here today, I didn’t expect you would be one of them, Myshka. Perhaps the fortifying tea I gave you is finally easing your timidness?”
 
Tasha shrugged self-consciously. She had only met Nona a few times, and each time Nona had made her feel both uncomfortable and nervous. Tasha had never met anyone who looked so old and so strong at the same time. Beneath Nona’s woollen coat her shoulders were broad and muscled. Her hands were mottled with age spots, but looked nimble and powerful enough to both pluck a chicken and wield an axe. A headscarf, tied firmly and neatly, covered her storm-cloud grey hair. And although her face was deeply wrinkled, her eyes were young and bright and her gaze unflinching as it took in every detail of everything that crossed her path.
 
“Come inside.” Nona beckoned Tasha closer. “How are you, and your parents and grandpa?”
 
“My parents and I are fine, thank you, but Grandpa still has his cough.” Tasha walked towards Nona cautiously, trying not to step on the hundreds of butterfly wings that were scattered across the floor – presumably dropped by the spiders who lived in the huge cobwebs draped from the high roof beams. “Grandpa said everyone gathers here with the first snow, to help clean and organize the barn.” Tasha’s words echoed around the dusty stone walls.
 
Nona let out a snort that might have been annoyance, or a laugh. “Your grandpa is living in the past.” Nona leaned on her broom and looked around. “I still come here with the first snow and spend the day preparing the barn for winter. But it’s been a long time since a group gathered in this space. Over the last few years, so many people have left the valley for the towns in the south that all the communal activities have pretty much dwindled away.”
 
Nona carried on sweeping and the sound of the broom bristles whispered around the barn like sighs.
 
Tasha shifted her weight, unsure what to do now her plans for the day were crumbling like the butterfly wings beneath Nona’s broom. She let her gaze wander around the vast, cavernous space and found a few remnants of its busier past: some branches dangling from a roof beam with dusty candle stubs on them; a flat piece of wood fixed to a wall with faded notices on it and a huge fireplace with pale ashes scattered in and around it.
 
Nona paused from sweeping and followed Tasha’s gaze. “People do stop by over the day,” she said in a slightly brighter tone. “Yelena and Sabina came early this morning and dropped off some smoked, dried fish.”
 
“That’s kind of them.” Tasha remembered Yelena and Sabina bringing fish to Grandpa’s farm a few times over the last months. They were fisherwomen who lived by the lake and spent most of their time on it, in their fishing boat. Tasha knew they had a son, Danilo, who was sixteen and liked to visit Anastasia on the other side of the lake whenever he could.
 
“I expect a few more people will come by today with food for the store.” Nona gestured behind her, and Tasha spotted a wooden door that she guessed must lead to a storeroom.
 
“Grandpa said he has a couple of sacks of potatoes to give,” Tasha said, remembering his message. “But he needs someone with a sleigh to collect them.”
 
“I can arrange that,” Nona replied.
 
“Thank you,” Tasha said quietly. Disappointment descended over her. She had put so much effort into preparing herself to spend time with Klara and Mika today, and now it looked like that wasn’t going to happen.
 
Tasha thought about leaving – she still had Alyana’s visit to look forward to at moonrise – but after finding the courage to ski here it didn’t feel right to leave so soon. And she didn’t want to return to Grandpa and explain that the community gathering he remembered didn’t happen any more, in case that upset him. “Would you like some help here?” Tasha asked Nona.
 
Nona’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “That would be kind of you.” She gestured to the door behind her. “How about you clean and tidy the shelves in the storeroom?”
 
Tasha nodded and tiptoed around the butterfly wings until she reached the door. It creaked loudly as she opened it, and a thick cloud of dust swirled out to greet her.
 


 
For the next few hours, Tasha cleaned and organized the floor-to-ceiling shelves in the storeroom. Nona moved between the main barn and the store, talking as she worked, telling Tasha stories about the things in the wooden boxes and barrels that filled the shelves.
 
“These are all musical instruments.” Nona pointed to a shelf full of leather-covered cases of various shapes and sizes. “They used to be played during celebrations held here – birthdays, weddings, wakes and seasonal festivals. The barn would be decorated beautifully. Flames would roar in the fireplace, and people would eat at long tables on one side of the room and dance on the other.” Nona swayed with her broom for a moment, as if it was a dance partner.
 
Tasha had the faintest of memories of being at a celebration in the barn once, on a visit to Grandpa’s when she was very young – perhaps even back when Grandma was alive. It was certainly so long ago that Tasha could recall only distant echoes of music and laughter, candlelight making shadows shift, and bright smiles around tables laden with delicious, fragrant foods. “How long has it been since the last celebration?” Tasha asked.
 
“At least seven years.” Nona sighed sadly, and Tasha felt her own heart ache. Even though there weren’t many people living in the valley now, Tasha thought it seemed a shame that they didn’t get together to have parties any more.
 
Nona pointed to another shelf. It was full of glass jars in crates, each labelled with the names of herbs and various ailments. “These are remedies I’ve made and stored here for everyone to use. Most people appreciate them, but your grandpa refuses to take anything I offer him,” Nona complained.
 
“He always takes the cough sweets you made when I offer him one,” Tasha said quickly. “They work wonders, and we’re very grateful for them.”
 
Nona smiled proudly and rummaged in the crates. “In that case, you must encourage him to try a few more things.” She began passing Tasha packets, jars and bottles. “Birch-bark tea, honey and horseradish linctus, a potato amulet to be worn around his neck, and mustard power to dust into his bedsocks at night.”
 
Tasha thought some of the remedies sounded strange, but she thanked Nona and bit her lip to stop herself from responding when Nona passed her another packet of “fortifying tea to keep your timidness at bay”.
 
Not long after that, Nona walked across the fields to her farmhouse and returned with a basket containing a small picnic of rye bread, goat’s cheese, caramelized onions and a flask of garlic milk. Tasha thanked Nona for the food but politely refused the strong-smelling garlic milk, even though Nona swore it was excellent for preserving the “vitality of youth”.
 
Tasha was packing the remains of the picnic back into the basket when Klara’s father, Edya, arrived on a horse-drawn sleigh. Tasha had met him a couple of times before, when he had come to visit Grandpa and help her parents with some of the bigger farm jobs.
 
Edya was tall, with a friendly smile and ginger hair curling out from beneath a green, woollen hat. He carried a box of dried, salted mutton into the store and stopped for a while to talk to her and Nona.
 
Tasha felt a fresh wave of disappointment that Klara wasn’t with him, but surprised herself by finding the courage to ask Edya how Klara was.
 
“She is well, thank you, Tasha,” Edya replied. “Better than the twins, who both have stomach ache after taking a fruit cake from our pantry and eating most of it. Klara is helping her mother, Galia, care for them today. She will be sad to have missed seeing you. Perhaps you could visit her soon?” Edya raised his eyebrows in a question and Tasha nodded, although she wasn’t sure if her courage would ever grow large enough to allow her to knock on Klara’s door.
 
Mika’s grandmother, Vita, also came by in the afternoon, wrapped in many layers of clothes and carrying a box of jams as brightly coloured as jewels. Vita was from the far north and spoke a language Tasha didn’t understand. She took one jar out of the box and pressed it into Tasha’s hands with a smile. Tasha nodded a thank you, knowing the jar was meant to be a gift for her and her family. She wanted to ask after Mika and his mother, Raya, but she wasn’t sure that Vita would understand her, so she waved farewell instead, the disappointment inside her growing heavier.
 
Soon after Vita left, the light grew dimmer and Nona said they should leave before the sun set. A smile warmed Tasha’s cheeks as she thought how soon she would see Alyana. “Thank you for helping today,” Nona said.
 
“You’re welcome,” Tasha replied. “Is there anything else I can help with here tomorrow, or another day?” she asked, surprising herself again. Today hadn’t exactly been the fun she had hoped for with friends of her own age. But, as she thought about it now, it had been a nice change from spending the day with the goats and the chickens on Grandpa’s farm, and it had made her feel useful too – the store was much cleaner and tidier for her efforts.
 
“There isn’t a pressing need. But if you wanted to come here again, it is a space for everyone.” Nona glanced around the barn thoughtfully as they both walked towards the door. “There is always more to clean and mend here. But please be careful, and make sure you shut and bolt the door tightly and lock it when you leave, so animals don’t get in. I’ll show you where I keep the key now. Anyone who needs to can get in.” Nona stepped outside and beckoned Tasha to follow her.
 
Tasha took one last look around the barn and the familiar emptiness swelled inside her. The dusty candle stubs, the faded notices and the vast floor, where people once danced to music, made Tasha feel like she was seeing ghosts of the past; glimpses of the valley as it used to be.
 
Tasha turned away and stepped outside, into deep snow and crisp, cold air.
 
Nona was looking up at the sky with a frown. “Tonight will be bitterly cold. And this winter will be long and harsh. I feel it in my joints – as an aching, icy turbulence.” Nona looked down at the snow and her frown deepened. “This snow fell so fast and thick, and more is coming. It will make life difficult here. Running these old farms and farmhouses is hard work in winter. And snow drifts often block the trails and the mountain pass that leads in and out of the valley. People can become isolated, Myshka.” Nona turned to Tasha. Her gaze was spiked with anxiousness. “That’s why we should all look out for each other, and keep each other safe.”
 
Tasha stiffened and felt herself draw inwards. The thought of trusting anyone other than her parents or Grandpa with her safety made a shiver of fear run through her.
 
Nona must have thought it was from the cold, because she nodded to Tasha’s coat. “Lift your collar up, and put your hat and mittens on. It’s important to stay warm as the sun sets. Now, here is the key.” Nona lifted a key from a window ledge, and bolted and locked the door before returning the key to its place. Then Nona nodded farewell and walked away, across the fields towards her farmhouse, while Tasha tied her skis onto her boots and set off in the pale evening light.
 
Tasha skied along the trails, faster and faster. Cold air rushed over her face, blowing away the heavier thoughts and feelings of the day. She was eager to return to the familiar comfort of her parents and Grandpa, and the excitement that lay ahead at moonrise.
 
Snowflakes began falling, and swirling around Tasha. They twinkled and whispered promises of a magical night ahead – a night of escape and adventure, and friendship.





 
That evening Tasha’s thoughts were filled with Alyana and the fox. Anticipation about seeing them again fizzed and bubbled inside her. She barely noticed what she ate, and she barely heard what her parents and Grandpa talked about. She did notice how tired they all looked though.
 
Mama and Papa were slumped on the sofa, crumpled and weary from all the repair work they’d been doing. Grandpa’s eyes kept drooping closed, and his breathing was loud and laboured. He only took a few bites of his food before falling asleep in his chair.
 
Tasha remembered the remedies Nona had given her for Grandpa and she slipped out of the living room to dust his bedsocks with the mustard powder, then she brewed him some of the birch-bark tea. She thought it smelled pleasant – sweet and minty – but Grandpa screwed his face up when Tasha nudged him awake to offer it to him. And when Tasha showed him the potato amulet, Grandpa decided Nona must be playing a joke on him, and refused to put the small wizened potato around his neck.
 
Grandpa did take a sip of the honey and horseradish linctus, though, and said it was soothing, but with a nice kick. Then, Mama and Papa helped Grandpa to bed. He was even more unsteady on his feet than usual.
 
Once Grandpa was settled, Tasha read him The Lake and the Woods until he fell asleep. Tasha did her best to adjust his head to make his breathing easier, but it still rasped in his chest, so she went to ask for her parents’ help.
 
Mama went to check on Grandpa, and Papa walked Tasha to her own bedroom and tucked her up like he used to do when she was little. “Well done for today.” Papa kissed Tasha’s forehead. “It was brave and brilliant of you.”
 
“Thanks, Papa.” Tasha smiled back, although she was worried about Grandpa. She was worried about her parents too. They both looked so tired and anxious.
 
Mama walked in carrying an extra blanket, which she draped over Tasha’s bed. “It’s going to be cold tonight,” Mama said, glancing out of the window. “Clear skies like this come with an icy edge.”
 
“Is Grandpa all right?” Tasha asked.
 
“It’s the cold air making his chest worse. I’ve given him extra blankets and put more wood in the stove, so I’m hoping that will be enough to keep him comfortable through the night.” Mama drew the curtains. “I’m proud of you for today,” she whispered before kissing Tasha goodnight.
 
“See you in the morning,” Papa called as he and Mama disappeared through the door.
 
As Tasha’s parents walked up the stairs, she heard them talking quietly about more repairs that needed doing.
 
“The farm isn’t ready for such a cold and snowy winter,” Mama said.
 
“We’ll do all we can,” Papa replied. “Perhaps the weather won’t get any worse.”
 
Tasha lay in bed for a while, feeling the weight of her parents’ worries on top of her own. Worries about Grandpa and the farm and the cold and the snow…and Tasha knew her parents were worried about her still, even though she had made the effort to leave the farm today. There were so many layers of worry, heavy and stifling. Tasha was desperate to shake them off and step outside into the fresh night air and find Alyana and the fox again.
 
As soon as Tasha thought her parents were asleep, she slipped quietly out of bed. Remembering how cold she had been the night before, and heeding Mama’s warning about clear skies having an icy edge, Tasha put on an extra layer of clothes. Then she crept to the living room and put on her coat, hat and mittens.
 
Tasha opened the door and smiled at the bright snow and starlight ahead of her. She stepped outside and snowflakes began drifting down. Some of them were so big Tasha could see their intricate crystalline shapes. They were beautiful, but Mama was right – the air was icy. Tasha pulled her collar high up round her neck and took a few more steps away from the farmhouse.
 
The moon was rising over the north-east peaks. Excitement rushed through Tasha – Alyana had said she would come at moonrise.
 
A soft jingling sound drifted from the far side of the goat paddock. It reminded Tasha of Alyana’s laugh, and of the music the icicles in the elderberry tree had made. As she walked towards it, the snow fell more heavily. Tasha shivered, even in her extra layers, and walked faster.
 
She saw the fox first – a flash of red at the edge of her vision – in the woods to the north. Then she saw a streak of pale blue appearing and disappearing behind the trees. Both the fox and Alyana were moving fast, and heading to where the half-frozen stream emerged from the woods. Jingling sounds wrapped round Tasha and tugged her in the same direction. She ran, stumbling through the snow, as fast as she could and arrived at the stream breathless.
 
Alyana stepped out from beneath the pine trees. She was wearing the same pale-blue skirt and coat, and her silver-white hair glowed in the moonlight. Her ice-blue eyes sparkled and her skin shone like starlight. The fox was at her heels, his golden eyes bright as he looked at Tasha.
 
Tasha beamed at the sight of them both and waved.
 
Alyana waved back, then something drew her gaze from the other side of the stream. Her eyes widened with delight and she pointed at a snow hare, digging through the snow at the base of a gorse bush. Tasha watched, trying to remember all the details so she could sketch the hare later – her soft fur and long ears, and graceful legs poised ready to spring her away at any moment.
 
The hare nibbled something beneath the snow, then sat upright. She looked at Alyana and the fox, and Tasha held her breath, thinking the hare would sprint away, but she ducked her head again and carried on nibbling, as if she hadn’t seen or didn’t mind their presence.
 
When the hare had eaten her fill, she bounded calmly off. Alyana turned to Tasha, made the shadow shape of a deer with her hands, then pointed into the woods.
 
Tasha glanced back at the farmhouse. A thin curl of smoke rose like a question mark from the chimney, but Tasha knew in her heart she didn’t want to go back into the sleepy farmhouse, its air thick with worries.
 
Her parents and Grandpa had been so tired, Tasha felt sure that they wouldn’t wake and miss her. So she turned back to Alyana and the fox, and nodded.
 
Alyana smiled and beckoned Tasha closer. As Tasha walked towards her, she noticed a huge shape in the shadows beneath the snow-covered pines, and two glistening orbs – eyes! Tasha peered closer. “Is that an animal?” she whispered.
 
A reindeer took a few steps forward into the moonlight. He was taller than Tasha, with thick, pale-grey-and-white fur, and a broad head that seemed to be weighed down by his enormous silver-grey antlers. The fox ran up to the reindeer as if they were old friends.
 
The reindeer walked closer, his heavy hooves sinking deep into the snow on the stream bank. He was wearing a pale-blue bridle and pulling a pale-blue sleigh behind him. Both were decorated with hundreds of tiny silver bells – the bells that Tasha had heard jingling when she’d left the farmhouse.
 
Tasha looked at the sleigh and its comfy blue-cushioned seats and her smile widened. For the first time since Claw’s Edge she felt ready to explore, and excited about going on an adventure.
 
The reindeer stopped right in front of Alyana. “Fyodor,” she whispered, her voice soft as snowflakes, as she reached up and stroked the reindeer’s back and shoulders. Alyana turned to Tasha and gestured that she could do the same.
 
Tasha slipped off a mitten. The freezing air nipped at her fingers, but she wanted to feel the reindeer’s – Fyodor’s – coat with her bare skin. She put her hand on the thick fur around his neck. It felt rough at first, but had a softer, woolly undercoat. She looked into his face and thought his round brown eyes were the gentlest she’d ever seen.
 
Alyana skipped up onto the sleigh and picked up the reins.
 
Tasha only hesitated to put her mitten back on before stepping onto the sleigh and sitting beside Alyana. The fox leaped up in a graceful arc and sat between Tasha and Alyana, and Tasha laughed with delight at the closeness of his warm body.
 
Alyana flicked the reins and Fyodor began walking, the sleigh shifting and tilting behind him. Tasha gripped the side with one hand. Alyana pulled the reins to the left and Fyodor turned full circle, then headed back into the woods.
 
Fyodor walked slowly around trees and moved steadily westwards. Moonlight fell in narrow beams between branches, silvering the snow and casting tangled, overlapping shadows. Alyana pointed out a squirrel high in a snow-draped oak, and Tasha spotted a small group of rabbits foraging around the roots of a spruce tree.
 
The sleigh stopped not far from a dense pine thicket. Alyana leaned close to Tasha and icy air rose from her as she pointed at something moving beneath the trees. Tasha shivered with the fresh wave of cold and pulled her hat down further over her ears. She held her breath as a musk deer came into view. He was small – no taller than Tasha’s waist – and reaching up to nibble pine needles.
 
The deer had two long canine tusks that descended from his mouth. Tasha had read that some people called musk deer vampire deer because of these fang-like tusks, but she knew they didn’t use them for eating – the tusks were for protecting and defending themselves and their homes.
 
Tasha watched as the musk deer grazed, feeling lucky to see a creature so rare and timid. Right now, the musk deer wasn’t showing any sign of fear. Tasha thought how timidness, for the deer, was just another form of protection and when he felt safe, he became bolder. Tasha smiled with understanding. When she was with Alyana and the fox, her timidness slipped from her, because she felt safe too.
 
The deer had grey-brown eyes and fur, with a few white patches on his throat and chin, and large furry ears. Tasha slipped off a mitten again and quietly slid her sketchbook and pencil from her pocket. Her fingers were cold and stiff, but she wanted to try to capture some of the details of the deer on paper. She managed to draw his face and the rough outline of his body before he wandered away into the thicket.
 
Alyana turned to Tasha and pointed deeper into the woods. Tasha put her mitten back on and wrapped her arms round her chest, trying to create some warmth. She was shivering again, but she didn’t want to return to the farmhouse yet. She nodded to Alyana, and they rode on, snowflakes swirling around them.
 


 
Like the night before, Tasha lost track of time. Each moment stretched immeasurably as she and Alyana, Fyodor and the fox, sleighed through the woods. They saw more squirrels in the trees, and once a flying squirrel leaping between branches high above. They saw a badger, nosing his way along a narrow trail between snow-striped brambles. And they saw a sable, her fur a mixture of winter white and autumn amber, watching them from a fallen tree in a clearing. Every discovery filled Tasha with excitement, and when she looked at Alyana she saw her own joy reflected in her friend’s eyes.
 
Tasha didn’t speak, or make any sounds at all – she didn’t want to scare away the woodland animals. But she and Alyana managed to share every thought and feeling through looks and gestures. Sometimes, Tasha slipped off a mitten and hurriedly captured a scene in her sketchbook, and her drawings became another way to share the wonder she felt with Alyana. But soon Tasha was too cold to draw. Her pencil kept slipping out of her numb fingers, so she put her mitten back on and tucked her hands round her chest again. She shuddered, and her lungs ached from the icy air.
 
Alyana pulled a white fluffy blanket from behind the seat and wrapped it round Tasha. Then she tugged the reins and Fyodor turned east – back towards Grandpa’s farmhouse. Tasha’s heart sank, but she knew she was too cold to stay out any longer. She smiled a thank you to Alyana, hoping the blanket would help stop her shivering until she got home.
 
Home. Tasha thought about Grandpa’s farmhouse. Before now, she hadn’t considered that it was her home too – she’d always thought of it as Grandpa’s, with herself and her parents being guests for an indefinite time. But heading towards the house now, with Alyana at her side, returning from a night of adventure together, it did feel like home; a warm and safe place to return to, where her family slept.
 
Tasha thought about all the worries in the farmhouse – the heavy air that had made her want to escape that night – and she realized those worries only existed because everyone in the farmhouse cared for each other. Tasha felt a sudden rush of love for her parents and Grandpa, and it warmed her from the inside.
 
The movement of the sleigh became rocking and gentle and Tasha felt herself drifting off to sleep. Everything was silver and shining, and Alyana’s face glittered as she drew the sleigh to a stop near the goat paddock and waved goodbye to Tasha.
 
By the time Tasha peeled off her damp clothes and fell into bed, shivering but happy, dreams and reality seemed to have blurred together again. But she didn’t mind. All that mattered was that this was the happiest she’d felt since arriving in Grandpa’s valley – and the happiest she’d felt since Claw’s Edge.
 
Windows and doors had opened in the shell that Tasha had retreated into, and the breeze that had blown in had carried away some of the fear she had been holding inside. Tasha felt freer, and more like herself – the Tasha from before, who wasn’t scared of everything and used to love exploring and playing with her cousins and friends.
 
Tasha smiled and hugged the feeling as close as the blankets around her, then she sank into a deep and sparkling sleep.
 







 
Time flew by. The valley became more and more wintry. Tasha had never thought the world could get so cold. The icy air stung exposed skin and made her throat sore. She felt a constant chill wrapped round her chest, even when she was busy working.
 
There was always plenty of work Tasha could help with now. Her parents and Grandpa often suggested she take a break and ski over to visit Klara or Mika, but the thought still made Tasha feel nervous – and she had Alyana now, whose friendship was easy and comfortable. So Tasha always shook her head and said she would rather help on the farm.
 
Snow needed clearing from paths, and ice needed scraping from windows. The animal shelters needed cleaning more often, because the goats and the chickens were spending more time inside them, huddled together against the cold.
 
Tasha’s parents even let her help with some of the repairs now, as they struggled to make the farm buildings weatherproof. The weight of the snow on the roofs caused more damage every night, and the icy air kept finding new cracks in the farmhouse to seep through. If any of these cold draughts snaked near Grandpa he would cough and wheeze, so they needed to be found and plugged with rags until Mama or Papa could mend them properly.
 
Tasha kept encouraging Grandpa to take Nona’s remedies. She thought the honey and horseradish linctus might be helping, although it was difficult to tell because Grandpa had good days and bad days. On a good day, he coughed less, his breathing seemed easier and he might have enough energy to help with the animals and wander around the farm a little. On a bad day, he would sleep for hours, his breathing raspy and his cough exhausting.
 
On both the good days and the bad days, by the time the sun set and the evening meal had been eaten, Grandpa, Mama and Papa would be sleepy, and Tasha would find herself itching for the moon to rise and the opportunity to slip away and meet Alyana.
 
Tasha knew she should tell her parents or Grandpa about Alyana, but the right moment never seemed to come, and she thought it was unlikely they would believe her anyway.
 
Once Tasha left the farmhouse and walked across the sparkling snow, she felt lighter. All her worries would drift away as her mind filled with the sights and sounds of the moonlit winter woods.
 


 
Tasha spent every night with Alyana and the fox. Sometimes they walked in the woods, but mostly they rode on the sleigh pulled by Fyodor. They explored until Tasha felt like she knew every trail, every tree, every nest and every burrow.
 
Tasha’s sketchbook filled with drawings of the animals that she and Alyana saw together. They spent most of their time in comfortable silence, watching owls and nightjars, badgers and foxes, rabbits, hares, bats and squirrels. Sometimes they saw deer, and once – on the night of a bright full moon – they glimpsed a wolf running at the northern edge of the woods. Tasha longed to see a wildcat, too, especially as midwinter approached – because that was when Grandpa said they usually came down from the mountains, to seek each other out. But Grandpa said that, at the moment, the snow was too deep and the air too cold for the wildcats to be thinking about mates yet.
 
The nights were bitterly cold. Tasha wrapped up in layer after layer of clothes, but it was never enough. In the hope of spending as much time as possible with Alyana, Tasha began stuffing her mittens and socks, and even her sleeves and trousers, with some of the washed goat’s wool that was bundled in her bedroom. But still, all too soon, her teeth would chatter and her limbs would shiver. At those times, Alyana would wrap the fluffy blanket round her, the fox would lean his warm body against Tasha’s, then they would travel just a little further before turning the sleigh round and heading home.
 
Eager to make the most of the hours they did get together, Tasha began bringing small amounts of food with her to lure animals out of their nests and dens, so she and Alyana could watch them eat and Tasha could sketch them.
 
Tasha filled her pockets with seeds and dried berries from the farmhouse food store. Sometimes she felt a pang of guilt, but there was plenty of food there and she only ever took a little. And it seemed to Tasha that the animals in the woods needed it more. As winter deepened, Tasha could see them getting thinner and she knew they would be struggling to find food.
 


 
One night, Alyana drew Fyodor to a stop in a clearing in the woods. She pointed up at the stars, then began gathering snow into a mound with her bare hands. Unsure what Alyana was doing, but eager to help, Tasha crouched down and followed her lead. Together they built a little domed snow house, just big enough for them to crouch in, and Alyana pulled the fluffy blanket inside to wrap round Tasha.
 
Alyana looked upwards, through the arched doorway, as if waiting for something to happen. Tasha followed her gaze, curiosity and anticipation sparking all around her. An owl flew past, followed by a shooting star. And then, moments later, a meteor shower began that was so bright and beautiful, it made Tasha gasp with wonder as she watched the sky light up.
 


 
The morning after the meteor shower, Tasha overslept. She had been dreaming of shooting stars that looked like owls, and Alyana’s tinkling laugh that sounded like the music of icicles in the night.
 
When Tasha finally joined her family for breakfast, Grandpa said that he had seen Klara riding her smoke-grey horse, Zinovy, towards the communal barn that morning. Grandpa suggested Tasha ski after her. He said they could talk or play in the snow, or maybe ride Zinovy together.
 
Sandhoppers starting jumping in Tasha’s belly more furiously than they had in weeks. She had seen how fast Klara rode around the valley on Zinovy – even through the snow – so she knew she wouldn’t feel safe on the horse.
 
When Tasha rode on the sleigh with Alyana, Fyodor always walked slowly and steadily. Nothing like how Zinovy galloped, surrounded by an icy cloud kicked up by his hooves.
 
Tasha’s expression must have shown her fear, because Grandpa waved his hand to dismiss the idea of the horse ride. “Just spending some time with Klara would be nice. Maybe you could walk over to visit Mika together?”
 
“I’m too tired today,” Tasha said, which was the truth. She was tired from the night before, and she wanted to save her energy to go out with Alyana and the fox again that night. But, as she said the words, Tasha felt a wave of sadness wash over her. There was a part of her that wished she was brave enough to go riding with Klara. Tasha sighed and shook the thought away.
 


 
That night, when Tasha left the farmhouse, the sound of jingling bells seemed faster and louder than ever. Tasha rushed across the goat paddock to meet Alyana. Snow was falling again. The jingling grew louder each moment. And there was another sound, a thundering, that reverberated through the ground.
 
Tasha’s heart accelerated as the thundering grew more powerful and a cloud of snow rolled towards her – just like the icy clouds Klara’s horse kicked up with his hooves. Tasha took a step back, fear tightening in her throat. She was about to run in the opposite direction when she glimpsed Alyana in the centre of the snow cloud.
 
She was speeding along on her pale-blue sleigh, holding the reins, the fox at her side. But this time the sleigh wasn’t being pulled by Fyodor. It was being pulled by the most beautiful horse Tasha had ever seen. He was tall and sleek with shining silver hair, and a long silver mane and tail that flowed from him like a meteor trail. The horse seemed to be galloping faster than a meteor too. Before Tasha could take in all of his beauty, he was right in front of her, rearing up as Alyana eased him to a stop.
 
Steam puffed from the horse’s nostrils. His silver-blue eyes, behind long silver lashes, looked at Tasha intently.
 
Tasha stared back, awestruck, and scared. She didn’t think she had the courage to go on the sleigh when it was being pulled by such a fast horse. Alyana jumped down and rushed to Tasha, bouncing on her feet excitedly. She pointed towards the mountains in the north.
 
Tasha bit her lip nervously. The horse could take them up to the mountains beyond the woods. It would be wonderful to go there with Alyana, but Tasha still wasn’t sure she could do it.
 
Alyana beckoned Tasha towards the horse, encouraging her to greet him. “Timur,” she whispered in her snowflake voice.
 
Tasha edged forward cautiously. Timur was the most powerful horse she had ever seen, but he looked calm and remained still as Tasha slipped off a mitten and reached up to gently stroke his shoulders. Alyana skipped back up onto the sleigh and beckoned Tasha again.
 
This time Tasha couldn’t resist. She took a deep breath, then climbed onto the sleigh.
 







 
Tasha sat on the sleigh beside the fox. Alyana picked up the reins and urged Timur, the horse, to turn round. Once they were facing west, Timur sped off, kicking up snow with his thundering hooves. Tasha was pulled sharply backwards. She gripped the sleigh, her muscles tense.
 
Within moments they reached the half-frozen stream, turned north, and flew into the icy shadows beneath the pines. Tasha screamed with a mixture of fear and delight. She didn’t understand how they didn’t crash. Timur galloped upwards, swerving round trees so rapidly that the sleigh banked one way, then the other. Alyana leaned into the curves, glowing like starlight.
 
They zoomed through the woods, too fast to spot owls or sable like they did when Fyodor was pulling the sleigh. In what seemed hardly any time at all, they burst out from between the trees onto the bare slopes of the mountain north of the woods. Tasha gasped at the sudden coldness of the air, the wide-open space and the vast starry sky. Her heart was pounding from the speed and exhilaration of the journey.
 
Timur raced across the unbroken snow. Even as the mountain grew steeper, he did not slow, but climbed higher and higher, faster and faster. Tasha whooped with delight and the snow began falling more heavily – huge feathery flakes spun and twisted around them. Tasha was aware that the temperature was dropping the higher they climbed but, for now, her excitement was keeping her warm enough.
 
Something glistened bright blue-white at the edge of her vision and Tasha turned to look. Cascades of ice were nestled into the mountain – a frozen waterfall! Timur ran up the steep slope beside the waterfall, through a small pine thicket, then back out onto the open snow. Steep cliffs rose ahead of them, their dark rocks streaked with snow and ice.
 
Timur continued galloping, zigzagging his way up the cliffs, his hooves ringing on the rocks beneath the snow, until Tasha noticed an opening that was almost hidden beneath an overhanging rock. It was a huge cave – nearly as tall and wide as the communal barn. Timur slowed as they approached the entrance, then pulled the sleigh gently inside.
 
Thousands of icicles, each as long as Tasha’s arms, descended from the cave roof like rows of pointed teeth. “This is incredible,” Tasha whispered. Her breath came out in a white cloud and her voice echoed around the cave, bouncing off the ice-covered walls and making the icicles high above chime.
 
Alyana climbed down from the sleigh and pointed to the back of the cave. There were several rounded openings there, of different sizes.
 
Tasha shivered from the cold, and in trepidation – this was an unknown, hidden place, far from Grandpa’s farm. She hugged herself for warmth and to ease her fears, and took a deep breath. Ice crystals in the air nipped into her lungs and she pulled her scarf up over her mouth.
 
The ground was slippery with ice and Tasha skidded when she stepped onto it. Alyana rushed back to her and caught Tasha’s arms before she fell. Tasha could feel the coldness of Alyana’s touch even through her many layers of clothes, but Alyana let go as soon as Tasha had regained her balance. Tasha laughed with the relief of not falling and let Alyana lead her towards one of the openings. Through it was a smaller cave, about the size of Grandpa’s living room, its curved walls coated with ice. Tasha stopped still and stared at the floor of the cave. It was covered with hundreds of flowers, all made from ice.
 
Some of the ice flowers were as tiny as her little finger, whilst others reached up to her waist. None were types of flower that she had seen before. Most of them looked something like snowflakes – with sharp points, complex patterns and symmetry. A few looked like stars, or clusters of stars that burst from a single stem like a meteor trail.
 
Tasha’s eyes lit up as she looked at the intricate, glistening ice flowers. “I don’t understand…” she said in a whisper, trying to work out how the flowers had got there. Had they grown somehow? Or been made – carved perhaps?
 
Alyana cupped her hands together and beckoned Tasha closer.
 
Tasha stepped forward. Something was whirling between Alyana’s palms – an icy cloud, like the ones that had flown from Timur’s hooves. Tasha watched, mesmerized, as snowflakes grew and whirled in the cloud. They gathered together and crackled as they compressed into a tiny piece of clear, shining ice.
 
The ice grew and formed a shape, twinkling within the cloud. Tasha made out a single delicate stem, that branched into two, then three… At the top of each stem a crystal formed with fern-like petals. The ice-flower blossomed, reaching out in all directions until it filled Alyana’s cupped hands.
 
Alyana opened her palms. For a moment the ice-flower floated in the snowy cloud. Alyana blew gently, and the cloud dispersed as she picked the stem of the flower with her thumb and forefinger and held it up for Tasha to see.
 
“It’s beautiful!” Tasha exclaimed, staring at the tiny details of the blossoms. She looked from the flower in Alyana’s hand to the others in the room. “Did you make all of these?”
 
Alyana nodded. She crouched down and placed the flower she had just made among the others – its stem froze to the floor instantly, so it looked as though it had always been a part of the sparkling ice garden. Alyana smiled proudly then rose to her feet again and pointed to Tasha’s pocket, where she kept her sketchbook and pencil.
 
Tasha thought Alyana must want her to draw the ice flowers, so she slid out her sketchbook and began drawing the nearest one. But Alyana moved in front of Tasha, blocking her view, and shook her head. She pointed at Tasha’s eyes, then opened her fingers, like a flower blossoming. Tasha understood. “You want me to draw flowers I’ve seen,” she whispered, turning to a fresh page of her sketchbook.
 
Alyana nodded eagerly.
 
Tasha began with forget-me-nots. They were one of her favourite flowers, and grew around her old home, as blue as the sea on a warm, sunny day. Then she drew a huge poppy in full bloom, to contrast the tiny forget-me-not flowers. Next, she sketched a rose, a crocus, a lotus and a lily, some daisies and buttercups, sage and chamomile.
 
Alyana watched the flowers bloom on Tasha’s sketchpad, her gaze fixed to the page as if Tasha was making magic. Tasha drew a snowdrop next, its perfect bell-shaped flowers delicately suspended over a rosette of narrow leaves. Alyana gasped and pointed at the sketch, as if she recognized the snowdrop.
 
“It’s a snowdrop,” Tasha said. “The first flowers of spring. Grandpa says they push through the snow around midwinter, then everyone knows that spring is on the way.”
 
Alyana nodded. Still pointing at the sketch, she moved the fingers of her other hand, to show the snowdrop flowering. Then she touched her heart with her fingertips, lifted both arms up into the air and spun round, opening her hands wide, as if scattering something in the air.
 
Tasha dropped her pencil. Her muscles tensed. She had a feeling that she knew what Alyana’s gesture meant, but she didn’t want to accept it. “When the snowdrops bloom…” she whispered.
 
Alyana touched her heart again, then lifted her hand. This time snow scattered into the air. “When the snowdrops bloom…” Alyana repeated, her voice soft and musical. Tasha held her breath, listening carefully to every word. Alyana so rarely spoke, the few words she did say always felt important. “…I must leave,” Alyana finished.
 
Frost seemed to crackle through the air. Tasha shuddered and shook her head. The thought of Alyana leaving was painful, like icicles reaching into her core. Tasha wanted to ask her to stay, always. She wanted to say that she loved having her as a friend, and she didn’t want to go back to the lonely life she had been living before.
 
Tasha wanted to say so much, but none of the words would form.
 
Tears stung Tasha’s eyes as she touched her own heart with the fingertips of one hand, reached out and held the fingertips of her other hand over Alyana’s heart, then linked her fingers together. “You’re my best friend,” she whispered, although the words in her mind were different – all of them were pleading for Alyana to stay.
 
Alyana smiled, but there was concern in her eyes. She reached for Tasha’s sketchbook and pencil, pausing to look at Tasha for permission. Tasha nodded and passed them to her. Alyana held them for a moment, as if deciding what to draw. Then she began. She sketched simple lines, but Tasha saw her own face forming – her dark eyes and pensive gaze, the fine scar above her eyebrow, and her serious, solemn expression. Tasha frowned. She hadn’t always worn that expression. She remembered the easy smile and quick laugh she had always carried before Claw’s Edge.
 
Alyana continued, drawing Tasha’s long, dark plait, framing one side of her face. Then she sketched herself beside Tasha – her long wavy hair, her sparkling eyes and her mouth about to burst into a smile. She drew more faces nearby, but these were empty circles, with no eyes or noses or mouths. Alyana pointed at them and raised her eyebrows in a question.
 
Tasha swallowed hard. She thought of her cousins and friends, now far away, who she had barely spoken to since Claw’s Edge. She thought of Klara and Mika and the other people in the valley who she had barely spoken to at all.
 
“I don’t have any other friends,” Tasha whispered, shaking her head as she took the sketchbook and pencil from Alyana. She almost said that she didn’t want any more friends, but she knew in her heart that it wasn’t true, and she couldn’t lie to Alyana.
 
Alyana stared at her, a question still on her face. She lifted her hands to ask why.
 
Tasha’s mouth went dry. She thought again about what had happened on Claw’s Edge, how it had made her feel, and how it had changed everything. She wanted Alyana to know and understand, but she was scared to revisit that day – and that fear made it difficult to find the words.
 
Alyana nodded encouragingly towards the sketchbook in Tasha’s hands.
 
Tasha opened the sketchbook again with trembling fingers, and stared at the blank page before her. Could I draw what happened? Would it help, to pour it out in that way? Silence swelled as Tasha tried to pull her thoughts and feelings about that day to the front of her mind and the centre of her heart – the places her drawings flowed from.
 
Tasha blinked back tears that were threatening to spill. Her muscles tightened and her bones locked. Her heart beat faster and her face grew hot with panic.
 
Alyana stepped close. A cold breeze rose from her and cooled Tasha’s flushed skin. The fox leaned against Tasha’s legs, and his weight was comforting.
 
Tasha felt her heart calm. She took a slow, deep breath, put the pencil to the page, and began to draw.
 







 
In her sketchbook, Tasha drew a picture of herself.
 
“Just over a year ago,” she began, “my parents had an exhibition at the Blue Shell Gallery, where they sold their art. They needed to be there all day, preparing, and late into the evening for the exhibition too.
 
“I spent the day with my cousins and friends instead.” Tasha sketched more children around her. “My Uncle Gennady offered to throw a party for us. While he was cooking and talking to some of my other uncles and aunts, my cousins and friends and I decided to go to Claw’s Edge – the end of a long rocky peninsula that splits and curves, like a crab’s claw, out into the sea. My cousins and friends like to catch crabs there, on fishing lines they bait with razor clams and dangle over the edge of the rocks.”
 
Tasha drew herself on the opposite side of the claw-shaped peninsula to her cousins and friends. “I never liked catching crabs,” Tasha said. “But I did like looking into the deep rock pools on the other side of the peninsula. They were the only places I had ever seen octopuses and sea slugs.”
 
Alyana watched as Tasha drew a close up of a rock pool, with tentacles curling out from the shadows.
 
“I lost track of time, staring into pool after pool. Hours must have passed before I noticed how quiet it was. Eerily quiet. I climbed back to where my cousins and friends had been, but they were gone. They had left the peninsula without me and the tide had come in, cutting off my route back to the beach.” Tasha drew a new picture. It showed her standing alone on a rock surrounded by water.
 
“There was no one in sight. No boats on the water. No people on the distant beach. The sky was grey, and rapidly darkening with gathering rainclouds and the approaching dusk.” Tasha sketched clouds in the sky, before making the pencilled waves grow higher. “The sea smacked against the rock, and the cold water lurched closer and closer to my toes.” Tasha shuddered, feeling all the fear anew. “I knew it wasn’t safe to swim back to the beach from Claw’s Edge. I’d been warned a thousand times about the sharp rocks beneath the surface, ice-cold water rising from the depths and strong currents that pull swimmers out to sea. But what else could I do?”
 
Tasha drew a tear on the picture of herself.
 
“I waited for what seemed like hours, growing colder and colder. I knew my parents would still be at the gallery, unaware I was in trouble. But I thought my cousins and friends, and my aunts and uncles, would soon notice that I was missing and come for me in a boat. But the sky grew darker and nobody came.
 
“Rain began falling, big drops that soaked my thin clothes and made me shiver and shudder. Finally, when I could barely see the beach any more in the dim light, and the tide had risen so much that the rock was barely bigger than my feet, I realized I had no choice. I stepped into the sea.”
 
Tasha drew herself sinking into the dark water.
 
“It was freezing, but I was determined to reach the shore. I swam hard and fast. But currents dragged me backwards and pulled me under. Rocks beneath the surface grazed my knees and elbows.” Tasha touched the thin scar above her eyebrow. “A huge wave sucked me into its curving body, then its white crest broke over my back, slamming me under the water. I hit rock after rock. I spun around, not knowing which way was up or down, shoreward or seaward. My lungs fought for air. I thought I was going to…” Tasha breathed out slowly and turned to a fresh, empty page of her sketchbook.
 
She drew the waves again, and the shore in the distance. But she didn’t want to draw herself being tossed around by the furious sea any more.
 
“I surfaced countless times, gasping for air, but each time I was pulled under again. I was so tired. I swallowed saltwater that burned my throat and chest. I tried to wave and shout, but my voice was useless and I didn’t think anyone was on the beach anyway.”
 
Tasha frowned. “I felt so much of…everything…more than I’d ever felt before, all at once. I was scared. Terrified. And I was angry. And sad. I felt abandoned. Forgotten. Why was no one looking for me? Had no one noticed I hadn’t returned to Uncle Gennady’s house? I’d never felt so alone. And with the whole might of the ocean throwing me around, I felt completely and utterly helpless.”
 
The fox leaned closer to Tasha, resting the warm, steady weight of his body against her leg. Tasha took a moment to let her heartbeat calm. Then she began drawing her small body, washed up on the beach. “I’m not sure how I escaped. I kept fighting the waves but, in the end, I think it was chance that one of them threw me towards the shore. I realized I was close to the beach and swam desperately, with all the strength I had left. When my toes finally touched sand, so much hope rushed through me I felt it almost lift me from the water. I splashed and waded and crawled up onto the beach and collapsed there, exhausted, my skin shivering and stinging from the cold.
 
“That’s when I heard familiar voices calling my name – Mama, Papa, Aunt Katya, some of my cousins and friends. My heart soared with joy that I hadn’t been forgotten. I struggled to my feet and tried to shout back, but only saltwater spluttered from my mouth. Mama must have seen or heard me though, because she came running. She scooped me into her warm arms, then Papa was beside us, wrapping his coat round me.”
 
Hot tears of relief ran down Tasha’s cold cheeks as she drew herself being carried along the beach by Mama, with Papa, Aunt Katya, and a few cousins and friends nearby. “Everyone was sorry,” Tasha whispered. “My cousins and friends said they hadn’t realized I wasn’t with them when they’d left Claw’s Edge. They’d walked the long way back to Uncle Gennady’s – through the sand dunes – and in the chaos and busyness of the party it had taken a while before anyone noticed I wasn’t there. As soon as they did, everyone went looking for me in the sand dunes and on the beach. Two of my cousins went to get my parents from the gallery. And Uncle Gennady set out in his boat.”
 
Tasha drew a boat heading towards Claw’s Edge. “If I hadn’t stepped into the water Uncle Gennady would have reached me before too long. But I didn’t know he was coming…” Tasha’s voice trailed off and she touched her scar again and sighed. She had always felt so angry about all this – angry with her cousins and friends for leaving without her, angry with her aunts and uncles for not noticing she was missing sooner, and angry with herself for not staying safer too. But, right now, telling Alyana her story, Tasha just felt relief.
 
She looked at the pictures she had drawn – of her parents holding her, and her cousins and friends, aunts and uncles nearby. Tasha realized that, although she had felt alone, she hadn’t been. People who loved and cared for her had been out looking for her. And the worst that could have happened didn’t, not only because she saved herself, but because others were there to help her too.
 
Tasha realized she didn’t want to feel angry any more. She had carried her anger for so long, like a hot coal under her ribs. Now she wanted to let it go.
 
“My parents took me home,” Tasha continued. She drew a crescent moon over a house near the beach. “They helped me wash, put ointment on my cuts and grazes, and bandaged the worst cut, on my head. They brought me warm broth and bread, wrapped me in blankets and held me close, encouraging me to talk about what had happened and how I felt.
 
“It was difficult to make my feelings fit into words though. Sometimes I don’t think there are enough words, or the right words, to express all the feelings a person can have. I knew I was upset and scared, and full of regret. I kept thinking how I could have prevented it from happening. I should have noticed when my cousins and friends left, and I should have noticed the tide coming in. Finally, I decided I shouldn’t have gone to Claw’s Edge at all, and I made a promise that I would be more careful in the future. I would stay in safe places, and not go anywhere with my cousins or friends again. Even though my family had tried to help me, I decided no one could really be trusted.
 
“My parents said it was understandable how I felt. They said it must have been terrifying, and that it might take time for that fear to go away and for me to feel like myself again. But…” Tasha hugged herself tight against the cold and the fear and the pain whirling inside her. “It’s been over a year, and I still don’t feel like myself. The cuts and grazes have healed, but something inside me must be broken. Because the fear has never left me. If anything it’s only grown bigger. Now I’m scared of everything all the time.”
 
Tasha looked up from her drawing and stared at the ice-covered wall in front of her, her eyes burning. “I’m scared of water, and clouds gathering. I’m scared of sharp rocks and wet sand. I’m scared of being alone. And I’m scared of being with people. I’m scared of making friends, in case they forget me and abandon me. I’m scared of everything. And I have been for so long now, I don’t know any other way to be.”
 
Tasha closed her sketchbook and slid it back into her pocket. She didn’t know how to draw the immense size of the fear inside her. It was a fear so big it had made her retreat from everything she had loved before – exploring the beaches and coves around Saltberry, rock-pooling and swimming, and playing games with her cousins and friends.
 
Since moving to Grandpa’s valley, until Alyana had appeared, Tasha had stayed on the farm even though she longed to explore the woods and the mountains. She had avoided Klara and Mika, even though it was clear they would like to be her friends, and deep down she knew she would like to be friends with them too. Tasha had withdrawn from life so much that she now felt more alone than she had on Claw’s Edge.
 
She stopped still with this thought, realizing for the first time that was the worst part of it all – how for over a year she had lived in a cold and lonely land of her own creation, out of fear.
 
Alyana lifted a hand and rested a couple of fingers gently on the cuff of Tasha’s coat – close enough to offer some warmth of companionship, but not so close that Tasha would feel the icy chill that always rose from Alyana’s skin.
 
Tasha wasn’t sure how long she stood there, in silence, with Alyana and the fox. But it was long enough for all the words and emotions of her story to drift away, out of the ice caves and up to the stars above the peaks. Tasha breathed deeply. She felt lighter. She wasn’t sure exactly where to go from here, but she now knew that, to move forward – to refill her life with friendship and adventure and joy – she needed to figure out how to face her fears and step out into the world once more.





 
Tasha turned to Alyana. “I don’t want to be scared of life any more,” she whispered. “I feel braver with you. But in the daytime, when you’re not with me, I’m full of nervousness again. Then, just the thought of leaving Grandpa’s farm or talking to other children makes me feel panicky. I want to make friends and go exploring and have adventures – but I don’t know how to calm my fears enough so I can do it.”
 
Alyana’s eyes glittered and she beckoned Tasha back to the sleigh. Tasha tingled with curiosity. The fox jumped onto it first and, once Alyana and Tasha were seated too, Timur set off, more slowly than before.
 
Timur pulled the sleigh westwards round a curve in the cliffs, then Tasha saw the frozen waterfall ahead. Close up, Tasha could see it wasn’t entirely frozen. Wide, shallow streams of water trickled over thick cascades of blue-white ice, then ran into a still-liquid plunge pool that was edged with thin, glassy ice. At the far side of the plunge pool was a narrow stream that ran steeply downwards into the woods and valley below.
 
Timur stopped and Alyana jumped down from the sleigh, then crouched at the edge of the pool. Tasha climbed down and stood beside Alyana. Their reflections swayed together in the water.
 
Alyana dipped her fingers into the pool then leaned down, her whole arm sinking deep into the water. Tasha reached out to grab Alyana, worried she might fall in, but at the same moment, Alyana pulled her arm out and rose to her feet. She opened her hand.
 
On Alyana’s palm was a smooth stone. It was round and flat, pale blue and shimmering in the starlight. She offered it to Tasha.
 
Tasha took the stone carefully, as if it was as fragile as an egg. It felt cold and silky smooth. Holding it made Tasha feel peaceful, as if her thoughts and feelings had calmed. Snowflakes drifted slowly through the air. Tasha thought she could hear every one of them whispering to her, telling her to listen, and look, and feel the world around her.
 
She closed her eyes. Tasha felt a cold breeze blowing from high in the north. She heard the trickle of water over the frozen cascades, and ice crackling as it grew at the plunge pool’s edge. She heard an owl in the woods to the south. Then the rustle of small mammals, closer, and caught the scent of their nests beneath the snow. For a moment Tasha thought she heard large, soft paws on the icy cliffs above, and smelled something warm and musky on the breeze – a wildcat?
 
Tasha’s eyes popped open and she turned to the cliffs, but she couldn’t see anything through the falling snow. “Is this magic?” She held up the stone and looked at Alyana, wondering if the stone had a special power. Because Tasha felt more aware of the world around her than ever before. She felt calmer and braver too. Perhaps the stone was giving her strength.
 
Alyana laughed and shook her head. She pointed at the stone, then at Tasha’s eyes and ears and heart. Tasha nodded with understanding. The stone was a reminder to slow down, and pay attention to the world around her as well as her own feelings. If she could do that, then maybe she could learn to cope better with her fears and worries, and so make herself feel braver.
 
“Magic,” Alyana repeated the word, rolling it in her mouth and making it sound like the whisper of snow and the tinkle of ice, and pine needles rattling in the wind. She leaned down, dipped her fingertips into the pool again and swirled them around. White feathery crystals spread from her touch and flowed into long ribbons. Surface ice formed, creaking and crackling as it stretched over the water and crunched into the thin ice at its edge.
 
Tasha held the stone tight in her hand. The air around her tingled.
 
Alyana continued moving her fingers, sliding them over the ice that had formed. The ice thickened and spread out across the pool, then along the stream that ran down the mountain.
 
Tasha watched the stream turn white, at first in streaks, then completely, as it froze over. The ice heaved and groaned and changed colour to a uniform clear, pale blue. The pool and the stream were now one long, solid block of ice, glowing brightly in the night.
 
Columns of ice suddenly shot up from the surface in two rows. Tasha jumped back in shock, then laughed with delight as she watched the columns twist and coil, then entwine to form two curving balustrades that edged a shining path down into the valley.
 
The path rose slightly, becoming a low ornate bridge, and swirling patterns blossomed over its surface. Timur stepped onto it, his hooves so quiet that Tasha wondered if he was somehow walking on the air above it. He took a few steps forward, pulling the sleigh onto the glistening path, then turned to look at Alyana and Tasha.
 
Tasha took a deep breath. “Is it safe?” she whispered. Tasha could see that Alyana’s magic had made the path solid and strong, but it dropped steeply into the valley below – the sleigh would surely whizz down it faster than Tasha could even imagine.
 
Alyana nodded reassuringly, skipped up onto the sleigh, sat beside the fox and beckoned Tasha. The fox tilted his head expectantly at Tasha, and excitement rose through her worries. She knew in her heart that Alyana’s magic would keep her safe, so she climbed up onto the sleigh and held on tight.
 
Alyana flicked the reins, and Timur sped off. Tasha held her breath. Snow sprayed around them as they flew down into the valley, faster than a gannet diving into the ocean. Over the frozen stream, through the woods, then out onto the snow-covered fields. Tasha glimpsed Grandpa’s farmhouse as they raced past it, Timur’s hooves now pounding the ground. Then, all of a sudden, the lake appeared ahead.
 
Tasha’s chest tightened as they zoomed straight towards it. “Alyana! The lake! We have to turn!” she cried suddenly. The lake wasn’t frozen over – there was only a narrow strip of ice round its edge.
 
Alyana looked at Tasha with a huge smile on her face and a twinkle in her eye.
 
Tasha gripped the stone in her hand. Her head was telling her this was impossible, dangerous, terrifying. But her heart was telling her that she trusted Alyana completely. She was made of wishes, starlight, snowfall and magic.
 
“You’ll make it safe?” Tasha asked. “With your magic?”
 
Alyana nodded and flicked the reins again and Timur galloped onto the lakeshore. There, he seemed to lift up into the air. His hooves were no longer pounding the shore; they were quiet again. The sleigh wobbled as it rose up too, and Tasha held on tighter as she looked down in wonder.
 
Timur and the sleigh were both flying a hand’s breadth above the surface of the lake, and beneath them the water was instantly turning to thick, white ice.
 
“The lake is freezing!” Tasha shouted over the splash of water and the crackle of ice forming and the spray glistening around them.
 
Timur galloped faster and faster in great circles, the lake water freezing beneath him.
 
“How is this happening?” Tasha shouted. “How can you do this magic?”
 
But Alyana only laughed with joy and Tasha found herself laughing too as they whirled around the lake, the moon high above them and the stars shining bright.
 


 
It doesn’t matter how this is happening, Tasha thought. All that matters is how wonderful it feels.
 
When Timur finally slowed, the whole lake was a great oval of silvery white, frozen solid. Swirling pale-blue streaks made patterns on its surface like curling ferns or blossoming flowers. The frozen lake was beautiful, and Tasha was breathless with the excitement of the sleigh ride. Her heart was thumping and she could feel her skin glowing with happiness.
 
Timur trotted onto the snow on the shore, then began walking northwards, towards Grandpa’s farmhouse. Tasha looked down at her hands. Her fingers were numb and her teeth chattering.
 
Alyana pulled the fluffy blanket from behind the seat and wrapped it round Tasha’s shoulders. The fox leaned against Tasha. But Tasha didn’t feel any warmer. And, as they drew closer to Grandpa’s farmhouse, she began shivering uncontrollably. She felt sleepy and her thoughts were fuzzy.
 
The sleigh came to a stop. Alyana looked into Tasha’s eyes. She touched her own heart with her fingertips, then reached out and held her fingertips over Tasha’s heart.
 
Tasha smiled, despite the cold. “Friends,” she whispered through her chattering teeth, before stumbling awkwardly from the sleigh and waving farewell to Alyana.
 
In the farmhouse, Tasha added some sticks to the embers in the stove and tried to warm herself. Slowly, with a sharp tingling, feeling returned to her fingers and toes.
 
Tasha tiptoed to her bedroom and slid into bed. The stone – the gift from Alyana – was still in her hand, and her thoughts were full of Alyana too. Tonight had been wonderful. They had ridden up to the mountains and seen ice caves and ice flowers. Tasha had talked about what had happened on Claw’s Edge, and she felt lighter because of it. She now knew that she wanted to step right out of the shell she had retreated into, and she finally felt that perhaps she could find the courage to do it.
 
Tonight she had been brave already – she had sped down the mountain with Alyana on a horse-drawn sleigh and watched the lake magically freeze beneath her. Alyana’s friendship helped her be brave when they were together, and encouraged her to feel brave for herself too.
 
Tasha sighed with happiness. Alyana is the best friend I’ve ever had, she thought. But then an image resurfaced in her mind that chilled her to her bones. It was of Alyana pointing to the sketch of the snowdrop, then touching her heart and spinning round, hands wide, as if scattering something into the air. Her soft and musical voice echoed through Tasha’s thoughts: When the snowdrops bloom, I must leave.
 
Tasha’s heart clenched painfully. She knew the way this tale was unspooling, the way it always unspooled. In every version of the story about the snow girl that Tasha had heard, the old couple were left aching with longing as the snow girl was carried north by a wind.
 
But Tasha didn’t want to say goodbye to her friend. She held tight to the stone as she drifted off to sleep and wished with all her heart for her own happy ending – in which Alyana could stay.
 







 
Tasha woke with Mama’s hand on her shoulder.
 
“Tasha,” she said softly, “I’m sorry to wake you, but Klara and Mika are here. The lake froze over in the night and they’re wondering if you want to go and see it with them. Klara’s father is testing the thickness of the ice, to see if you can skate on it. Of course, no one must go on the ice unless Edya declares it is safe, but you can stay together on the lakeshore while you wait to find out.”
 
Tasha sat up and blinked the sleep from her eyes. She felt heavy, and her fingers and toes were still cold from the night before. She wondered how long ago she’d returned home, because she felt like she’d barely slept at all.
 
“It sounds fun, don’t you think?” Mama smiled. “There is tea and porridge ready, and Klara and Mika said they’re happy to wait for you. They’re outside, near the goat paddock. I’ll look for some old skates of mine in the attic while you get dressed.” Mama dropped a kiss onto Tasha’s forehead then left the room before Tasha could say anything.
 
As Mama’s words sunk in, nervousness fluttered through Tasha. She didn’t know what to say to Klara and Mika. And she didn’t know how to ice skate. Out of habit, Tasha reached for an excuse not to go with them, but they were already waiting for her, and Mama was already looking for ice skates. Tasha’s heart began racing in panic.
 
Then, at the edge of her vision, Tasha saw the stone Alyana had given her. It was peeking out from beneath her pillow. Tasha scooped it up and held it in her palm, feeling its cool, smooth surface. She remembered admitting to Alyana the night before that she didn’t want to be scared any more, and how Alyana had given her the stone as a reminder to slow her thoughts and pay attention to the world and her feelings.
 
Tasha marvelled at the stone’s pale-blue colour, translucent in the morning light. Then she closed her eyes and listened. She could hear Mama rummaging in the attic. Grandpa and Papa talking in the living room. And outside, further away, Tasha could hear sparrows chirping and the sound of Klara and Mika laughing. Tasha’s heart swelled with longing. It had been over a year since she had heard friends laughing like that – so loud, and full of heart and joy. It sounded different from Alyana’s delicate laugh, which seemed like the tinkle of icicles in the night.
 
Tasha opened her eyes and looked out of the window, trying to spot Klara and Mika. She knew, deep down, that she wanted to make friends with them. Today might not be easy, she might feel nervous about it, but it could also be fun. Tasha turned the stone over in her hands. She imagined herself drawing strength from the world the way Alyana drew magic from it.
 
Tasha thought about the magic Alyana had shown her the night before and almost laughed out loud at the memory of it. If Tasha had the courage to fly over the lake, then she had the courage for whatever today might bring. So, with a surge of strength and determination, she reached for her clothes.
 


 
Outside, the air was icy. Clouds rose from Tasha’s mouth as she walked away from the farmhouse as swiftly as she could through the deep snow, trying to generate some warmth from her movements.
 
Klara and Mika were talking and laughing as they looked out across the goat paddock. They were leaning so close together that Mika’s long, dark ponytail had fallen into Klara’s mass of fair curly hair. Both of them were wearing thick quilted coats, woollen hats and mittens, and had well-worn, comfortable-looking skating boots slung over their shoulders. There was an easiness in the way they were with each other that looked well-worn and comfortable too. Tasha felt awkward interrupting them, but they turned to her as she approached and smiled warmly.
 
“Hi, Tasha!” Klara waved so enthusiastically that her hair bounced and swayed with the movement. Her cheeks were rosy and her green eyes sparkled behind her round glasses.
 
Mika nodded a greeting as he tucked a strand of hair that had come loose from his ponytail behind his ear. His smile reached his eyes, which were grey and steady, like the basalt pebbles Tasha used to collect from the high end of the beach.
 
“Hi,” Tasha said nervously, fiddling with the stone in her pocket. “Thanks for coming over.”
 
“We thought you might like to take the morning off from all the farm work you do, and come skating with us.” Klara smiled hopefully.
 
“Only if Edya says the ice is thick enough of course,” Mika added.
 
“I haven’t skated before.” Tasha glanced at the skates slung over her shoulder. “These used to be my mother’s.”
 
“That’s all right, if we do skate, we’ll stay close together. You can hold my hand if you like. It’ll be fun!” Klara stepped forward, linked an arm around Tasha’s and began tugging her towards the trail that led to the lake. Mika fell into step beside them.
 
Tasha bit her lip as she wondered whether Klara skated as fast as she rode Zinovy round the valley. But she tried to push the worry away and felt herself relax as they followed the trail south. It was nice to feel Klara’s arm, warm and steady, round her own, and Klara was talking so excitedly about skating that Tasha began to feel excited too.
 
When the lake came into view, Mika paused and frowned in confusion. “The water usually takes weeks to freeze over like this,” he said. “It’s strange for it to happen in one night, don’t you think? And those patterns, the blue swirls, I’ve never seen anything like that before.”
 
Tasha smiled as, once again, she remembered the magic of the night before.
 
Klara grabbed Mika’s elbow and tugged him on. “Strange, but brilliant – I can’t wait to see if we can skate again! Look, there’s my father, near the shore. He will have tested the ice by now.”
 
Edya smiled as they approached. He was holding something that looked like a giant corkscrew. “The ice is over twelve inches thick!” Edya’s eyes were wide with amazement. “I’ve tested it thoroughly, in plenty of different places. It’s incredible – I’ve never known the lake to freeze like this so quickly.”
 
“What do you think caused it?” Mika asked.
 
“I don’t know.” Edya scratched his head. “Yelena might have some ideas. She’s read a lot about the weather and landscape of the valley.” Edya glanced further along the shore and Tasha noticed that Yelena and Sabina were there, beside a low sleigh. “Maybe ask her later, though. She and Sabina are not in the best of moods. Ice this thick will cause problems for their fishing, and they are trying to get their sleigh ready to set off and fetch Danilo. He rowed to the other side of the lake yesterday, to visit Anastasia, and will now be stuck there, unless they fetch him with their sleigh.”
 
Tasha felt a squeeze of guilt for the thick ice and the problems it had caused for Yelena, Sabina and Danilo. She knew it was because of Alyana showing her magic that the lake was frozen like this.
 
“Come on, you two! Let’s go!” Klara urged excitedly. She had put on her skates while Edya was talking, and was now beaming at Tasha and Mika.
 
Mika crouched down to put on his skates, and Tasha did the same.
 
“You know all the rules, Klara. Stay safe and have fun.” Edya kissed the top of Klara’s head. “I’ll see you back at home. And, Mika, you should stop for a warm drink with us before you walk home. Tasha, remember you are always welcome to visit, too.” Edya waved and walked away.
 
Tasha waved back and, once she and Mika had laced up their skates, they followed Klara, awkwardly crunching through the icy snow on the shore until they reached the vast sheet of clear ice, swirled with beautiful pale-blue patterns.
 
Klara stepped onto the ice first, glided away from them smoothly, then did a graceful turn, slid back, and held out her hands to Tasha. “Ready?”
 
Tasha hesitated, thinking again of how fast Klara rode Zinovy.
 
“I promise, we’ll go slow.” Klara smiled encouragingly. “I’ll do my best to stop you from falling but, even if you do, it will only be a small bump.”
 
“All right.” Tasha nodded. She reached out and took Klara’s mittened hands, then stepped onto the slippery surface. She lost her balance straight away. Panic flew through her and she let out a small scream as she skidded.
 
Klara held Tasha tight as she regained her balance and drew herself up to her full height. Tasha laughed with relief. Klara skated slowly backwards, pulling Tasha along. Tasha slid over the ice, and her worries faded. A smile grew on her face. It was a strange feeling, gliding along – wobbly but wonderful.
 
“Try moving your feet,” Klara urged. “Slide them forward; figure out your balance.”
 
Tasha nodded and began moving her legs, wavering as she got used to the feel of the blades and the ice, but soon finding a steady rhythm.
 
“That’s brilliant!” Klara exclaimed, and Tasha felt a flush of pride warm her cheeks.
 
Mika skated round them in wide, smooth circles. Tasha looked from his graceful, sweeping movements to Klara, who was skating backwards more easily than Tasha was skating forward. “You are both so good at this,” she said, breathless. It was an effort for her just to keep her balance as she tottered onward.
 
“We’ve skated every winter all our lives.” Klara shrugged. “But I’m sure it won’t be long before you’re just as good.”
 


 
“Shall we skate to where the shore curves in?” Mika pointed to the east, not too far away. “The holly tree there always has loads of berries. My grandmother would love some branches from it to make winter wreaths and garlands to ward off snow spirits.”
 
“Snow spirits?” Tasha almost tumbled as she looked up at Mika. “What are they?”
 
“Haven’t you heard any of the stories about evil snow spirits?” Mika asked in a melodramatically menacing voice.
 
Tasha thought about all the stories Grandpa had told her, then shook her head.
 
“Shall I tell one as we skate to the holly tree?” Mika swooped round Tasha and Klara in a circle.
 
“As long as Tasha doesn’t mind scary stories.” Klara looked at Tasha. “What do you think? Shall we let him tell a story, and we can try skating side by side?”
 
Tasha nodded and Klara slowed, let go of one of Tasha’s hands and slid beside her. Tasha beamed. She hadn’t wobbled at all. In fact, she felt quietly confident that, if Klara were to let go of her, she could skate on her own. But it was nice having Klara beside her, as Mika, skating around them, began to tell his story.
 







 
“My grandmother, Vita, grew up in the far north,” Mika began, as he skated around Tasha and Klara. “She lived in a village near the glacier, beyond the high plateau. Ice and snow stay on the ground there all year round. And, in winter, huge snow clouds and snowdrifts roll off the glacier almost every day.
 
“The village is ancient, and the people who live there have always told stories of snow spirits emerging from the snow clouds or stepping out of the snowdrifts. The spirits can take the form of people – but their skin is always ice cold, their hair silver-white and their eyes ice blue and sparkling with magic.”
 
Tasha shivered as an image of a snow spirit formed in her mind.
 
“My grandmother and her friends were always warned about snow spirits,” Mika continued. “There were tales that they lured villagers deep into the snow with their beautiful smiles, then breathed on them – icy breath that froze a person solid. Or, after leading villagers away from their homes, the snow spirit might swirl into a cloud of snowflakes and whoosh away, leaving the villager cold, lost and alone.”
 
“But why?” Tasha said suddenly. “Why would snow spirits harm people?”
 
Mika shrugged. “My grandmother thinks it’s because they are evil, with hearts made of ice.”
 
“Maybe they don’t mean to harm anyone,” Klara suggested. “Maybe they want to make friends, but they are so cold they end up hurting the villagers instead.”
 
“Maybe there is another explanation.” Mika whooshed round Tasha and Klara again before continuing his story. “One day, when my grandmother and one of her friends were less than ten years old, they were playing near a frozen stream north of their village. A snow cloud drifted over them so fast, that one moment they could see their home and the next they were surrounded by white and could barely see each other.
 
“My grandmother glimpsed another girl, about their age, but she had silver-white hair and ice-blue eyes, and was wearing a dress that looked as if it was made of snowflakes. She smiled a beautiful smile and beckoned my grandmother to come and play with her. My grandmother couldn’t resist. She walked towards the white-haired girl, but when the girl saw a stem of holly tucked into one of my grandmother’s buttonholes, she turned and disappeared into the snow cloud. My grandmother said she felt like she had woken from a dream. She called for her friend over and over, but there was no reply.”
 
Tasha frowned. She had an awful feeling that this story wasn’t going to have a happy ending.
 
“My grandmother became desperate. She realized that the white-haired girl had been a snow spirit. Worried for her friend, my grandmother searched and shouted for hours. But she couldn’t find her. And when the snow cloud finally drifted away, she realized her friend was gone.”
 
“That’s awful,” Tasha whispered.
 
“Everyone in the village searched for weeks, months, years, but they never found her. Until…” Mika paused and swooped round Tasha and Klara again.
 
“Almost ten years later, my grandmother was at that same frozen stream north of her village. Once more, a snow cloud drifted over and my grandmother found herself surrounded by white.
 
“My grandmother glimpsed a young lady with white hair and ice-blue eyes, wearing a dress that looked as if it was made of snowflakes. My grandmother knew it was a snow spirit, but she also knew, in her heart, that it was her friend, the one she had lost ten years before.”
 
“She had been turned into a snow spirit?” Tasha’s frown deepened. Between the skating and the story, she was now feeling weak and wobbly.
 
“That is what my grandmother believes.” Mika nodded. “She thinks snow spirits lure people away and turn them into their own kind. Then those people can never return to their family and friends; they must live within cold wintry clouds for ever. The warmth of a home, or of love, would melt them away.”
 
“That’s so sad,” Klara whispered.
 
“It’s definitely not something I’d like to happen to me,” Mika said, looking towards the holly tree ahead of them. “But my grandmother is convinced that holly can protect us from snow spirits. She thinks the stem in her buttonhole protected her that day, and she has always worn one since. And every winter she covers our house with holly wreaths and garlands. She believes snow spirits won’t come near the sharp green leaves and bright-red berries.”
 
Mika slowed down. They had reached the holly tree. It was huge – at least three times taller than Tasha. Clusters of berries clung to branches that were striped with snow. Some of the branches overhung the frozen lake in a great arc, creating a small tunnel. The three of them skated into the tunnel and glided to a stop.
 
“Are you all right?” Klara asked Tasha, and Tasha realized she was still frowning. She was thinking about Alyana, and how she – like the snow spirit from Mika’s story – had ice-blue eyes and silver-white hair, and how cold rose from her so intensely that it made Tasha shiver whenever Alyana leaned close. Could Alyana be a snow spirit?
 
Mika turned to Tasha with a look of concern. “I didn’t scare you with the story, did I?”
 
“No, I’m fine.” Tasha shook her head. The story had chilled her, but not for reasons that Mika would understand. Alyana had said she must leave when the snowdrops bloomed. Was that because she must live in a wintry cloud for ever, like Mika’s snow spirits?
 
“Mika’s grandmother loves telling stories, but they are only stories.” Klara smiled reassuringly. “Will you be all right if I let go of your hand, Tasha, while we collect some holly? I’ll stay close.”
 
Tasha nodded, and Klara let go of her hand.
 
Small branches laden with berries were scattered across the ice. They must have broken and fallen under the weight of snow. Mika and Klara began gathering some of the branches in their arms. Tasha leaned down to get one too. She wobbled, but managed not to fall over as she carefully picked the branch up by its stem, so the spiky leaves wouldn’t prick through her mittens.
 
Thoughts of snow spirits and Alyana were still whirling in Tasha’s mind, and an uneasy feeling was knotting itself into her belly. Tasha didn’t like the way Mika’s story had described the spirits as evil and dangerous, because although Alyana was something like a snow spirit, she was most definitely good and kind. Alyana took her home every night – she had never tried to lure Tasha away like the spirit in Mika’s story. Alyana was her friend, and would never harm her. Tasha felt disloyal for even listening to the story, and now for collecting holly branches to ward off snow spirits.
 
Mika and Klara slid around, gathering more branches. Tasha was slower, and her mittens kept snagging on the sharp leaves. She pulled off a mitten in frustration and tucked it into her pocket.
 
“Is this enough?” Klara asked Mika, holding up her bundle of branches.
 
“I think so.” Mika nodded. “The snow won’t last too much longer anyway. It’s already been here almost a month.”
 
Tasha’s eyes widened at Mika’s words. An icy feeling trickled over her. How can Mika be thinking about the snow melting already? To Tasha, it felt like it had only just arrived. There was still so much she wanted to do with Alyana.
 
Tasha picked up the branch she had been reaching for. Its stem was green, the berries bright-red and fresh. But, as Tasha lifted the branch, it frosted over in her fingers. The green stem turned white as tiny ice crystals spread from her fingertips. They crackled up the branch and, where they hit berries, the berries frosted over and turned white. Tasha gasped and dropped the branch. Her fingers stung with cold.
 
“Are you all right?” Klara slid over to her. “Did you hurt your hand on a leaf? Some of them are so sharp.”
 
“I’m fine.” Tasha put her mitten back on. Her heart was racing. What just happened? It was like something she might have expected Alyana to do, under the moon and stars. It shouldn’t be happening right now, in daylight, from her own hands.
 
Tasha looked down at the branch. It was green. The frost was gone, the berries red again. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. Did I imagine it? Perhaps Mika’s story of people turning into snow spirits had clouded her thoughts. Tasha felt dizzy as she began to doubt what she had seen and felt. She reached into her pocket to hold the stone Alyana had given her. It was cool, smooth and solid. Tasha took a slow breath in.
 
“Are you sure you’re all right, Tasha?” Klara asked again, putting her hand on Tasha’s elbow.
 
“Yes, sorry. I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep much last night.” Tasha looked up. She saw Mika staring at the branch. He was frowning, his face stiff. Tasha thought he looked scared. Did he see what happened? Tasha’s heart raced faster. “I should go home. I don’t feel well.” Tasha leaned forward and fumbled to give Klara the branches she had collected. “I’m sorry. Thank you for coming to get me, but…” Tasha didn’t know what else to say. “I’m sorry,” she said again, and skated away, as fast as she could.
 
“Wait!” Klara called. “We could walk you home!”
 
“I’m fine on my own!” Tasha shouted without turning round – she was worried she’d fall over if she did. She was still wobbly on her skates. She stumbled and skidded back to the shore, the air feeling sharp in her lungs. Her fingers were cold and stinging, reminding her of what had happened – or what she thought had happened – to the holly branch.
 
When Alyana had frozen the lake the night before, it had felt wonderful and magical. But ice spreading from her own touch was different. It felt scary and out of control, and Tasha had no idea what to do about it.
 







 
Back at Grandpa’s farmhouse, Tasha kept seeing images of the holly stem frosting over in her fingers, and the fear on Mika’s face. But she told herself that it was impossible – she couldn’t have frozen the branch. She had been tired after staying out late with Alyana, and her imagination had been fired up by Mika’s story.
 
Tasha didn’t want to think about that story. She tried to reassure herself that it was only a cautionary tale, to warn children about the dangers of wandering off into snow clouds or snowdrifts. She tried to ignore the whispers at the back of her mind that said some stories were true – that if a snow girl could come to life, then why not a snow spirit?
 
There were other questions in her mind that chilled her too. What if Alyana is a snow spirit? And what if she is somehow dangerous, like the spirit in Mika’s story?
 
Tasha wished there was someone else in the farmhouse to distract her from her thoughts. But Grandpa was asleep in his chair and her parents were outside trying to fix the water pipe that ran from the well – it had frozen solid, then burst in three places.
 
Worries crowded around Tasha. She sat on the sofa and slid her sketchbook from her pocket, hoping the pictures she had drawn during her nights with Alyana might distract her. There was the musk deer, the flying squirrel and the wolf they had glimpsed running beneath a full moon. There was Fyodor and Alyana’s sleigh, Alyana herself, and the domed snow house they had built together, with a starry sky and meteors flying above.
 
Tasha smiled at all the memories. The drawings felt like a reassuring hug. They showed Alyana was a force for good in her life, and Tasha knew that she could trust her instincts on this.
 


 
That night, Tasha went out with Alyana and the fox again, and enjoyed every moment of riding in the sleigh, pulled by Timur. They travelled to the far west of the woods, and watched a wolverine running through the snow. Part bear-like, part wolf-like, it paused to sniff the air in search of food.
 
When she returned to Grandpa’s farmhouse, Tasha went to bed tired but happy. She decided not to think about snow spirits, or what had happened with the holly branch, ever again.
 


 
Tasha fell back into the familiar rhythm of spending her days on the farm with the goats and the chickens, and her nights with Alyana and the fox.
 
When Klara and Mika came to see her, she said she didn’t want to go ice skating and she didn’t fancy a walk either. Klara and Mika nodded, but they looked disappointed.
 
Tasha’s heart sank. She remembered how, after telling Alyana about Claw’s Edge, she had decided to step out into the world and try to make friends again. And she did still want to… But the holly branch had scared her, and if there was even a tiny chance that something like that might happen again, then Tasha didn’t want anyone else to be around to see it.
 
Even on the farm, Tasha kept mostly to herself. She spent hours drawing alone or sitting with Ferdinand and the goats. It was so cold now that Ferdinand wore his little felt coat all the time, and he liked to clamber onto Tasha’s lap and tug at her scarf until she draped it over him like a blanket.
 
As the days flowed by and nothing Tasha touched froze over, she relaxed a little and began spending more time with her family. She helped her parents with their endless list of repairs, and she sat with Grandpa in the farmhouse – talking, or reading to him if he was sleepy. But still, any suggestion that she spend time with Klara or Mika made Tasha tense with fear and shake her head.
 


 
Every night, snow fell heavier. Tasha’s parents became more tired and worried about the farm. Grandpa spent hours staring out of the window. “I don’t understand why there are no signs of spring yet,” he said sadly one morning. “Midwinter is approaching. By now the weather should be warming and the snow should be melting. Wildcats should be reaching out to each other and singing in the woods, Tashenka.”
 
On the few occasions neighbours visited, Grandpa always asked if they had heard any wildcats singing, but no one had. “It’s not a good sign,” Grandpa explained to Tasha. “If the wildcats aren’t singing for mates, they must know that winter is far from over. I’m not sure how we’ll all cope. Everyone is struggling so much already.”
 
Tasha nodded, feeling weighed down by all the troubles she was hearing about. Everyone in the valley was worried about their food stores running low and the trails becoming blocked by snow.
 
The ice on the lake was still too thick for Sabina and Yelena to fish. Tasha heard they had lit a fire on it one day, in an attempt to break through, but even that failed. Vasily and Anastasia, on the other side of the lake, had been forced to bring their chickens into their farmhouse after their coop collapsed under the weight of snow. Mika, Raya and Vita were worried that their barn wasn’t keeping their goats warm enough at night. And some of the sheep on Klara’s farm were suffering with something called snow-blindness, caused by the wintry winds.
 
Tasha knew Nona had been treating the sheep with one of her remedies and, one day, after visiting the flock, she rode her sleigh to Grandpa’s farmhouse. Nona stood by the stove warming her fingers, and said that the snow was so deep in places that getting around the valley was becoming a real struggle.
 
“I’ve been trying to visit everyone,” Nona explained. “The weather is causing so many difficulties for us all, I was hoping I could figure out some ways we could help each other. But what we need more than anything, is for this winter to end.”
 
Grandpa nodded. “Yes, warmer weather would solve many of our problems. Yet spring still feels so far away.”
 
“It does,” Nona agreed. “Where are the snowdrops and the wildcats? I long to see and hear them.”
 
“I wonder if we could call them somehow,” Grandpa said thoughtfully.
 
Nona chuckled. “If only we had that power!” She rummaged in her bag and pulled out some parcels wrapped with twine. “I have brought some gifts for you all. Knitted wristlets and thick bedsocks, to help keep you warm at night, and a special mix of my sweetbriar and moss tea to protect your lungs from the cold air. Hopefully they will help a little, until spring does finally decide to arrive.”
 
After Nona left, Tasha gazed out of the window, at the snow-blanketed valley. She thought about what Grandpa and Nona had said about spring and snowdrops, and her heart grew heavy as she imagined Alyana leaving.
 
Tasha sighed and stared up at the northern peaks, where the snow was thick and bright. She reached into her pocket and grasped the cool, smooth stone that Alyana had given her and silently wished that she could think of a way for Alyana to stay.
 
Snow suddenly whirled on the highest peak. It rose up and formed a dense cloud that began rolling down the mountain. But instead of rolling straight down the steep slope, the cloud moved diagonally, towards Grandpa’s farmhouse. Tasha watched it uneasily, her brow furrowing.
 
The movement of the snow cloud was strange – it was moving against both gravity and the wind – and the way it was swelling and picking up speed as it came closer to the farm made Tasha’s heartbeat quicken.
 
Tasha felt that, somehow, the cloud was linked to her – and Alyana. It had formed the moment she had thought about Alyana, and now it seemed to want to reach her. Tasha’s fingers shook as she drew the curtains.
 
“Are you all right, Tashenka?” Grandpa asked.
 
“There is just more snow blowing in.” Tasha’s voice wavered. “I better shut out the draughts to keep you warm.” Tasha moved away from the window and sat on the big footstool near Grandpa. She watched the flames in the stove and tried to calm her racing heart. She felt scared – like she had after the holly branch had frosted over in her hands. And once again, she tried to convince herself that her imagination was playing tricks on her.
 
Winds on the mountains could behave unexpectedly sometimes, as they eddied around rocks and trees. Tasha tried to push the snow cloud from her thoughts, but the uneasiness she felt wouldn’t settle, no matter how much she tried to ignore it.
 







 
Snow fell, without pause, for over a week. Tasha watched it gather around the farmhouse, and with each new shining layer, her uneasiness grew.
 
When Tasha went out to meet Alyana and the fox, she began wearing almost all her clothes at once, layers of cottons and woollens, with wads of washed goat’s wool stuffed between. She covered her face with knitted woollen wraps, and made an eye shield from birch bark to wear while they sleighed, to help stop her eyelashes from freezing and becoming caked in sharp crystals that pinched her eyelids.
 
Timur never struggled in the deep snow. He seemed to fly over its surface, pulling Alyana’s sleigh effortlessly behind him. And Alyana always wore the same blue coat and skirt, and never covered her eyes or face.
 
The more winter deepened, the more she sparkled and glowed.
 
Many of the animals in the woods were suffering, though, from a shortage of food and from the icy nights. Tasha and Alyana began finding small birds and mammals half frozen, teetering at the edge of life and death.
 
Tasha picked them up gently and tucked their tiny bodies into her coat until they revived. Then, she would hand-feed them a little food. Sometimes, if they were still weak, Tasha and Alyana would take them to the ice caves and give them a place to shelter until they recovered fully. Tasha brought supplies from the farm to make the rescued animals comfortable – hay to keep them warm, and grains and seeds to keep them fed.
 
Soon, at the ice caves, there were several squirrels and rabbits, scores of mice and small birds, and – in a separate cave – a stoat. They were all recovering from cold and hunger. Most got better within a day or two, then Tasha and Alyana would watch them leave together, and Tasha would sigh with relief. But then they’d find another cold and hungry animal in need of help, and Tasha’s worries about the deep winter would swell again.
 
Tasha felt torn. She wanted warmer weather to come so that Grandpa’s cough would get better, and everyone’s struggles with the winter would end. But the thought of spring arriving and Alyana leaving was unbearable.
 
Sometimes an image of Alyana spinning round, hands wide, scattering something into the air would appear in Tasha’s mind. Then the emptiness that Alyana was filling would widen inside her, and ache so much that all Tasha felt able to do was push the thoughts and feelings away.
 


 
One night, or early morning – she had been out for hours with Alyana and lost track of time again – Tasha was trying to warm her frozen fingers near the stove. The door to the living room opened and Grandpa walked in, his breath rasping in his chest and throat. Tasha helped him sit down, gave him some linctus, then began to make some honey and pepper tea, to warm his chest.
 
“It’s the cold, Tasha,” he said weakly. “It makes it difficult to breathe, and it gets worse at night. This winter the nights are colder than I’ve ever known them to be.”
 
Tasha frowned as she wrapped a thick knitted blanket around Grandpa. She couldn’t ignore what she knew in her heart any longer – that the nights were especially cold because that was when Alyana appeared. And the deep snowy winter was because of Alyana too.
 
Icy fingers of dread squeezed Tasha’s chest. Her friendship with Alyana brought her so much joy, she didn’t want to think that anything bad that might be happening because of it. Tasha focused on coaxing more flames from the stove instead, in an effort to help the heat reach Grandpa.
 
“What are you doing awake at this hour, Tashenka?” Grandpa asked.
 
“I couldn’t sleep.” Tasha looked down at her outdoor clothes, which were damp with melting snow. “So I went for a walk. It’s beautiful out there.”
 
“It is.” Grandpa nodded. “I used to like walking at night too, when I was younger.” He stared into the flames of the stove. Tasha passed him his mug, full of steaming tea. He sipped it and smiled. “This is good. Thank you.”
 
Tasha peeled off her outer layers while Grandpa huddled in the stove’s glow and drank his tea. His breathing eased and his cheeks flushed with the warmth from the fire. He leaned back and picked up his pipe, in the way he did when he told a story.
 
“You must be careful though, Tashenka,” Grandpa said seriously. “Winter weather can be dangerous, and this winter that is especially true. If your grandmother was here, she would say the winter spirits have come to the valley.”
 
“Winter spirits?” Tasha tensed, thinking of Mika’s story.
 
Grandpa nodded. “All over the world, for as long as there have been people and snow, there have been tales of winter spirits. They have been given different names – snow spirits, frost spirits, ice spirits. Your grandmother believed all of them to be a mysterious life force that can be carried on a winter wind and change their appearance, whirling into snowflakes, leaping from branch to branch as frost, and taking the form of animals or people for a while, if they choose to.”
 
“Mika told me a story about a snow spirit,” Tasha said quietly. “It was a scary story. His grandmother, Vita, believes they are dangerous.”
 
“Some of the stories are scary,” Grandpa agreed. “And many people, like Vita, believe the spirits are dangerous.”
 
“What do you believe?” Tasha sat on the footstool beside Grandpa.
 
“Well.” Grandpa turned his pipe over in his hands. “Some of the tales describe how the spirits freeze people caught in snowstorms. But in other tales, the spirits are kindly and help those in need. So perhaps the spirits are like people in that regard – sometimes good, sometimes bad – and we must use our own judgement to keep ourselves safe.”
 
“Can you tell me a story of a good spirit?” Tasha asked, thinking of Alyana. “One that helped someone.”
 
Grandpa smiled. “I can tell you a story of how your own grandmother, Marya, was saved by a frost spirit, the year before your mother was born.”
 
“Really?” Tasha’s eyes brightened.
 
Grandpa put his pipe down, leaned back in his chair, and took a deep breath before beginning the story.
 







 
Tasha put another log on the fire in the stove, then sat cross-legged on the footstool to listen to Grandpa’s story.
 
“One winter’s day, many years ago, your grandmother, Marya, was walking through the woods collecting fallen branches, seeds and berries, to make midwinter decorations. The snow on the ground was crisp and sparkling, and the air so still that the song rising from Marya’s lips drifted all round the valley and up the highest peaks too.” Grandpa closed his eyes for a moment, as if he could hear Marya’s song.
 
“Marya wandered deeper into the woods, filling her basket with sprigs of mistletoe, willow stems, pine cones, juniper berries and the occasional sweet chestnut. She knew the valley as well as her home – this very farmhouse of course – but on this day, Marya was distracted by her thoughts and didn’t pay as much attention to the route she was taking as usual.
 
“A thick snow cloud rolled down the mountain and into the woods, and Marya suddenly found herself lost and cold. The cloud was so full of whirling flakes, she could barely see. And the icy crystals were sharp as pins, stinging and scratching Marya’s face.
 
“Marya decided to take shelter beneath a tall fir tree, and wait until the snow cloud passed. She wrapped herself up in her cloak and, with the soft, sleepy boughs of the fir drooping over her, Marya fell into a cosy dream.
 
“It was dark when Marya woke, and her body was stiff with cold. Frost crackled through the trees. Marya breathed out a small white cloud and tried to steady her trembling fears. She knew how dangerous it was to be out in the winter woods at night.
 
“Frost crackled closer and leaped into the top of the fir she was sheltering beneath.
 
“‘Are you cold?’ a clear, icy voice asked from above.
 
“Marya held her breath. Her heart pounded. She was terrified now. At this point in her life, she had only heard scary stories about winter spirits. But Marya was determined not to let the spirit, or the cold, harm her. She tried to look up, but her head felt too heavy, and her neck too weak. ‘No,’ she said finally, trying to fight the numbness that was enveloping her. She pulled all her strength into her fingers and toes and tried to move them, to make her blood flow faster and bring some warmth back into her body.
 
“Frost jumped from branch to branch, crackling closer. Marya’s teeth began chattering between her frozen lips.
 
“‘Are you cold?’ the voice asked again. Marya felt the words like an icy breath whispered into her ears.
 
“‘No,’ she said again, desperately trying not to succumb to the freezing air that was now dragging her eyelids downwards. Marya blinked rapidly, trying to keep herself awake. She wanted to survive and return home to her life, to me and her friends.
 
“Frost sprang from the tree and landed right in front of Marya in the form of an old man with sharp features, a long white beard and long white hair. Marya was too cold to be surprised. She looked at Frost, and wondered if he was the last thing she would see. Her body now felt like it was made of ice, and she could almost feel her spirit lifting out of her.
 
“‘Are you cold?’ Frost asked for the third time. His eyes glittered like two frozen puddles.
 
“Marya’s vision blurred as she fought to keep her own eyes open. But her eyelids were too heavy. The last thing she saw before they finally closed was Frost, with sympathy softening his sharp features and a kindly smile on his face, as he draped a fir-green blanket over her.”
 
Grandpa paused, and Tasha waited patiently for him to continue.
 
“While this was happening in one part of the woods, I was searching for Marya in other parts of the woods. They were some of the worst hours of my life.” Grandpa’s breath caught in his throat and he paused again. “Eventually I realized I was going to need help to find Marya, and I rushed back to gather a search party. But the first thing I saw in the valley was a circle of bright light, right outside this farmhouse. I peered at it, and inside the circle I saw Marya, wrapped in a fir-green blanket.
 
“I ran to her, faster than I’ve ever run, on snow or grass, and I picked her up and carried her indoors. She was as cold as ice. Her lips were blue, and her breathing was weak. But she was alive.”
 
Tears flowed down the furrows of Grandpa’s wrinkled skin and disappeared into his beard.
 
“Once Marya warmed up – by this very stove – she told me the story of how she’d fallen asleep under the fir, and how Frost had appeared as a man, wrapped a blanket round her to stop her freezing and carried her home. I might have thought this was a delusion, caused by the cold, but the blanket was real. It smelled of fir and frost. I placed it near the stove to dry. But the next morning it was gone, and a small puddle of water – with a few fir needles floating in it – lay on the floor beneath where it had been.” Grandpa turned to Tasha and smiled. “And there was the gift, in Marya’s basket.”
 
“Gift?” Tasha asked, intrigued.
 
“Nestled amongst the sprigs of mistletoe, the willow stems, cones and berries, was a smooth blue stone that Marya said she had not collected.”
 
Tasha’s eyes widened as she thought of the blue stone Alyana had given her.
 
“The stone sparkled like pale twilight. Marya turned it into a necklace and wore it every day.”
 
Tasha had a sudden memory of a lady with soft white curls lifting her up. She must have only been a year or two old at the time, and she could picture her tiny plump fingers grasping a smooth blue pendant round the lady’s neck. “I remember!” Tasha exclaimed suddenly. “I remember Grandma wearing that necklace!”
 
“That’s wonderful you still hold a memory of her.” Grandpa’s smile widened, but then a more serious expression grew on his face. “Stories of spirits aside, Tashenka, promise you will keep yourself safe out there. I was scared for Marya that night, and she was scared for herself. She always regretted getting lost, then falling asleep beneath the fir.”
 
Tasha nodded. “I promise, Grandpa.” She rose to her feet, to put another log on the fire, and noticed pale light creeping through the gaps in the curtains. The night had ebbed into dawn while Grandpa told his story, and it was time to check the goats and the chickens already. Tasha reached for her coat, but stopped still when she heard the swish and crunch of horses’ hooves sinking into snow. The horse was too noisy to be Timur, so Tasha guessed it was a neighbour. But it was very early for a visit.
 
“I hope everything in the valley is all right,” Grandpa said.
 
“I hope so too,” Tasha echoed, opening the curtains. She peered at the horse and sleigh approaching through the falling snow. The person on the sleigh was wrapped in thick layers of clothes, but Tasha knew who it was from the ice-crusted ginger hair curling out from beneath a green woollen hat. “It’s Edya,” Tasha said as she moved to the door, ready to let him in. Her stomach tightened with worry as she listened to Edya climb down from the sleigh and struggle through the snow – all the news from the valley for the last few weeks had been about troubles with the winter weather.
 
“I’m sorry to call so early,” Edya said as he stepped through the door. A freezing cloud of snowy air blew into the farmhouse with him, making Grandpa cough and wheeze again. Tasha shut the door quickly and Edya brushed the snow off his face.
 
“Is everything all right, Edya?” Mama asked as she came into the living room, followed by Papa.
 
“It’s been a difficult night,” Edya said. His shoulders were curved as if he were carrying a great weight, and his usually cheerful expression was replaced with exhaustion. “More of the sheep have fallen ill, so I’ve been up watching them and haven’t slept. Then it got so cold that the grain store cracked and split right open. Almost half of our supplies are now ruined with damp. We’d appreciate some help moving the grain that’s left into storage barrels. Supplies are so low now, we can’t afford to lose any more.”
 
“Of course we’ll help,” Mama said.
 
Papa nodded in agreement and began putting on his coat.
 
“I can help too,” Tasha offered, but Mama shook her head.
 
“Tasha, would you mind staying on the farm and keeping an eye on Grandpa?” Mama looked at Grandpa with concern. His breathing was still loud and laboured after his last coughing fit.
 
“If I wrap up warm, I could come and help with the grain too.”
 
Grandpa began to stand up, but Mama gave him one of her stern looks. “You shouldn’t go outside until your cough is better, or the weather warms,” she said.
 
“It is icily cold out there, Ivan.” Edya nodded to Grandpa. “I agree you should stay in the warm. But thank you for offering.”
 
Grandpa sighed with frustration. “I wish this winter would end.”
 
“Me too,” Mama whispered as she tucked another blanket round Grandpa.
 
Tasha’s heart sank as she said goodbye to her parents and Edya. The deep winter was causing so much trouble. Grandpa had another coughing fit when cold air came through the door again, and it seemed to take for ever for his breathing to calm. When it finally did, he turned to Tasha and leaned forward, as if he was about to tell her a secret.
 
“Remember the last time Nona visited?” he asked. “She said she longed to see snowdrops and wildcats.”
 
Tasha nodded. “You wondered if you could call them somehow.”
 
“Exactly!” Grandpa’s eyes twinkled. “Nona laughed, but I’ve been thinking about it, and – unlikely as it sounds – I have a feeling my idea might work.”
 
“What’s your idea?” Tasha asked, curious.
 
“Telling you will involve a trip into the attic.” Grandpa rose to his feet.
 
“It will be cold up there, Grandpa. It might set off your cough again.”
 
“I’ll wear my coat.” Grandpa looked at Tasha and the excitement in his eyes lifted her heart back up. It had been a long time since Grandpa had looked so excited about anything.
 
“All right.” Tasha nodded, unable to resist. “We’ll go to the attic, and you can tell me your idea to call snowdrops and wildcats.”
 







 
Tasha helped Grandpa on with his coat, and lit an oil lamp. Then she followed him up the stairs, curiosity tingling inside her. She wondered what Grandpa’s idea to call snowdrops and wildcats might be, and why it involved a trip into the attic.
 
The wooden attic steps were steep, but Grandpa managed them without too much difficulty and his eyes were still shining with excitement when he reached the small, low-ceilinged attic. The air was cold and thick with dust, and the space filled with wooden boxes of all shapes and sizes, stacked on top of each other in towers. In between the boxes there were several spinning wheels in various states of disrepair, their legs and treadles and wheels sticking out at odd angles, as if they were trying to escape and crawl free.
 
Grandpa had painted labels on most of the boxes with his neat, curly handwriting; Svetlana’s Paintings, Age 7; Spare Weaving Tools; Marya’s Clothes; Oil Lamp Spares; Letters and Cards; Svetlana’s Baby Clothes and Toys; Dried Flowers and Other Treasures.
 
“Here it is.” Grandpa paused beside a cedar box labelled Ivan’s Best Clothes, and Tasha frowned with confusion. What can Grandpa’s best clothes have to do with calling spring?
 
Grandpa blew the dust off the lid and opened it carefully. Tasha peered inside at the layers of neatly folded clothes. On top was a long white tunic with blue snowflakes embroidered round the collar and cuffs, a blue waist sash and a pair of matching blue trousers. Grandpa ran his hand gently across the embroidered snowflakes. “Marya sewed these,” he whispered.
 
“Grandma did that?” Tasha looked in wonder at the delicate, intricate patterns.
 
Grandpa nodded. “Every year she sewed and embroidered clothes for me and your mother to wear to the midwinter feast – a big celebration that we used to hold in the communal barn every year. This was the last one she made, but I have never worn it.”
 
“Why not?” Tasha asked. “It’s so beautiful.”
 
“Marya died a few weeks before the feast, and I didn’t feel like getting dressed up and celebrating. And, to be honest, I didn’t feel like it the year after, or the year after that…” Grandpa sighed. “Marya used to help organize the feasts. She loved them so much. She said they were important to bring the community together at what can be the most difficult time of year. The snow makes it a struggle to move around the valley, and we can all become quite isolated. But making the effort to get together for one night, to feast and sing and dance, can make everyone feel less alone.”
 
“The celebrations sound lovely.” Tasha smiled.
 
“They always were.” Grandpa nodded. “And because they happened at midwinter, there was always this wonderful feeling that the worst of the cold weather was over. Always, around the time of the feast, the wildcats would start singing in the woods, and the snowdrops would emerge – the first signs of spring. In many ways the midwinter feast celebrated their arrival. Perhaps –” Grandpa’s eyes shone brighter – “perhaps it was even the feast that called for their arrival.”
 
Tasha raised an eyebrow. Surely having a midwinter feast can’t actually call wildcats and snowdrops? But Grandpa looked so excited, Tasha didn’t voice her doubts. “You think having a midwinter feast might bring spring?” she asked instead.
 
Grandpa nodded. “I know it sounds unlikely, Tashenka, but I honestly feel it might work. And it would be fun to try, at least – don’t you think? It’s been so long since we had a celebration in the valley. A few years after Marya died, the midwinter feasts stopped – partly because she wasn’t here to help organize them any more, and partly because there were fewer people in the valley. There hasn’t been a feast for at least seven years now.” Grandpa scanned the other boxes in the attic and his gaze landed on another cedar chest, labelled Svetlana’s Midwinter Dresses. He moved towards it. “It would be so wonderful to go to a feast with you and your parents – and if we all wore clothes that Marya had embroidered – I know there are enough up here for all of us – then it would feel like she was with us, too.” Grandpa’s eyes welled with tears and Tasha’s heart ached. She put her hand on Grandpa’s arm.
 
“That’s a beautiful idea,” Tasha said. “I could help organize it.” As soon as the words slipped out of Tasha’s mouth, her mind began whirling with everything she would have to do, and her heart began racing in panic. She would have to go out into the valley, talk to everyone and persuade them to help. She would have to make things right with Klara and Mika, whose friendly invitations she had been turning down since the day on the frozen lake. And, somehow, she would have to make sure that there was no repeat of what had happened with the holly branch. Tasha breathed out slowly and reached for the smooth blue stone in her pocket, to calm her nervousness. All this would be difficult, but she could do it for Grandpa. “How long until midwinter?” she asked.
 
“Less than two weeks,” Grandpa replied. “That isn’t long to prepare, but I’m sure everyone in the valley would get involved. Nona used to help Marya with the organizing, so she’ll know everything that needs doing. And I’m sure Klara and Mika would love to help you.”
 
Guilt pinched into Tasha as she thought again of how she had been avoiding Klara and Mika.
 
Grandpa lifted the lid of the chest labelled Svetlana’s Midwinter Dresses and Tasha gazed at the clothes inside. They were beautiful; mostly shades of blue and white, with delicate silver threads embroidered into swirls or snowflakes. They looked like dresses Alyana might wear.
 
“Your grandmother made your mother a new dress every year for the midwinter feast, and they are all in here. One of them is bound to fit you. Only if you want to wear one of course.”
 
Tasha ran her hand over a midnight-blue dress, made of thick velvet. Thousands of stars had been stitched carefully onto it in the shapes of constellations. She lifted the dress up and held it in front of her. It had a high neck, long sleeves and a long swishy skirt, with pockets deep enough for a sketchbook and pencil.
 
“I’d love to wear this to celebrate midwinter with you.” Tasha’s heart swelled as she saw the smile grow on Grandpa’s face. “I’ll go to visit Nona as soon as Mama and Papa return, and see if we can start planning.”
 
“Thank you, Tashenka.” Grandpa smiled again and took a deep breath, which rattled in his chest.
 
“Come on.” Tasha closed the box lid. “Let’s get you back into the warm living room. I can come up here again, with Mama and Papa, to bring the clothes down.”
 
Grandpa nodded and let Tasha help him down the attic steps. When they reached the living room, Tasha was surprised to see it bathed in bright light. Outside, it had stopped snowing. The sky was blue and the sun was shining, throwing sunbeams over the valley that made the snow blanket glisten and glow. Grandpa laughed as he sunk into his chair. “Look, Tashenka! Just talking about the midwinter feast has brought brighter weather!”
 
Tasha smiled, but her stomach was now tightening into a knot. What about Alyana? Tasha wanted to organize the feast for Grandpa, but if he was right and it did bring spring, then she would lose Alyana.
 
“Will you be all right if I go to feed the goats and the chickens?” she asked Grandpa.
 
Grandpa nodded, and Tasha put on her coat and hat. She hoped some fresh air would help her think. Because now she had less than two weeks to organize a feast, and figure out a way to keep Alyana too.
 







 
Tasha’s parents returned around mid-morning. They looked tired, but were smiling at the change in the weather.
 
Tasha helped make an early lunch of draniki – potato and onion pancakes – with fried mushrooms and sour cream, and hot, sweet tea to drink. While everyone ate, she and Grandpa told Mama and Papa their plan to revive the midwinter feast.
 
Mama and Papa thought it was a brilliant idea. Mama reminisced about feasts of the past, and she and Papa got excited as they talked about how they could help decorate the communal barn. They even suggested they could paint a huge landscape on one or more of the walls.
 
After they’d eaten, Tasha said she was going to ski over to Nona’s, to ask for her help planning the feast. Mama offered to come with Tasha, but because she looked so tired Tasha said she would be fine on her own.
 
Tasha stopped at the goat shelter before she left the farm. Nervousness for the day ahead was fluttering inside her, and she hoped that giving Ferdinand a cuddle might help. “Wish me luck,” she whispered into his silk-soft ears. He responded by leaning into her, the same way the fox did, which made Tasha’s eyes well with tears as she thought again about Alyana leaving.
 
There must be a way, Tasha thought as she set off again. She imagined Alyana in the ice caves, surrounded by the icy flowers she had made. It would be so wonderful to show Alyana real flowers! Tasha wished she could show her friend all the beauty of spring – buds opening, birds building nests and baby goats being born. Tasha daydreamed away as she skied over the snowdrifts – hill after hill she pushed her way up, only to slip down again and face another.
 
Although the air was cold, Tasha was hot and tired from the exertion when she finally reached Nona’s farmhouse. She took a deep breath for courage, and thought about Grandpa’s excited eyes when he had told her his idea. Then Tasha slid determinedly up to the front door, and knocked firmly.
 
Nona opened the door so quickly that Tasha realized she must have been watching her approach through a window. “Is everything all right?” Nona asked.
 
Tasha nodded. “Yes, I—”
 
“Good,” Nona interrupted. “I thought something must be wrong when I saw you coming. It’s only been bad news in the valley lately, Myshka.”
 
Annoyance at being called Myshka flickered inside Tasha, but she forced a smile. “I was hoping to talk to you about something.”
 
Nona beckoned Tasha inside. “Come in then, before the warmth escapes. I know it’s brighter today, but this air is still icy, isn’t it?”
 
Tasha fumbled with her skis and boots – she hadn’t realized how numb her fingers were until she tried to use them. When she finally stepped inside, the warm air made her skin tingle. She began peeling off some of her outer layers.
 
“I’ll make us a hot drink. One of my fortifying teas for you, I think.” Nona walked over to the stove, moved some pans around, then began searching through the many glass jars of dried herbs and roots on a dresser nearby. “Take a seat,” Nona added without turning round. “Tell me what is on your mind.”
 
Tasha didn’t really want one of Nona’s fortifying teas, but she prepared herself for its bitter taste and sat on the edge of one of the armchairs. “Grandpa said that you and my grandmother used to organize a midwinter feast for everyone in the valley.” Tasha paused. She decided not to mention how Grandpa thought the feast might call wildcats and snowdrops.
 
“Grandpa would love to have a feast again this year, and I hoped you might help me organize it,” Tasha continued. “It would make Grandpa so happy. And it could be fun,” she added, as an afterthought.
 
“Hmmm,” Nona said without turning round. She put back the jar of green-and-orange herbs that she had chosen and lifted down a small metal pot instead. She scooped some of its contents into one of the pans on the stovetop and a sweet scent drifted into the air. “You’ll have to visit everyone in the valley, Myshka. You’ll need more than my help.”
 
Tasha thought of Grandpa’s smile and twinkling eyes when they’d talked about the feast and she nodded firmly. “I can do that,” she said.
 
Nona turned and looked at Tasha with her eyebrows raised. “Well, you don’t sound much like a little mouse today. I’m not sure what you’ve been doing this winter, but there is something of the cat about you now, or the fox. Perhaps I should call you Koshechka, or Lisichka?”
 
Tasha felt a spark of surprise that Nona had noticed something different about her. She did feel more confident, and wondered if her time in the woods with Alyana was making her noticeably braver. “I would rather you called me Tasha,” she replied, and Nona responded with a smile.
 
Steam plumed around Nona’s face as she poured the contents of the pan into two mugs. She carried them to a low table and placed one in front of Tasha. “I decided to make cocoa instead,” she said as she sat down. “It is the best drink for fortifying friendships, Tasha.”
 
Tasha smiled as she looked at the creamy, sweet drink in front of her, relieved that she didn’t have to face one of Nona’s fortifying teas. “Thank you,” she said.
 
“You’re welcome.” Nona picked up her mug and blew on it. “Now, let’s talk about this idea. It’s an excellent one. It’s about time we had a midwinter feast in the valley again.”
 


 
By the time Tasha left Nona’s farmhouse, less than an hour later, she had a plan. She skied straight to Klara’s and knocked on the door.
 
For months the thought of knocking on any door in the valley had filled her with nervousness, and as Tasha stood there waiting for someone to answer, she realized that the nervousness hadn’t exactly gone away. It was still there, quivering in the pit of her stomach. But her determination to do this for Grandpa was helping her reach through it.
 
Klara answered the door and smiled warmly and, to Tasha’s relief, Klara wasn’t upset about all the times she had avoided her. Klara invited Tasha in and they spent the rest of the afternoon planning the feast in a small and cosy kitchen, with Klara’s brothers, Leo and Stefan, playing hide and seek around them. Klara’s parents, Edya and Galia, bustled in and out – they were taking turns to clear snow from around the sheep barn in between warming their fingers near the stove.
 
Edya and Galia offered to help with both the cooking for the feast and with moving larger items, like tables, to the communal barn by sleigh. Leo and Stefan were excited about helping to make decorations, and Klara was eager to plan the music. Tasha discovered that Klara played violin and knew who else in the valley played instruments.
 
Klara offered to take Tasha on her horse to visit the other farmhouses in the valley, to spread the news and gather more help.
 
Tasha felt panic at the thought of riding Zinovy with Klara. Spending time with Alyana and Timur may have made Tasha braver, but she still didn’t feel brave enough to ride with Klara. Tasha gripped the blue stone and took a breath. Then she said she would love to do the visiting with Klara, but could they ski instead? To Tasha’s relief, Klara agreed without question, and they decided to meet the next day and go to see Mika.
 


 
That night, when Tasha crept out to visit Alyana and the fox, she was so exhausted that she fell asleep on the sleigh as they rode up to the ice caves.
 
“I’m sorry,” Tasha said, when she woke beneath the long icicles that descended from the cave roof. “I didn’t sleep last night, and then visiting Nona and Klara in the valley today must have worn me out more than I realized.”
 
Alyana smiled and beckoned Tasha to one of the smaller caves, where there were still a few rabbits and birds recovering from the cold. The fox yawned and curled up to wait on the sleigh while they went to care for the animals.
 
Tasha made sure the animals had fresh hay and food, and as she gave one of the rabbits a cuddle to warm him up, she told Alyana about the plans for the midwinter feast. Alyana nodded, her eyes shining. She looked pleased to see Tasha excited, and Tasha paused for breath before sharing the most exciting part of her plan.
 
“I’m going to figure out a way that you can stay, Alyana, after spring comes. I’m going to show you real flowers blooming and—”
 
Alyana’s eyes grew wide with alarm. She held up her hands and shook her head. Then she moved her fingers to show a snowdrop flowering. She touched her heart with her fingertips then opened her hands wide, as if scattering something into the air. “I must leave,” she whispered. Her voice was soft as snowflakes, but her words hit Tasha like stones.
 
“Please,” Tasha said. “I want to show you spring. You will love it! The flowers, the birds, the baby goats…” Tasha’s voice trailed off. Alyana didn’t look like she was listening any more. She had risen to her feet and was beckoning Tasha back to the sleigh.
 
Tasha sighed and followed her. Perhaps Alyana didn’t want to talk about staying because Tasha hadn’t figured out a proper plan yet. Things would be different once she had. Until then, maybe they should just carry on having fun together.
 
Alyana and Tasha climbed up onto the sleigh, and rode back down the mountains and through the woods. They stopped at the little domed snow house they had built together and crouched inside with the fox, looking out through the arched doorway at the vast starry sky.
 
Tasha pointed out some of the constellations she knew, and told the stories she had heard about them from her parents and Grandpa. There was the bear being led away from the hunters by a bird. And the baby goats, who had become lost after chasing after the hare, being carried back to their mother by the man on the silver wagon. And there was the wildcat – the lynx – so faint you could barely see her, as she liked to hide from the swirling busyness of the night sky.
 
While Alyana listened to the stories, she cupped her hands together and created tiny whirling snow clouds between her palms. Then she threw the clouds up into the air, and the snowflakes inside them scattered, forming glittering images from Tasha’s tales that danced over the stars before dispersing – the bear, the bird, the hare, the goats, the man on the silver wagon, and the timid wildcat…
 
Tasha watched in wonder, thinking about stories and how they last moments, but also thousands of years. They were often fantastic, but still contained wisdom and truth. Suddenly, an idea sparked inside her. Perhaps a story might hold the answer to how Alyana could stay!
 
Grandpa had said that in all the versions of the snow girl tale he had heard, she was carried north by a wind. That wasn’t any help at all. But the story Mika had told was different. In that story, a person had become a snow spirit. If that was possible, then what if it could happen the other way round? What if a snow spirit could become a person? Maybe that kind of magic would help Alyana stay when spring came.
 
Tasha smiled. This felt like a clue, like the beginning of a plan. All she needed to do was find more stories – and she knew where to start. She would ask Mika to ask Vita, when she visited him tomorrow with Klara.
 
Alyana pulled the fluffy blanket up over Tasha’s shoulders, and the fox leaned his warm body against her. Tasha realized she was shivering with cold and sighed, knowing it was time to return to the farmhouse. She looked into Alyana’s glowing face, her sparkling eyes and her mouth that always looked as though it was about to burst into a smile. She wanted to say so much, but there didn’t seem to be words for any of her feelings. “Thank you, Alyana,” she finally said. “For everything.”
 
Timur pulled the sleigh slowly back to the farmhouse that night, and Tasha gazed at Alyana and the stars, and felt hope shining inside her. This story, she thought, was going to have a happy ending after all. She would make sure of it.





 
Tasha woke early the next morning, eager to meet Klara, visit Mika, and ask Vita if she knew any more stories about snow spirits. After cleaning the animal shelters and a quick breakfast with Grandpa, Mama and Papa, Tasha set off on skis.
 
The sky was blue again and the sun shining. And although the snow still lay thick on the ground and the air was cold, it was less icy than it had been for a long time. Klara was waiting for Tasha with an excited smile, and she talked about the midwinter feast all the way to Mika’s farmhouse, which was in the north west of the valley.
 
Once they arrived, Tasha and Klara sat in a cosy living room with Mika, Raya and Vita, drinking sweet tea with cinnamon and cloves, and eating blini – mini pancakes – with Vita’s home-made blackthorn jam. Klara did most of the talking, eagerly explaining about the midwinter feast, while Tasha tried to think of a way to bring up snow spirits without it sounding strange.
 
To Tasha’s surprise, when Klara stopped talking to eat another blini, Mika brought up snow spirits on his own. He apologized to Tasha for telling the story that day on the lake, and said he had been worried that it had scared her.
 
“Not at all,” Tasha reassured him. “I was tired that day, and wasn’t feeling well. But I loved the story. I’ve actually been hoping to hear some other tales about snow spirits.”
 
Mika nodded. “My grandmother knows hundreds.”
 
“Are there any stories where a snow spirit turns into a person?” Tasha asked tentatively. “You know, kind of the opposite of the story you told me.”
 
Mika talked with Vita for a moment in a language Tasha didn’t understand, but Tasha could see Vita shaking her head.
 
“She doesn’t remember a story like that,” Mika said, “but she has a few old books of folk tales from the village where she grew up. She says she’ll translate them for me over the next few evenings. Perhaps there will be something in there.”
 
“That would be wonderful.” Tasha smiled at Vita. “Thank you.”
 
The conversation turned quickly back to the midwinter feast and soon Klara and Mika had listed so many things they needed to do, that there was no time to sit any longer. The three of them needed to go around the valley, talk to everyone and make preparations for the feast.
 


 
The following days flew by. Tasha still spent her nights with Alyana and the fox, but every morning, after feeding the goats and the chickens, she met Klara and Mika. Tasha’s first question would always be to Mika – about whether Vita had found a story about a snow spirit who turned into a person – and Tasha’s heart would sink when Mika shook his head. But Mika always said there were plenty more stories to go through, so Tasha held onto the hope that they would find such a tale.
 
After they had persuaded everyone in the valley to help with the preparations for the midwinter feast, Tasha, Klara and Mika began work in the communal barn. First, it needed cleaning and decorating.
 
Edya and Galia brought Leo and Stefan to the barn and they helped make paper snowflakes, stringing them into long rows. People brought baskets of foraged treasures, and the barn gradually filled with garlands of holly and willow wreaths swathed with leaves, berries and cones.
 
Mama and Papa painted a beautiful snowy landscape on two of the walls. And Sabina and Yelena suspended a tangle of branches from the ceiling, decorating them with tiny candles, ready to be lit on midwinter’s night.
 
Edya and Galia brought tables across the valley on their sleigh, which they adorned with more candles, and vases of twigs and stems of birch and hazel.
 
Nona and Vita spent hours cooking together in Nona’s farmhouse, and brought food to the barn for everyone: round, flat pies, called shangi, topped with goat’s cheese and baked; smaller pies called pirozhki stuffed with potatoes, mushrooms and onion; salted fish fried with onions and herbs; sauerkraut made from cabbage, carrots and apples; and many kinds of sweet pastries stuffed with dried berries and malt.
 
Most days, music drifted from the barn as people practised songs for the feast. Klara played her violin. Mika played flute, and Raya a stringed instrument called a gusli. Danilo played a drum, and Sabina and Yelena sang.
 
Once, Sabina brought Vasily and Anastasia over from the other side of the lake so that everyone could rehearse together. Vasily played beautifully on an accordion and Anastasia sang. Music filled the barn that day and swelled inside Tasha like flowers blossoming, and she hummed the songs for days afterwards.
 
The more time Tasha spent with Klara and Mika and her neighbours, the easier it became. She felt her nervousness gradually slipping from her. And she found she was becoming excited about the feast. The prospect of food and music and dancing, and of all the people in the valley coming together to celebrate midwinter, made her feel as warm and full as the hot cocoa she had drunk with Nona. She felt proud that she was part of making it happen. And for the first time since she had moved to the valley, she felt part of the small community that lived there.
 


 
Although they still met at night, Tasha and Alyana were spending less time together. Tasha was tired from her days spent organizing the feast. And Alyana looked tired too. Her eyes had lost some of their sparkle, and her skin had lost some of its glow.
 
Tasha worried it was because of the milder weather. Now, as well as the days being less icy, the nights were less frosty too. Alyana began sleighing further north, to the coldest parts of the woods, where thick ice and snow glowed silver under the shadows of pines. There, Alyana’s smile would widen as, together, they watched night animals under the stars.
 
Every night, fewer animals needed their help. Although many still looked hungry, they seemed to be struggling far less with the cold. The ice caves gradually emptied of the small creatures they had been caring for. Alyana still liked taking Tasha there though, and sometimes they would sit beneath the icicles in the cave mouth and look out across the valley.
 
One night, Tasha felt the drip from a melting icicle above her and a cold feeling of dread gripped her throat. She needed to find a story to help Alyana, and soon.
 


 
The milder weather did have one wonderful effect that made Tasha’s heart swell with joy. Grandpa was coughing less, and his breathing was easier. Two days before the feast he came to the communal barn, on a sleigh with Yelena.
 
Grandpa beamed the whole time he was at the barn, and had so much energy he walked home with Tasha. They identified animal tracks in the snow, and spotted mice and weasels in the drystone walls along the way.
 


 
The next day – the day before the feast – the valley was buzzing with excitement. Edya and Galia’s sleigh was decorated with bells that jingled as it went back and forth and around the valley, bringing people to and from the barn. By evening, everything was ready and the barn looked beautiful – as if all the magic of winter had crept inside it.
 
The table was laid with plates, cups, candles and the vases full of twigs and stems – everything except the cooked food, which Nona had stored carefully in her kitchen. She said she had some cuts of venison in her cold store that she was planning to roast in the giant fireplace of the communal barn on the day of the feast too.
 
Logs were stacked near the fireplace, and an area for dancing was surrounded by arrangements of willow, which would throw shadows that twisted and turned in the firelight. Tasha and Klara had rolled woven rugs across the stone floor that afternoon. And the walls Mama and Papa had painted looked like the valley and the woods, full of snow and trees, with animals peeping their heads out here and there, and birds flying among the real branches suspended from the roof.
 
That evening, everyone hugged as they said their farewells, and their eyes shone as they agreed they’d see each other at the feast. It would begin the next afternoon and go on well into the night.
 
Tasha and her family laid out their best clothes before bed and said an early goodnight to each other, planning to get plenty of rest before the celebrations the next day. Grandpa was more excited than anyone and Tasha swelled with happiness that the feast was going to happen for him – and for everyone. But as she lay in bed, her thoughts drifted from the feast to Alyana and the fox.
 
They had decided not to meet that night, so that Tasha could be well rested for the feast. It had been Alyana’s idea – she had suggested it with slow gestures and tired eyes, that had still somehow conveyed how she was excited for Tasha.
 
Tasha had been reluctant to spend a night without Alyana, but when Alyana promised they would spend the following night sleighing up the mountains to the ice caves and the frozen waterfall, Tasha had finally agreed.
 
But now, looking through her window, at the snow and the stars, Tasha missed Alyana. Her heart ached as she thought of the snow melting after the feast, the wildcats singing in the woods, the snowdrops pushing through and spring coming. Her thoughts stretched, reaching for any idea that might help her friend to stay. She was running out of time, fast.
 
Mika said there were still more stories in Vita’s books, but Tasha was losing hope that the books held the answer. She turned the blue stone over and over in her hands, wishing with her whole heart and soul for a different ending from the one in all the tales.
 
A jingling sound drifted from outside and Tasha sat up, confused. It was the bells on Alyana’s sleigh. Tasha filled with curiosity, then worry, then alarm. Something must be wrong.
 
She got out of bed, dressed quickly, then went to meet Alyana where she always did, at the edge of the goat paddock.
 


 
Alyana’s sleigh sped towards Tasha in a blur of snow. There was no thunder of hooves though. Tasha’s brow furrowed as she tried to make out who was pulling the sleigh. There were three animals running abreast. They looked smaller than horses, but bigger than dogs.
 
Tasha gasped as she realized that they were three enormous wolves: one white, one silver-grey, one dark grey. Their teeth and claws glinted in the moonlight as they hurtled towards Tasha.
 
Fear held Tasha still, her eyes wide, her breathing sharp. Then, as the wolves drew closer, something lurched inside her. Tasha stumbled backwards, trying to retreat from the wolves.
 
They came to a stop right in front of her, snow whirling around their steaming fur and clouds of breath. Tasha looked past them to Alyana, who was standing on the sleigh, her face lined with worry. Something is definitely wrong.
 
“Oh no,” Tasha whispered, her stomach knotting as she walked round the wolves, giving them a wide berth, then climbed up onto the sleigh and sat beside the fox.
 
Alyana flicked the reins and the wolves set off, sprinting up the mountain so fast Tasha could barely breathe from the icy air whipping around her.
 
The wolves ran straight to the ice caves. An animal was lying on a bed of straw. She was large – at least twice as big as the fox – and Tasha held her breath as she stepped close to her.
 
She was a wildcat; the most beautiful animal Tasha had ever seen. But she looked very different from the wildcat Tasha had seen with Grandpa in the mountains. She was bone-thin and her legs, body and face had deep cuts, as if she’d been attacked by something with huge claws – a wolverine perhaps, in a fight over food?
 
Just the day before, Grandpa had been saying that he was worried that he still hadn’t heard any wildcats in the woods, and that they should be singing for mates and building dens by now.
 
Tasha’s heart sank. This wildcat definitely wasn’t thinking about mates or dens. She was barely conscious, and whining in pain. Some of her wounds were oozing yellow and green.
 
“These wounds look infected.” Tasha knelt beside the wildcat, frowning over her thin body. Her short, thick fur was silver-grey with darker spots. Tasha reached out and gently touched the wildcat’s chest. Her fur was as soft as featherdown. Beneath it, Tasha could feel the wildcat’s ribs and her breath fluttering in her lungs.
 
Tasha looked into the wildcat’s face. One of her amber eyes was open, staring into space. The other had a cut across it and was squinted shut.
 
“We need something to fight the infection, and bandages, and food,” Tasha said, looking at the sharp bones rising through the wildcat’s fur and flesh. “I can get them from the communal barn.” Tasha beckoned Alyana back to the sleigh and pointed to the valley.
 
Alyana passed Tasha the reins, and Tasha didn’t hesitate. She took them, held on tight, and guided the wolves by instinct down the mountain towards the barn. Tasha’s only thought was to get there as quickly as possible, and find what was needed to help the wildcat.
 







 
Tasha held tight to the reins as the wolves pulled the sleigh down the mountain as fast as an avalanche. She only had to gently nudge one way or the other, to guide them through the woods and over the moonlit snowdrifts on the valley floor. When the communal barn appeared, Tasha pulled the reins and the wolves slowed to a stop beneath the pines nearby.
 
The wolves stood panting, their breath rolling past their fangs in clouds as Tasha leaped from the sleigh and ran to the barn. She retrieved the key from the window ledge, opened the door and stepped into the shadow-filled space.
 
Tasha didn’t notice the crescents of snow her boots left on the woven rugs she had so carefully rolled out that afternoon with Klara. She ran to the store at the back of the barn and began rummaging through the wooden crates full of Nona’s remedies.
 
It was too dark to read the labels on the glass jars and Tasha groaned with impatience as she paused to light the oil lamp in the corner. Once its golden glow pushed back the shadows, Tasha carried on searching. Bilberry for gastric complaints, Hedge mustard for sore throats, Vervain for building energy. Finally, she found a small jar labelled, Turmeric and honey ointment for infected wounds.
 
Tasha sighed with relief as she slipped it into her pocket. She added a roll of bandages, then scanned the shelves for food the wildcat might like. She picked up a jar of dried fish and a jar of salted mutton. But her brow furrowed as she wondered whether the wildcat would eat dried food. She would be used to fresh meat.
 
An idea crackled into Tasha’s thoughts. Nona had said that she had cuts of venison in her cold store, which she was planning to roast for the feast. Tasha knew it would be wrong to take one, but the wildcat would need good food to recover, and Tasha felt sure that fresh meat would be the best thing to give her. Tasha’s mind was made up almost immediately.
 
She turned the oil lamp off and ran back to the sleigh. She tucked the jars and bandages she’d taken into the fluffy blanket behind the seat. Then she took the reins again and guided the wolves across the fields to Nona’s farmhouse.
 
Snow began falling, gently at first, then more heavily the closer they got to Nona’s. The cold store was behind the house. Tasha eased the wolves to a stop twenty or thirty paces away, then crept quietly to the door. Tasha frowned when she saw it was padlocked, and looked around for a key. Perhaps Nona kept one near the door – the same way she kept the key for the communal barn on a window ledge. But there was no sign of one.
 
Alyana and the fox appeared at Tasha’s side. Alyana reached out and touched the lock with her shining fingers. Glittering crystals of frost spread from her touch, then thickened into a layer of blue-white ice. Tasha held her breath, as memories of the holly branch pushed their way into her thoughts. There was a creak, then the snap of breaking metal. The lock fell into the snow on the ground with a gentle crunch.
 
Tasha pushed the door open, stepped inside and shuddered at the icy air and the sight of the cuts of meat hanging from the roof beams. She peered at them through the darkness, until finally her eyes landed on a large cut, which she thought might be a leg of venison.
 
It was too high for Tasha to reach, but she found a long hook and used that to bring the venison down. It was heavier than she expected and she wobbled, knocking other cuts of meat which bumped against empty hooks. Clanging sounds echoed around the store and Tasha winced, hoping they weren’t loud enough to wake Nona. She quickly wrapped the meat she’d taken in some clean cloths, that were neatly stacked on nearby shelves, then she stepped back outside.
 
The fox was waiting for her, but Alyana had returned to the sleigh. Snow was falling heavily, blurring the space between them. Tasha ran to Alyana as fast as she could, the fox at her heels, and the bundle of venison tight in her arms. A small smile grew on her face – she had everything she needed to help the wildcat.
 
A creak from the farmhouse behind her made Tasha stop still. She knew without looking that a door had opened, and that Nona had stepped outside. She could hear the crunch of snow beneath her boots, and the glow of the oil lamp she must be carrying was shimmering at the edge of Tasha’s vision.
 
Tasha’s mind began racing. Should I run to the sleigh and try to escape before Nona sees me? Or should I turn and explain what I’m doing? Even though Tasha knew it was wrong to take the meat, she thought Nona might understand her need to help the wildcat.
 
“Who’s there?” Nona’s question flickered through the darkness. Her voice was hard and accusatory, but with an edge of apprehension.
 
Tasha’s heart sank as she turned to face Nona. She didn’t want to scare or worry her. “It’s me, Tasha!” she shouted through the falling snow.
 
“Tasha? What are you doing here?” Nona walked towards Tasha, holding her lamp high. Her face, illuminated by its glow, was lined with confusion and concern.
 
The cold store door swung in a gust of wind and banged against the wall. Nona looked from it, to the bundle in Tasha’s arms.
 
Tasha’s face flushed hot with shame, despite the cold. “Nona, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken this, and I didn’t mean to scare you, but it’s—”
 
“What’s that?” Nona interrupted. Her voice was sharp now. She took a step closer and angled her lamp so that its light shone down onto the fox at Tasha’s heels. “Tasha, you can’t feed foxes in the valley!” Nona’s voice rose. “They will keep coming and steal our chickens, our lambs and kids! Shoo! Go away! Shoo!” Nona ran towards the fox faster than Tasha had ever seen her move.
 
For a moment, the fox stared back at Nona with his golden eyes narrowed. He looked offended, and disappointed. Then he turned and sprinted away.
 
“No! Wait!” Tasha felt cold as she remembered the old couple from Grandpa’s story – who had driven away the fox who led the snow girl home.
 
Tasha turned and ran after the fox. Through the falling snow, she glimpsed him leap onto the sleigh. Alyana was holding the reins, her ice-blue eyes wide as she stared at Nona. She looked frightened. Snow swirled around her, faster and faster. Then Alyana flicked the reins and the wolves began to turn the sleigh.
 
“Wait!” Tasha shouted as she ran towards her. But she felt a hand grab her arm and pull her back.
 
“Tasha, where are you going?” Nona’s voice was stern. “You can’t go running around the valley at night chasing foxes. It’s not safe. Come inside.”
 
Wind gusted around them, lifting icy snow from the ground and throwing it into the air. Nona wobbled and lost her grip on Tasha.
 
Tasha ran again, towards where Alyana had been. Her heart thumped against her ribs. Desperation made her breathing tight. She couldn’t see Alyana, or the sleigh, or the wolves any more. She ran faster and lifted an arm to shield her eyes from the snow, and finally she glimpsed Alyana, riding away from her. “Wait!” she shouted again. “Please!”
 
For a brief moment, Alyana glanced back. Her eyes were still wide with fear, but Tasha thought they softened for a moment as her gaze caught Tasha’s. Alyana touched her fingers to her heart, but then the snow whirled thick around her, shielding her from view.
 
Tasha felt as if her heart had cracked open. “Don’t go!” she shouted. “Please!”
 
“Tasha!” Nona’s voice was almost lost in the wind. “Tasha, a snowstorm is blowing in, please come here!”
 
Tasha paused, her eyes burning as she stared after Alyana.
 
Nona called her again. The wind blew harder. It was full of icy snow that stung Tasha’s face. She knew the sensible thing would be to go to Nona. She could feel the snowstorm swelling in the space between Alyana and herself. Nona would take her indoors, warm her, then help get her home safely, to Grandpa’s farmhouse.
 
But the urge to follow Alyana was overwhelming. Tasha felt sure that Alyana had left because she was frightened, and Tasha felt responsible. It had been her idea to come to Nona’s farm. She needed to find Alyana and apologize, make everything right again. And she needed to help the wildcat. I still have the venison!
 
Nona called again, but Tasha ignored her. If Nona hadn’t come out of her farmhouse, then Tasha would be on her way to the ice caves with Alyana right now. The ice caves! I’ll go there myself, find Alyana and fix this.
 
Tasha pulled her hat down and her scarf up, to shield her face from the winds. Then she began walking northwards, towards the woods and the mountains beyond. It was difficult to see, because of the darkness of the night and the whirling snow, but Tasha knew the trails across the valley. She had travelled through the woods and up the mountains with Alyana so many times that the route was as clear in her mind as the layout of Grandpa’s farmhouse.
 
Snow flew at her – hard, sharp, icy crystals that stung – but Tasha was wearing layers of winter clothes and burning with enough determination to keep her warm. She stomped through the deep drifts that covered the trail northwards. When she shielded her eyes, Tasha caught fleeting glimpses of the familiar stone walls that lined the trail, and in the distance a pinprick of light from Klara’s farm. She kept heading towards it, then followed the trail round and beyond it until she met the low wall that bordered the frozen river.
 
Tasha kept close to the wall until she reached the woods, where the pines offered some shelter and she could breathe more easily. She ignored the worries about being out alone at night that twisted in her stomach, and slowed her pace as she walked through the woods to conserve her energy for the climb ahead. She focused on placing one foot in front of the other, on a steady course upwards.
 
After what seemed like hours, Tasha had still not reached the edge of the woods. Surely I should be on the open mountain by now. In the snow-filled darkness, she’d lost track of exactly where she was, but she thought if she kept going upwards the trees would thin then she’d glimpse the peaks.
 
Tasha frowned as she kept going, trying to push away the doubts that were now pulling her back towards the valley. For the first time, she wondered what Nona might be doing now. What if she had gone to Grandpa’s farmhouse and woken her family?
 
Guilt squeezed Tasha’s belly and her frown deepened, but she kept walking. She needed to find Alyana and make everything right again, and she needed to help the wildcat. Then she would go back to Grandpa’s.
 
The trees thinned and Tasha breathed a sigh of relief. She must be near the edge of the woods now. But, with more space to fly, the wind was faster. It kicked up loose snow and sprayed it into the air. No matter how much Tasha pulled her hat down and her scarf up, icy crystals were thrown into her face.
 
An icicle fell from a tree branch high above and slammed onto Tasha’s shoulder, making her jump. She stumbled into deeper snow and slipped onto one knee. Cold dampness seeped through her trousers and an icy rivulet snaked into one of her boots. Tasha groaned. She knew getting wet in weather like this was dangerous. It was difficult to keep warm in damp clothes.
 
Tasha looked around, trying to find the best route out of the deep snowdrift, and she spotted a flat clearing ahead of her. She pushed herself back onto both feet and waded towards it. Finally, she emerged onto thinner, harder snow, and took a few blissfully easy steps across it before she realized what she’d done.
 
There was a large and ominous creak below her. Tasha froze, looked down, and her heart stopped beating. Beneath the thin layer of snow she glimpsed ice, and below the ice, flowing water. Tasha had walked straight onto a frozen stream. She felt the ice beneath her boots shift and panic raced through her.
 
Tasha held her breath and tried to step gently backwards. The ice shifted again and her heart leaped into her throat. There was another, louder, creak. Followed by a crack. And before Tasha had time to move again, she was plunged into ice-cold water.





 
Tasha opened her mouth to scream, but the water she’d fallen into was so cold her lungs felt as if they’d frozen solid. She couldn’t breathe. Tasha dropped the bundle of venison she was carrying and threw out her arms, desperately trying to stop herself from sinking into the icy water.
 
One of her hands hit some ice on the surface, but slipped off. Her other arm landed on a larger sheet of ice and she swung towards it, pressing down with her elbow to stop it sliding away.
 
Her heart pounded in panic and her lungs burned for air. Tasha wriggled and thrashed, trying to get a grip on the ice and pull herself out. But it was too slippery and her feet were being dragged by a current beneath her. She kicked her legs frantically and felt one of her boots slide off. Suddenly it was easier to move. Air surged into Tasha’s lungs, along with a rush of relief. I can breathe now, she told herself, I can do this.
 
Tasha kept kicking her legs, her second boot slid off, and she managed to get her other elbow onto the ice. She dragged herself up until her chest was out of the water. She managed to cry for help, but her voice was weak and she gave up after the second cry and put her effort into pulling herself out with her elbows instead. No one was near enough to hear her anyway. Tasha knew she must save herself – as she had on Claw’s Edge.
 
Finally, Tasha’s hips hit the ice and with a surge of strength she dragged them up, then rolled away from the water and the ice, until she reached some snowy ground that felt solid. She lay there, gasping, trying to steady her breathing. Cold overwhelmed her and her whole body began shuddering.
 
It was too dark to see anything but the blurred trails of snowflakes that the wind kept flinging at her face. She was soaked through. And she had lost her boots. Tears welled in her eyes, but she frowned them away. Tasha knew how dangerous it would be to lie there crying and freezing. She needed to find some shelter and get as dry as possible, as quickly as possible.
 
Tasha rolled again, onto her chest, then pushed herself up onto her knees, then her feet.
 
She wobbled and swayed, and her wet feet stung in the icy snow. Where can I go? Without boots, in soaked clothes, the ice caves were too far and the valley too far. Tasha spun round until she made out the silhouette of a fir tree nearby. She stumbled towards it. The tree had large lower branches, thick with needles, that she could shelter under while she tried to wring some of the water out of her clothes.
 
She crawled into the narrow space beneath the boughs, her whole body shaking, her teeth chattering, her hands and feet numb. She sat down and used her wrists to peel off her wet mittens. Then she tried to undo her coat buttons, but her fingers wouldn’t work. Fear was rising in Tasha, but she tried hard to swallow it back. She knew, to survive this, she must stay calm and focus on doing what she could to get dry. And she must stay awake.
 
Already Tasha could feel her eyelids pulling themselves downwards. The urge to curl up beneath the fir and rest was as enormous as the mountains. She bit her lip to try to wake herself up, but she couldn’t even feel her teeth. She tried blowing on her fingers to get them to work but her breath came out in short useless gasps, devoid of any warmth.
 
A flash of red suddenly caught her eye and with it hope rushed through her. “Fox?” she asked, her voice weak. “Fox?” louder this time.
 
The fox’s familiar face poked beneath the boughs and Tasha’s heart soared. “Oh, Fox!” she looked into his golden eyes and felt both a smile and tears tugging at her frozen face. “Is Alyana with you?” she asked, listening for the jingling bells of her sleigh, or the whisper of her light footsteps on the snow. But Tasha couldn’t hear Alyana, and the way the fox was looking at her sadly told her everything she needed to know. Alyana wasn’t here, and she wasn’t coming. Tasha’s heart clenched. Has Alyana abandoned me? Like my cousins and friends on Claw’s Edge?
 
The fox pressed his snout into Tasha’s frozen hands and breathed warm air over her numb fingers. Tasha bit back a whimper as her skin began to sting back to life. She began peeling off her clothes, layer by layer. She broke off fir branches and covered herself with them, then tried to wring the water out of her clothes. But it was impossible. Everything was soaking wet, and she was freezing cold.
 
Tasha pulled more boughs around her. The fox snuggled close and she felt his warm fur against her skin. But Tasha knew this still wouldn’t be enough to survive the snowstorm. Most of her body was numb, and the parts that weren’t were stinging. Tasha felt drawn towards sleep. “Fox,” she whispered, as her blinks became longer, “I need help.” She tried to keep her eyes open. “Can you find my home? Can you bring help?”
 
The fox gave a small nod, then clambered over Tasha. In that moment Tasha wanted him to stay like a warm blanket over her, but the next moment the fox was gone and Tasha was alone in the cold dark, desperately trying to fight her closing eyes.
 


 
Under the fir tree, cold and wet and shivering, Tasha talked to herself to stay awake. Her voice sounded strange, her words slurred together. She tried to keep her numb limbs moving and her breathing steady, but could control neither.
 
Tasha kept telling herself that help was on the way, so she must listen for footsteps and shout when she heard them. If Nona had gone to Grandpa’s farmhouse after Tasha left, then her parents might already be looking for her. And if not, then Tasha knew the fox would reach Grandpa’s farmhouse soon – he could run so fast over snow maybe he was there already, waking her family with howls and barks. Then they would realize Tasha was missing and come looking for her. Tasha strained her ears, listening for her parents’ voices on the wind.
 
Time stretched and blurred, like the streaks of falling snow. Tasha lost sense of how long had passed. But she knew she was getting colder, and it was becoming more difficult to fight sleep. But she must. I can’t lose hope.
 
Finally there was a flash of red and Tasha felt warm, welcome breath on her face. The fox was beside her again. And, not far away, the sound of boots crunched into snow. Tasha called out, but her voice was barely there. She tried to move a bough, but her arm was weak and clumsy.
 
A mittened hand appeared and pulled back some of the branches. Familiar breathing, rattling in a large chest, was above her.
 
“Tashenka,” Grandpa murmured, as he wrapped her in his own huge coat and scooped her into his arms.
 
Tasha tried to speak again, but no words would form between her chattering teeth. She sank into Grandpa’s warmth, closed her eyes and stopped fighting sleep as he carried her down the mountain.





 
Tasha stayed in bed for days, drifting in and out of sleep. Her thoughts were jumbled and her body didn’t seem like her own. Her skin felt tight and cold, her fingers and toes like lumps of ice. Her eyes stung when she blinked or tried to focus her vision and her throat felt sore and scratchy when she tried to speak.
 
More often than not, Mama or Papa were at her side. On a few occasions, Tasha became aware of Nona rubbing something slimy onto her skin and wrapping her hands and feet in bandages that smelled like boiled cabbage. One morning, Nona bustled in with a jar and spooned something that tasted like honey and elderflowers into her mouth.
 
“Try speaking now,” Nona said to Tasha.
 
“Nona.” Tasha’s voice was soft as the whisper of snowflakes, and crackly as frost in the night. The sound of it chilled her.
 
“Again. Louder,” Nona said.
 
“Nona,” Tasha said with more effort, and her voice sounded more like her own.
 
“Good.” Nona leaned back and sighed.
 
“Can I see Grandpa?” Tasha asked. Her words were thick with guilt and worry. She had promised Grandpa she would keep herself safe, and failed in the worst possible way.
 
Nona shook her head and frowned. “I’m sorry, Tasha, but he isn’t well. He hasn’t woken properly since he brought you home – five days ago now. He caught a terrible chill that night, and his chest is worse. I think he has an infection. He needs to see a doctor. You both do. I’ve been staying here to try and help you both, but my remedies can only do so much.” Nona looked out of the window and Tasha followed her gaze.
 
Snow lay in great rolling hummocks right up to the windowsills, and more was falling in tumbling waves, faster and thicker than Tasha had ever seen it fall before. “It’s been snowing like this since the night you got lost,” Nona continued. “The snowstorm that blew in hasn’t shifted from the valley or eased at all. If anything, it’s got worse. We’ve postponed the midwinter feast of course. Moving around the valley is almost impossible, and the mountain pass out of the valley is completely blocked. I can’t send for a doctor until the weather eases.”
 
Tasha’s guilt and worry for Grandpa grew so great all of a sudden, that she felt suffocated by it and she tried to loosen her blankets. It was then that she noticed her fingers.
 
Tasha’s nails and fingertips were white as snow, with a sparkling, shimmering sheen. A few fingers were changed all the way down to the knuckles. “What is this?” she whispered, staring at her skin in confusion. “Is it frostbite?” Cold fear trickled into her at the thought. Tasha knew some people had lost fingers to frostbite.
 
“I don’t think so.” Nona shook her head. “How do they feel?”
 
Tasha wiggled her fingers. “Stiff and cold.” She thought of Mika’s story about the girl turning into a snow spirit, and panic rose in her chest.
 
“I’m not sure what it is.” Nona frowned. “I’ve never seen anything like it. That’s why you need to see a doctor. Your toes are like it too. And your eyes…” Nona paused.
 
“My eyes?” Tasha asked in disbelief.
 
Nona lifted a small hand mirror from Tasha’s bedside table and held it in front of Tasha.
 
Tasha stared at herself. Her dark brown eyes were shot through with ice-blue streaks. Tasha inhaled sharply and it hurt her lungs. “What is happening to me?” she whispered.
 
Papa walked in, carrying a tray with a bowl of broth on it, and Mama stepped in beside him. “How are you feeling, Tasha?”
 
Tasha looked at her parents’ worried faces and a fresh wave of guilt crashed over her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone into the woods at night.”
 
“No, you shouldn’t have.” Papa put the tray down on Tasha’s bedside table. “What were you thinking? What were you doing?”
 
“I—” Tasha shook her head in despair. Everything about that night was blowing back into her thoughts like an icy wind. Alyana arriving on the sleigh pulled by wolves. The wildcat in the ice caves, bone-thin and wounded. What happened to the wildcat? Tasha’s chest tightened as she wondered whether Alyana had managed to save her. Hopefully the ointment, bandages and dried food that Tasha had taken from the communal barn had helped. If five days had passed, the wildcat must either be feeling better and roaming the mountains and the woods again or… Tasha gulped. She couldn’t bear the thought that the wildcat might not have survived.
 
“Tasha?” Papa leaned closer. “Are you all right?”
 
Tasha looked up at Papa and realized he was still waiting for an answer to his questions. But Tasha wasn’t sure how to explain that night. “I don’t know. It was foolish of me. I shouldn’t have gone, and I’m sorry.”
 
Mama sat on the bed beside Tasha. “We’ve been worried about you, Tasha. Nona came to the farmhouse in the middle of the night and said she’d seen you walking towards the woods, and a snowstorm was blowing in. Search parties were formed. Me and Papa, Sabina and Yelena, Edya and Galia, Raya and Nona… We all went out looking for you.”
 
Tasha stared down at her hands. The thought of everyone searching for her – at night, in a snowstorm – was awful. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to explain herself or apologize enough.
 
“Grandpa was told to stay in the farmhouse of course, but he didn’t,” Papa added. “When he returned with you, he said a fox had come here and barked until he went outside, then the fox had led him to you. But he was delirious with cold by that point, so we didn’t know what to believe.”
 
“You were with a fox when I saw you,” Nona said thoughtfully. “I scared it off, didn’t I? Then you went chasing after it.”
 
“Is that what happened, Tasha? Did you go looking for a fox?” Papa asked.
 
“The fox is my friend,” Tasha whispered, still staring at her hands. Her fingertips were shining like Alyana’s. “And I didn’t want to lose my friend,” she said, now thinking about Alyana. “I thought I could keep myself safe in the woods, but I was wrong.” Tasha looked up at Papa. Tears stung her eyes as she thought about how wrong she’d been to go after Alyana, alone and unprepared. At the time, despite the fear of losing Alyana, she had known it wasn’t a sensible thing to do. She had known that she should have stayed with Nona, who would have taken her indoors to warm up and got her home safely. But Tasha hadn’t trusted her instincts and she had put herself, and everyone who had gone looking for her, in danger. A tear escaped Tasha’s eye and froze on her eyelashes. “Now Grandpa is even worse, and it’s all my fault.”
 
Mama put her hands over Tasha’s. “Try not to get upset, Tasha. What’s done is done. Just promise us you’ll never go wandering alone at night in weather like that ever again. All right?”
 
Tasha tried to brush the frozen tear from her eye. “Can I see Grandpa? Please?”
 
“He really isn’t well, Tasha.” Mama sighed. “But if you eat something first, you can sit with him for a while. He might like hearing your voice if you read to him.”
 
Tasha nodded, and Papa put the tray on her lap and gave her a smile. “It’s good to see you awake and talking again, Tasha. I’m sure everything will be fine once the weather eases, and we get a doctor to look at you and Grandpa.” His gaze drifted to the window. “I only hope this snowstorm doesn’t go on much longer.”
 


 
After Tasha had eaten, she went to sit with Grandpa. He was asleep beneath layers of blankets, his breath rattling harshly in his chest. Tasha read from The Lake and the Woods for hours, trying to ignore the swirling fears inside her – for Grandpa, for Alyana, for the wildcat, and for everyone in the valley now trapped by the deep snows.
 
In the early evening, Mama brought some broth for Grandpa, and gently woke him. His eyes lit up when he saw Tasha.
 
“Tashenka,” he whispered, and Tasha had to blink away tears again.
 
“You saved me, Grandpa,” Tasha said. “I’m not sure how I can ever thank you, or make it right. You being ill now is my fault. I’m so sorry.”
 
“I’ve had this cough and rattly chest for a long time, Tashenka, please don’t blame yourself.” Grandpa smiled. “I’m just glad to see you home safe.”
 
Mama helped Grandpa eat some broth, then she fluffed up his pillows and made sure he was comfortable. “Don’t you two stay up late. You both need rest.” Mama kissed Grandpa, then gave Tasha a hug before leaving.
 
Grandpa nodded. “I admit I am too tired to tell a story tonight.”
 
“That’s all right,” Tasha said. “There will be plenty of time for stories when you are better.”
 
“I’m not so sure.” Grandpa sighed. He turned to look out of the window. “I have been seeing the house on the western peaks every day now, and every night.”
 
“But this window doesn’t look west, Grandpa.” Tasha peered outside. “And all I can see out there is the snow falling, great curtains of it that block the view.”
 
“Some things you see with your heart, Tashenka. The house is one of those things. Yesterday it stood up, as if it had legs, and smiled with its eaves. I feel it calling me.”
 
Tasha frowned in confusion. Grandpa wasn’t making any sense. “Should I call Mama back?” Tasha asked. “Are you feeling all right?”
 
“Tashenka, I am old. The house I see holds The Gate between this world and the next. It is calling me because I think my time here is coming to an end.”
 
Tasha squeezed her eyes tight shut. Her throat thickened so much she couldn’t breathe for a moment. “No, Grandpa.” She shook her head. “You just aren’t feeling well at the moment—”
 
“Please listen to me, Tashenka.” Grandpa reached out and touched Tasha’s cheek with cold, trembling fingers. “I think my time here is coming to an end, and I would like to know that you will be all right after I’m gone. That you will know when to let go, and when to reach out.”
 
Tasha put her hand over Grandpa’s, moved it from her face, and tucked it back beneath the blankets. Grandpa was so tired and distant he didn’t even notice Tasha’s white fingertips. “You aren’t going anywhere, Grandpa. Once the snow eases, and the mountain pass clears, a doctor will come. They will have stronger medicine to make you well.”
 
Grandpa sighed again, and it turned into a cough that became more and more violent. Mama, Papa and Nona appeared, and they helped roll Grandpa onto his side and Mama rubbed his back until it eased. But his breathing was rough and harsh, with a sharp wheezy edge.
 
“Maybe you should let Grandpa rest now, Tasha,” Mama suggested. “And you should get more rest too.”
 
Tasha swallowed back the lump in her throat and nodded. She kissed Grandpa goodnight. “You are going to get better, Grandpa,” she whispered.
 
“I am trying my best.” Grandpa gave Tasha a tired smile. “I love you, Tashenka.”
 
“I love you too, Grandpa.” Tasha said goodnight to Mama, Papa and Nona, then walked slowly back to her own room.
 
Tasha sat in bed, staring at the snow falling outside and thought back to the wish she had made at the start of winter, that the snow girl would come to life. What if she’d wished Grandpa’s cough away instead? How different would everything be now?
 
Tasha’s thoughts turned to Alyana. Where is she? Tasha could picture her, sparkling and glowing as she ran with the fox, or rode on her sleigh. Alyana always shone brightest when the weather was at its coldest and snowiest. But what about the wildcat? If she had survived – as Tasha hoped – then she would be struggling to find food again in weather like this.
 
Outside, the snow kept falling as if it would never stop. But midwinter had come and gone. The weather shouldn’t be like this. The snow should be melting, the snowdrops pushing through, the wildcats singing… Spring should be on the way. But the valley was more wintry than ever. Something was very wrong, and Tasha knew in her heart that it was linked to Alyana.
 
The snowstorm had blown in when Nona had scared Alyana. Perhaps Alyana created the storm because she was scared? Alyana had frozen the lake, so Tasha felt sure she could fill the valley with snow too. But why? Tasha knew Alyana wouldn’t want to harm anyone in the valley. Maybe she couldn’t control it? Maybe she was still scared?
 
This thought made Tasha’s heart swell with a desperate urge to find Alyana and make sure she was all right. Perhaps if she could do that, talk to Alyana and take away her fears, the snowstorm would ease. Then a doctor could come to the valley and help Grandpa…and her.
 
Tasha looked down at her sparkling white fingertips and frowned. They must have something to do with Alyana too. Tasha needed to find her. Alyana would be able to fix all of this, she felt sure of it.
 
But how can I find my friend? Tasha had promised not to go out at night in weather like this, alone. And she knew it wouldn’t be safe. She needed help. Tasha remembered Grandpa telling her that it was important to know when to reach out. Now was definitely the time.
 
Tasha thought about asking her parents, but she couldn’t imagine them believing a snow girl had come to life and caused a snowstorm in the valley, and they certainly wouldn’t agree to go looking for her now. Tasha couldn’t imagine any of the grown-ups in the valley agreeing to it. She sighed with disappointment, and her gaze drifted west.
 
A distant pinprick of light, from Klara’s farmhouse, flashed faintly as it appeared and disappeared behind the streams of falling snow. Would Klara believe me? Even if she didn’t, Tasha suspected that Klara would agree to go with her. Because Klara was fearless, and she loved adventures.
 
Klara also knew the mountains well, and had all kinds of climbing equipment that might be useful. Tasha could ski to her farmhouse and ask for her help. Then perhaps they could ski to ask for Mika’s help too. Three of them could help keep each other safe. And if something went wrong, one of them could go for help.
 
Tasha took a deep breath. Her mind was made up. Tomorrow night, as soon as her parents, Nona and Grandpa were asleep, she would leave again, to go and find Alyana. But this time she would do it properly.
 
Grandpa’s worsening health was her fault, but she would make things right. The answer to everything lay just beyond her fingertips. All she needed to do was to reach out, and ask for help to find it.
 







 
The next morning, Tasha insisted she was feeling well enough to help with some of the farm work. She found some old boots in the attic to replace the ones she’d lost. They didn’t fit perfectly, but they were warm and waterproof.
 
Tasha skied over the deep snow to the chicken coop, shovelled some of the snow away from the door, then cleaned the shelter and fed the chickens. Then she did the same at the goat shelter. She was still cold and stiff, and her fingers felt icy even through her mittens, but it was good to be up and moving around again.
 
Afterwards, Tasha sat on Agnes and Ferdinand’s raised bed with Ferdinand snuggled onto her lap, and she wrote a list. She was determined to plan her next trip up the mountain properly, so that she didn’t put herself – or Klara and Mika – in danger.
 
Tasha rested a mittened hand on Ferdinand’s soft back. He was asleep, his nose nuzzled into his front legs. She read her list again, to see if she’d forgotten anything: map and compass, lamp, fire-lighting box, emergency first-aid kit, canvas shelter and blankets, spare clothes, eye shields, food and water.
 
Content with her list, Tasha lifted Ferdinand gently onto his bed and set off to gather everything she’d need to reach the ice caves safely. Tasha hoped that was where she would find Alyana, and she hoped with all her heart that Alyana would be able to ease the snowstorm so that a doctor could come over the mountain pass to help Grandpa.
 


 
It took Tasha most of the day to prepare because she did it slowly, in between resting and helping her parents with the farm work, so as not to raise any suspicions. Some of the things she needed were in the farmhouse and some were in the barn, and she had to make new bark eye shields for herself, Klara and Mika. Gradually she brought everything together, packed it in a backpack and hid it under her bed.
 
In the evening, after eating with her parents and Nona, Tasha sat with Grandpa and read him some of The Lake and the Woods, even though he was asleep. She listened to Mama, Papa and Nona get ready for bed, and when the farmhouse was quiet, she put the book down.
 
Tasha tucked Grandpa’s blankets round him and kissed his forehead. Then she crept to her room, dressed in layer after layer of clothes, picked up her backpack and slipped out of the house.
 
Snow was still falling heavily, and the sky was hidden behind the thick cloud that had settled over the valley. Worries churned in Tasha’s stomach, and fears – for everything that could go wrong – made Tasha’s fingertips tremble. But Tasha was determined to do this. She needed to save Grandpa. So, she took a deep breath, felt the stone Alyana had given her – which was tucked safely into her pocket – then she set off towards Klara’s farmhouse.
 
It was dark in the valley, and her view was obscured by the falling snow, but Tasha knew the way – and the trail was lined with drystone walls, so it was impossible to veer off course. The walls protected Tasha from some of the icy winds too, and she managed to get into a steady rhythm and reach a fair speed on her skis.
 
Tasha soon arrived at Klara’s farmhouse. She stood beneath Klara’s bedroom window, hoping she could wake her without waking everyone else in the house. Tasha bent down, scooped up a small mound of loose snow, pressed it into a tiny snowball, then gently threw it at Klara’s window. She waited a few moments before doing it again, this time with a slightly larger snowball.
 
After the third snowball hit, Klara pulled back her curtains and peered out at Tasha. Her eyebrows lifted in surprise, then she opened her window and shivered as she leaned out.
 
“Are you all right?” Klara asked.
 
“I hoped you and Mika would come to the mountains with me.”
 
“Now? At night, in the snow?” Klara’s brow furrowed.
 
“This is going to sound strange but I need to find someone – a girl called Alyana. I’m sorry to ask you, Klara, but it’s important, and I think we can keep each other safe, if we stay together. You know the mountains well, and you have climbing equipment – and experience using it.”
 
“Let me get dressed, and I’ll meet you in the barn.” Klara pulled the window shut again.
 


 
A few minutes later, Klara walked into the barn fully dressed for a trip in the coldest weather. “So who is Alyana?” Klara asked. “And why do you need to find her right now?”
 
Tasha took a deep breath. “This is going to sound impossible, but Alyana is…well, I’m not sure what she is exactly. All I know is she has a kind of winter magic. I was with her when she froze the lake. And I think she is causing the snowstorm now. I have to find her and ask her to make it stop, because Grandpa needs a doctor but the valley is cut off by the snow—”
 
“Where do you think she is?” Klara opened a crate and began packing some of the climbing equipment inside into a backpack.
 
“You’ll come with me?”
 
“Of course I’ll come with you! Friends help each other, don’t they?” Klara smiled.
 
Tasha felt so relieved, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Without even realizing what she was doing, she pulled Klara into a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
Klara laughed and hugged her back, then lifted the backpack. “Come on, let’s go and get Mika. Three people is definitely safer than two. And you can tell me more on the way.”
 


 
As Tasha and Klara approached Mika’s farm, they saw him leaving one of the goat shelters.
 
“Hey, Mika. What are you still doing up?” Klara asked.
 
“I was giving the goats extra hay. I worry about them in this weather. What are you two doing here?”
 
“We’re going to the mountains to find a girl Tasha knows who has magic that might be able to stop the snowstorm,” Klara said. “We hoped you would come with us.”
 
Mika looked from Klara to Tasha and raised an eyebrow.
 
Tasha felt heat rise into her cheeks. “I know it sounds impossible—” she began.
 
“Like freezing holly branches with your bare hands.” Mika’s mouth curved into a smile.
 
Tasha’s eyes widened. Mika did see that happen! “I don’t know how I did that, but look.” Tasha slid off a mitten and showed Mika and Klara her fingertips. They stared at them, mouths open. Tasha lifted her bark eye shield and pointed to her eyes, too. “I don’t know why this is happening to me either, but it’s linked to Alyana – it must be. I have to find her. I think she can stop the snowstorm – and it has to stop because Grandpa desperately needs a doctor.”
 
Mika’s brow furrowed. “I understand you want to help your grandpa. And I do too. But what if this girl is a snow spirit and freezes us all? Or turns us into snow spirits, like in my grandmother’s story?”
 
“She’s my friend,” Tasha said. “I know in my heart she wouldn’t harm any of us. She’s kind and good. We’ve been helping animals together this winter. I think this snowstorm –” Tasha looked around at all the tumbling flakes – “I think maybe it’s because she’s upset, or scared. Nona frightened her, and that’s when the snowstorm started. I haven’t seen her since, and the storm hasn’t stopped. But if I can find her and talk to her, then maybe I can make everything right again.”
 
“What about your fingers and your eyes?” Mika asked. “You said Alyana wouldn’t harm anyone – but you think what is happening to you is linked to her. And your fingers and eyes…well, they don’t look as they should.”
 
“I honestly don’t believe she is trying to hurt me, or change me,” Tasha said. “Perhaps it’s her magic rubbing off on me somehow. I don’t know. But if I can talk to her—” Tasha groaned with frustration. “I want to fix this. I want to fix everything.”
 
Mika nodded. “If you’re sure you want to find her, of course I’ll help,” he said. “Where do we need to go?”
 
“To the ice caves.” Tasha pointed north. “Beyond the woods, in the mountains, beside a frozen waterfall. It’s a few hours’ walk. I have a lamp and I know the way, but I brought a map and a compass too, just in case.”
 
“Could we take a sleigh up there?” Mika asked. “Our horse Daria is not fast but she’s strong.”
 
“I’ve been to the ice caves by sleigh before.” Tasha’s heart lifted at the thought of how much faster they could travel that way.
 
“Let me get a few things, then I’ll meet you in the stable.” Mika smiled, Klara beamed and Tasha felt a warm rush of gratitude. Knowing there would be three of them to look out for each other made the journey ahead feel safer. But the thought that it would be her fault if anything happened to Mika or Klara filled Tasha with dread. Added to the worry for Grandpa, Tasha felt as if she was carrying an extra weight. But she had to do this.
 
Tasha looked north and shuddered. She could barely see the mountains through the snow, and the memory of the last time she’d tried to reach the ice caves rushed through her thoughts like the bitter winds swirling around the farm. Tasha took a deep breath. This time, she needed to make sure that she didn’t make a single mistake.
 







 
Daria was a huge, heavyset horse with thick, black-and-white hair. Mika hitched her to the sleigh, which was just big enough to seat Mika, Tasha and Klara side by side, then he pulled four sprigs of holly from his pocket.
 
“Protection from snow spirits,” he explained, tucking one of the holly sprigs into Daria’s bridle and another into a buttonhole on his coat. He offered the two remaining sprigs to Klara and Tasha.
 
Klara took a sprig and tucked it into a buttonhole of her own coat, but Tasha shook her head. “Thank you, but I trust Alyana completely. I know I don’t need protection from her.”
 
Mika sighed but nodded. He tucked the remaining holly sprig onto the front of the sleigh, then passed Tasha the reins.
 
Tasha urged Daria onwards and steered the sleigh. Klara held an oil lamp high, although the snow whirling in its light made it difficult to see more than a few paces ahead. Tasha navigated by the drystone walls until they reached the woods.
 
Under the pines they were sheltered from the worst of the wind and snow. Tasha slowed Daria so that she could take her time choosing their route. She didn’t want them to get lost or end up crossing a frozen stream, as she had when she’d done this alone.
 
From her trips into the woods with Alyana, Tasha remembered the shape of many of the trees. She recognized a fox burrow and a badger set, and the clearing where they’d built the little domed snow house and watched a meteor shower light up the sky. The snow house was still there, half-buried by drifts, hunched against the winds eddying around the clearing.
 
“Did you build that?” Klara leaned close to Tasha and pointed at the curve of snow.
 
“With Alyana.” Tasha nodded. “We’ve spent every night together this winter, except for the last few. It’s been wonderful.” Tasha’s heart ached as she thought of what the future might hold for their friendship. “Mika, did your grandmother ever find a story about a snow spirit who turned into a human?”
 
“She didn’t. Sorry, Tasha.” Mika shook his head. “Is it because of Alyana that you wanted to know?”
 
“Alyana said she must leave when the snowdrops bloom, but I wanted to think of a way she could stay,” Tasha said sadly. “I wanted to show her flowers, and the valley in spring. I haven’t figured out how I can though. And now, the only thing preventing the snowdrops from blooming is this snowstorm… If we stop it, I might lose Alyana afterwards – unless I can figure something out.”
 
“How did you meet her?” Klara asked. “What brought you together?”
 
“A wish,” Tasha replied.
 
Klara linked her arm through Tasha’s. “Then maybe another wish would keep you together?” she suggested with a smile.
 
“Maybe.” Tasha nodded, hoping it was that simple, because the thought of losing Alyana was too painful to keep in her mind. She pushed it away and focused on the journey ahead – to save Grandpa.
 
Tasha drove the sleigh steadily northwards, and before long they emerged onto the bare slope of the mountain. Here the wind was colder, and filled with sharp ice that stung Tasha’s skin and made it difficult to breathe. She pulled her scarf up over her mouth, then continued on towards the frozen waterfall.
 
The cascades of ice glowed blue-white in the night, shining through the streams of falling snow. Daria slowed as she walked up the slope, her head low against the wind, her hooves sinking deep into the thick snow. Tasha could see she was struggling.
 
When they reached the small thicket of pines not far from the caves, she brought the sleigh to a stop. “I’m wondering whether we should leave Daria here, where she’s sheltered from the wind and snow,” Tasha suggested. “She could rest, and we could walk the next bit ourselves.”
 
Mika nodded. “That’s a good idea.” He climbed down from the sleigh, brushed the snow from Daria, and put a coat over her.
 
Klara pulled a long rope from her backpack. “We should tie ourselves together, so we don’t lose each other if the snow cloud thickens around us.”
 
Tasha nodded, and helped Klara loop the rope round their waists one by one, securing them together. Then she took the lamp and led the way upwards.
 
The snow was more than knee-deep and difficult to wade through, but the rope linking her to Klara and Mika gave Tasha strength and, before long, the icy cliffs rose ahead of them. Tasha pointed to the cave opening that was just visible through the dark shadow of the overhanging rock above it.
 
Klara shook her head in disbelief. “I’ve climbed near here so many times, but I’ve never noticed that before.”
 
“What’s the best way up?” Mika asked.
 
Tasha pointed out the route she’d taken with Alyana, on her sleigh, that curved round jagged outcrops and cut across streams of sheet ice.
 
Klara took off her backpack and pulled out a jumble of metal spikes on leather straps. “We should put crampons on our boots.” Tasha and Mika took a pair each and they all tied them to their boots. Then they set off again, one after the other, with Tasha leading.
 
The route was steep and slippery, but the crampons helped their boots grip the icy ground, and they soon reached the opening and stepped into the cold calm of the ice caves.
 
“This place is amazing,” Mika whispered, looking up at the huge icicles suspended from the roof.
 
“I can’t believe how big it is! And are those entrances to more caves?” Klara’s eyes shone with excitement as she peered deeper inside.
 
Tasha nodded, thinking of all the nights she had spent here with Alyana. She wanted to tell Klara about the ice flowers in one of the smaller caves, and how she and Alyana had cared for animals in some of the other caves, but a lump had formed in her throat. The thought that she might not get to spend any more nights here with Alyana here was awful.
 
Already the caves felt different – silent and empty.
 
“Alyana?” Tasha called. Her voice echoed around the cave, but there was no response. Tasha led the way to the other entrances. “Alyana?” she called again. But when her voice stopped echoing, only silence remained.
 
Tasha cautiously stepped into the cave where she and Alyana had cared for the frozen animals they had found in the woods. It was the cave where she had last seen the wildcat. Straw lay scattered across the floor, but there was no wildcat. No rabbits or squirrels or mice. And no Alyana. Tasha’s heart began racing. What can I do if Alyana isn’t here?
 
“Let’s check some of the other caves,” she suggested, turning and leading the way to the next entrance. It was a wide one, and Mika and Klara stepped beside her as they walked in. The entrance led to a curved corridor, then a chamber opened up. It was filled with shadows.
 
“Alyana?” Tasha lifted the oil lamp, trying to push back the darkness.
 
A low growl made her stop still. An icy chill slithered down her spine.
 
“What’s that?” Mika whispered, taking a step backwards and tugging Klara and Tasha with him.
 
The wildcat stepped forward into the light, and the sight of her filled Tasha with fear. She was at least twice as big as the fox, with a deep wound over one of her eyes and ribs rising from her chest from hunger. Tasha recognized her at once, but any relief she might have felt that the wildcat had recovered enough to stand and walk was overshadowed by rising panic.
 
The wildcat paced towards them, her paws huge, her claws long and sharp. She growled again – a deep, sonorous growl that made Tasha’s whole body vibrate. Then the wildcat bared her long, pointed fangs and leaned back, ready to pounce.
 







 
Tasha froze in fear, staring at the wildcat. Everything she’d read about these creatures raced through her mind. She knew they were fast. And this one was so close, Tasha knew that she, Klara and Mika wouldn’t be able to outrun her.
 
Tasha remembered reading something about trying to scare away an attacking wildcat with noise and movement if you had no time to escape. There was nothing else she could do. She lifted up the lamp she was carrying, took a deep breath, then yelled at the top of her voice as she stepped forward, trying to make herself seem larger and more powerful than she was.
 
The wildcat growled at her again but took a small step backwards. Her amber eyes were locked on Tasha’s. Her mouth was open, her fangs shining in the light.
 
Tasha glanced around. There was nowhere for the wildcat to retreat to. She, Klara and Mika were blocking the only way out. And if they backed away, out of the cave, Tasha worried that the wildcat would pounce after them.
 
“What should we do?” Mika whispered.
 
“I think we should move deeper into the cave, so that the wildcat can get out,” Tasha whispered back.
 
The wildcat growled again and leaned back, once more threatening to pounce.
 
Tasha stepped sideways, still holding the lamp high and trying to look as big and confident as possible. “Step behind me,” Tasha said to Klara and Mika. “Let’s give her room to run out.”
 
Klara and Mika edged closer to Tasha. Their eyes were locked on the wildcat.
 
The wildcat stared back at them.
 
Tasha noticed that the wildcat’s injured eye wasn’t weeping any more, and she felt a brief swell of pride that Alyana might have treated it with the ointment she’d taken from the communal barn. But then the wildcat growled again and the deep rolling noise of it echoed around the cave and swallowed her thoughts. Tasha took another step sideways.
 
The wildcat could leave now, if she wanted. There was a clear way out for her. But she remained still, staring at Tasha, Mika and Klara, mouth open, fangs ready.
 
“Let’s shout together,” Tasha said. “Try to scare her off.”
 
All three of them yelled at the same time. The noise they made was so loud it hurt Tasha’s ears. But the wildcat didn’t move, or even flinch. And the moment Tasha, Klara and Mika ran out of breath, she leaped towards them.
 
Tasha’s eyes widened with panic. Then an instinct she didn’t understand took over. Without thinking what she was doing, or why, she pulled off one of her mittens and threw her hand out towards the incoming wildcat.
 
Tasha’s bright, sparkling fingertips brushed along the side of the wildcat’s paw and slid across her cheek. A fountain of ice crystals burst from Tasha’s touch. The wildcat’s paw and cheek frosted over instantly, and her fur crackled as a glittering icy layer thickened over it.
 
The wildcat fell to the floor, cowering like a scared kitten. Tasha stared from the wildcat to her own fingertips. They stung with cold even more intensely now than they had after she’d frozen the holly branch. Dizziness swirled around Tasha. She reeled backwards, cradling her fingers with her mittened hand. The wildcat whined as she rolled back onto her feet. Then she sprinted out of the cave so fast her paws skidded on the ice-covered ground.
 
“Are you all right?” Klara helped Tasha steady herself.
 
“What just happened?” Mika said, breathless. He was trembling.
 
Tasha stared at her fingers. They felt like they were on fire now. She struggled to get her mitten back on. “I think I hurt her. Where my fingers touched her there was frost and ice. Like when I froze the holly branch.” Tasha felt suddenly heavy with guilt and worry. “I hope she’s all right.”
 
“You saved us from being mauled and you’re worried about the wildcat!” Mika laughed.
 
“You barely touched her,” Klara said reassuringly. “And you touched her fur, rather than her skin. I think you only gave her a fright.”
 
“The whole thing gave me a fright.” Mika put his hand over his chest. “My heart is pounding.”
 
“Mine too.” Tasha breathed out with relief.
 
“What next?” Mika asked.
 
“I don’t think your friend is here.” Klara turned to Tasha. “Where else might she be?”
 
“Let’s check the rest of the caves,” Tasha suggested, although in her heart she knew Alyana wasn’t in any of them. She would have heard the noise they’d been making by now and come to find them.
 
The other caves were all empty, except the one with the ice flowers still had its glistening garden. Klara and Mika marvelled at the sculptures, but Tasha’s heart was sinking with despair. She had no idea where to look next.
 
Soon, Tasha was standing with Mika and Klara back at the main entrance to the caves, with a deep frown on her face. The wind was bitterly cold, and the snow was falling thick and fast.
 
“What do you think we should do?” Klara asked.
 
Tasha looked down at her feet and noticed a few faint paw prints. She recognized them instantly and her heart soared. They are from the fox! Tasha followed them with her gaze. They disappeared and reappeared as they crossed rocks and ice, but they couldn’t have been made too long ago, and they were heading upwards, towards the steep cliffs that rose to the plateau beyond.
 
“Will you climb higher with me?” Tasha asked.
 
Mika looked from Tasha to Klara, his brow furrowed.
 
But Klara smiled, her eyes shining with excitement. “Of course,” she said.
 
Tasha led them east, following the fox tracks to a wide, flat ledge. There they stared through the snow to the cliff rising ahead. The last few paw prints headed upwards before disappearing into dense, white mist.
 
The cliffs were at least three times as tall as the communal barn. Dark, jagged rocks shone with a layer of ice as they jutted through snow.
 
“It looks steep and slippery.” Mika frowned. “I don’t think we can get up there.”
 
“We’re already wearing crampons and a rope,” Klara said. “If you can trust me to lead, I think we can get up that way.” Klara pointed out a zigzagging route that followed the shallowest parts of the cliff and wove round the sharpest rocks.
 
Tasha stared at the route and her heart began racing with panic. She slipped her hand into her pocket to feel the stone Alyana had given her, took a slow breath in, then stared at the route again. It looked difficult, but she knew how much Klara had climbed. She felt she could trust her judgement. It was worth the risk – for Grandpa. Tasha nodded decisively, then turned to Mika. “What do you think?”
 
“All right.” Mika nodded. “I trust Klara.”
 
Klara rearranged and double-checked the rope that bound them all together, then took the first step onto the cliff.
 
Tasha followed next, with Mika behind her. The rope remained loose between them but Tasha felt its presence linking them, offering reassurance that if anyone slipped, they wouldn’t be left to fall.
 
The wind died down and the snow eased, but still the ascent was difficult. Every step required all of Tasha’s attention, to make sure her cramponed boots were gripping tightly and wouldn’t slip away beneath her. At first, she relied on her feet alone for grip, but as they climbed higher and the cliff grew steeper, Tasha leaned forward and began using her hands to hold on to the slippery rocks that jutted out above her.
 
Klara stopped frequently to make sure she was choosing the best route. It roughly followed the fox’s tracks, but Klara was clearly thinking carefully about the safest way to lead three heavier humans up the cliffs. Sometimes she asked Tasha and Mika to pause and brace themselves while she tried out a section, to make sure the snow and ice was stable enough to take their weight. Once, some snow did slip away and Klara skidded sharply down. But she regained her balance at the exact same moment that Tasha readied herself to take Klara’s weight.
 
After that, Klara asked them to go back down the cliff a short way, so they could take a different route.
 
Tasha breathed slowly, trying to steady her nervousness and focus on each step. They moved sideways across the cliff, then managed to climb a little higher before traversing the other way. Tasha’s ankles ached from holding her feet in awkward positions. But she kept going, following Klara, and checking on Mika behind her whenever she could.
 
Soon they were near the top of the cliff, but the last section was so steep it looked like a sheer wall, higher than a doorway. Somehow Klara managed to scale it in a few smooth movements. Then she lay on her belly, peered over the edge at Tasha and smiled. “Hold my hands,” she said, reaching her arms down to Tasha. “I’ll pull you up.”
 
Tasha sidestepped along the narrow ledge of snow-covered rock that she and Mika were standing on, until she was directly below Klara.
 
“Are you sure you can take my weight?” Tasha asked.
 
Klara nodded and stretched her hands down further to Tasha. “Hold tight.”
 
Tasha reached up and held onto Klara’s hands. She felt Klara gripping them and pulling her upwards. She lifted her feet and dug her crampons into the cliff too, stepping her way up.
 
One of her feet slipped and Tasha let out a small scream. She thought she was going to slip backwards and pull Klara down with her. But she suddenly felt a solid, steady pressure against her back, stopping her from falling.
 
“Keep climbing,” Mika said. “I won’t let you fall.”
 
Tasha couldn’t turn to see him, but she knew he must be holding her against the cliff, and she clambered upwards, helped by the pull of Klara and the push of Mika. Finally, Tasha reached the top and lay beside Klara as both of them held onto Mika and pulled him up. All three of them lay for a moment on the clifftop, breathing with relief.
 
“How are we are going to get down again?” Mika asked.
 
Klara laughed. “Hopefully an easier way.”
 
Tasha rose to her feet and took a deep breath. They’d reached the top of the cliff, and the top of the mountain. A vast plateau extended ahead of them to the north. A wide-open, empty space, covered in snow. But there was still no sign of Alyana.





 
Desperation flew through Tasha. Where is Alyana? An icy wind rushed over the ground, lifting up snow and whirling it around Tasha, Klara and Mika. There were no more fox tracks to follow.
 
Tasha shielded her eyes and stared across the plateau, searching and hoping for a glimpse of something – a clue as to where to go next. But all she could see was endless white. She turned back to the valley. It was filled with the thick snow cloud. Around it, jagged snow-streaked mountains rose and overlapped. In the east a small patch of starry sky was glittering through thinner clouds. The darkness there was fading to a deep blue.
 
“The sun will rise soon.” Mika frowned. “Our families will wake, and worry about us.”
 
“I need to find Alyana,” Tasha whispered, her heart beating faster as she scanned the peaks and the plateau again. The wind blew harder and huge flakes tumbled in eddies. Tasha wasn’t sure if they were falling from the sky, lifting from the ground, or both. “She left the valley, but she wasn’t in the ice caves and I can’t see her here. I don’t understand where she could be.”
 
Klara followed Tasha’s gaze. “We could spend days looking up here and find nothing,” she said gently. “Maybe it’s time to think about finding a safe route back to the valley.”
 
Tasha shook her head. She wasn’t ready to give up. She slipped her hand into her pocket and held tight to the stone Alyana had given her. Then she closed her eyes and wished with all her heart to find Alyana, the same way she had wished for her to come to life.
 
Winds whirled from the valley below. The snow cloud swelled, swallowing her in. Icy air pinched her cheeks and lungs. Beneath the sound of the wind, and her own breathing, Tasha heard Alyana’s snowflake whispers. She smelled the fox’s warm fur, and felt the familiar shivers of cold that always rose from Alyana’s skin.
 
A gust of wind blew into Tasha’s face and she gasped. She opened her eyes and, through the cloud of snow, caught a glimpse of pale blue and a flash of red to the east, where the plateau dropped into the valley below.
 
“Alyana!” Tasha’s heart lifted as she ran towards her.
 
Klara and Mika – still tied to Tasha by the rope – ran after her.
 
Alyana was sitting on the snow, her legs dangling over the edge of the plateau as she stared across and beyond the valley. The fox was lying beside her, licking one of his paws.
 
“She’s real,” Klara whispered. “She’s really real.”
 
“Of course she’s real.” Mika nudged Klara and rolled his eyes.
 
“Alyana.” Tasha took a step closer. Alyana didn’t respond. She seemed to be lost in thought. Her eyes were unfocused, the blue of her irises so faded they looked almost white. She was staring to the east, where a faint streak of dawn pink was now blooming behind the peaks.
 
“Alyana, are you all right?” Tasha moved closer again, and sat down beside her. She dangled her own legs over the valley below. Usually, she would feel too scared to sit so close to an edge, but she wasn’t worried about falling. Perhaps it was because she could feel the rope binding her to Klara and Mika. Or perhaps it was because she was so full of concern for Alyana that there was no room for fear.
 
Tasha reached out and touched Alyana’s elbow. She felt her coldness even through her mittens. Snowflakes rose from Alyana’s arm and sparkled as they circled around them both. Tasha watched them with a prickling sense of dread.
 
Alyana turned slowly and smiled when she saw Tasha. Her face looked almost translucent in the pale light, and her head tilted in a question.
 
“I’ve been looking for you,” Tasha said. “Are you all right? Did Nona scare you? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have taken you to her farm.” Tasha pointed down into the valley, which was still lost in the thick, white cloud. “Since you left, there has been a snowstorm in the valley, and the snow is so deep now that everyone is trapped there. The mountain pass is blocked. But Grandpa needs a doctor. Can you help? Can you stop the snow falling?”
 
Alyana shook her head.
 
“But you must be able to do something!” Tasha said desperately. “It must be your magic causing this.”
 
Alyana shook her head again. She pointed at the snow cloud, then she pointed at Tasha.
 
A chill ran through Tasha. “It’s not me,” she said firmly. “It can’t be.”
 
Alyana touched her heart with the fingertips of one hand, and held the fingertips of her other hand over Tasha’s heart. Then she linked her fingers together so tightly, that they seemed to compress into ice.
 
Tasha’s throat thickened. She didn’t want to admit it, but she knew in her heart what Alyana meant. “You think I’m the one causing this,” she whispered, “because I don’t want to let you go.”
 
Alyana nodded.
 
Images flew through Tasha’s mind. Heavier snow falling when she left the farmhouse to meet Alyana. The holly branch freezing in her hand after Mika said the snow wouldn’t last much longer. The strange movement of the snow cloud rolling towards Grandpa’s farmhouse, when she had wished that she could think of a way for Alyana to stay. The snowstorm rising when Nona frightened Alyana away. And the snow now filling the valley. “Somehow, I’m making all this happen.” Tasha’s heart sank. “I’m using my wish, or your magic, to make winter go on longer than it should, because I don’t want to lose you.”
 
Emptiness swelled inside Tasha with the thought of Alyana leaving, and the snow cloud in the valley swelled too. It engulfed Tasha’s feet and kept rising, cold and damp. An icy wind blew up from the valley and rushed over Tasha. She shivered.
 
“Tasha?” Klara’s voice wavered. “The snowstorm is getting worse.”
 
Alyana rose to her feet and turned round so that she was facing Klara and Mika. Tasha rose up and turned to them too. “This is my fault,” she said, “not Alyana’s. I’m causing all of it – the long, deep winter, the snowstorm—”
 
Another wind gusted up from the valley, whipping away Tasha’s words, and making her, Klara and Mika stumble backwards.
 
“Can you make it stop then?” Mika asked. His nose and cheeks were dusted with frost.
 
“I don’t know how!” Tasha turned to Alyana.
 
Alyana was standing calmly, snow whirling around her. She lifted her fingertips, linked them together, then pulled them apart.
 
“But I don’t want to let you go!” Tasha reached for Alyana, but Alyana shook her head. She nodded to Klara and Mika, gesturing that Tasha should stay with them.
 
Klara linked her arm through Tasha’s. “Maybe don’t think of it as letting Alyana go, but as staying with us, instead.”
 
Tasha’s heart began racing. What will I do without Alyana? She didn’t want everything to go back to the way it was before – when she was trapped on the farm by her fears, filled with loneliness that ached inside her.
 
The snow cloud rose up and enveloped them all. Tasha could see only fleeting glimpses of Alyana, Klara and Mika behind a lacy curtain of icy flakes.
 
Alyana took a step closer to Tasha. Her body was blurred by the snow. She held her fingertips over Tasha’s heart, then pointed to Klara and Mika.
 
Tasha knew Alyana was saying that Klara and Mika were her friends. That she wasn’t alone. But Tasha shook her head. She wanted Alyana to stay. Tasha lifted her hand to Alyana’s, and their fingers touched. The ice cold of Alyana rushed through Tasha and she shuddered. Even though it made her skin sting, Tasha leaned closer and gripped Alyana’s whole hand. “Our friendship is too important to lose.”
 
But Alyana’s hand slipped from Tasha’s like snowflakes. Alyana pointed to Klara and Mika again. Tasha felt the rope round her waist linking her to them. She thought how they had come with her up these mountains, at night, even though Tasha’s reasons must have sounded impossible. They’d kept each other safe on the journey, in the ice caves and while climbing the cliff. And before that, Klara and Mika had helped her plan the feast, come to visit her, taken her ice skating. They had always been kind and friendly.
 
Alyana was right, Klara and Mika were her friends. But still, Tasha didn’t want to let Alyana go. Alyana was special; magical. Tasha had always been able to be herself around Alyana, without fear. In many ways, she felt more like herself when she was with Alyana – more like the Tasha she used to be, and the Tasha she wanted to be: braver, kinder, more adventurous, more connected to the world and its wonders.
 
Alyana stepped so close to Tasha that their faces were almost touching. She cupped her hands together and snowflakes swirled between her palms, faster and faster, denser and denser.
 
Tasha peered at the tiny snowstorm in Alyana’s hands. The flakes spun into the shapes of squirrels and deer and sable, rabbits and hares, owls and a wildcat. Tasha saw two girls throwing snowballs, sleighing, building a domed snow house and watching meteors light up the sky.
 
All the beautiful things that Tasha and Alyana had seen and done together spun in Alyana’s hands. Tasha realized these would be her memories, to treasure, to draw strength from, even after…
 


 
Tasha looked up at Alyana. The faded blue of her eyes. Her face, translucent. Snowflakes lifting from her cheeks and sparkling as they danced away. Tasha’s throat thickened. Alyana didn’t belong here any more.
 
The snowflake images whirled in Alyana’s hands, then all of a sudden she let them go. They rose up and scattered wide into the air. Alyana opened her fingers like a flower blossoming.
 
“You must go so spring can come,” Tasha whispered. Her heart felt heavy. She didn’t want to say goodbye to her friend, but she knew she must, and she knew that now was the time. Tasha took a deep breath for courage. “Goodbye, Alyana. Thank you, for everything.”
 
Alyana smiled a soft and gentle smile. She held up a hand in a gesture of farewell.
 
Tears burned Tasha’s eyes. She touched her heart with her fingertips then reached out and held her fingertips over Alyana’s heart.
 
Alyana took Tasha’s hand in her own as snow whirled around her, from her, through her.
 
“Will I see you again?” Tasha shouted over the wind, but Alyana didn’t answer.
 
Instead, she leaned forward and lightly kissed Tasha’s cheek. She became a thousand snowflakes, ten thousand, one hundred thousand, all spinning in the air. Through the cloud Tasha thought she could still see her, glittering. But then a wind rose, and whisked the flakes away.
 
Alyana was gone. A warm tear rolled down Tasha’s cheek, melting the frost on her skin.
 
The wind subsided. The snow stopped falling and the sky appeared, blushing pink from the east all the way to the moon and stars high above. The cloud in the valley thinned and Tasha glimpsed farmhouses nestled among the patchwork fields.
 
Tasha looked around the plateau once more. The vast, snow-covered space extended to a distant horizon, where the faraway glacier glistened.
 
Klara put an arm round Tasha. “Are you all right?”
 
Tasha opened her mouth, but she didn’t know what to say. Emptiness ached inside her.
 
“I’m sorry you lost your friend, Tasha,” Klara said.
 
“Do you think you’ll see her again?” Mika asked.
 
“I don’t know.” Tasha swallowed hard.
 
Klara pulled Tasha into a hug, and her warmth eased some of the ache inside Tasha.
 
Another tear rolled down Tasha’s cheek as she thought how it wasn’t only Alyana who was special and magical. Klara and Mika were too.
 
“How are your fingers?” Mika asked.
 
Tasha slid off her mittens. Her fingernails and skin were no longer bright and sparkling. “I guess all the winter magic is gone now,” she said sadly.
 
Mika stepped closer to Tasha, and linked his arm with hers. He pointed to the ground, where Alyana had stood moments before. Thick green shoots were poking through the snow, a line of white along their tips. “Maybe the winter magic had to leave to make room for the magic of spring,” Mika said.
 
“Snowdrops,” Tasha whispered. She blinked away her tears.
 
The fox walked up to Tasha, looked into her eyes, then nodded to the west with his nose twitching. “I think he’s saying he’ll show us the best way home,” Tasha said.
 
“Really?” Mika raised an eyebrow.
 
Klara rolled her eyes. “You just watched Tasha talk to a girl made of snow, but you doubt a fox could lead us home?”
 
“I guess when you say it like that…” Mika shrugged. “All right. Let’s follow the fox. As long as we get Daria on the way home too.”
 
The sun appeared, rising from behind the mountains in the east, and Tasha felt the warmth of its rays. Golden light flooded the air. Somewhere in the woods below a bird began singing, a bright and cheerful tune.
 
The fox trotted ahead and Tasha and her friends followed, their arms still linked together as they descended slowly into the valley below.





 
Two weeks later, almost all the snow in the valley had melted. The sky was blue and the trees and shrubs lining the fields had velvety buds. Ferdinand ran and skipped around the goat paddock, sniffing the damp earth, which was alive with fresh shoots. The other goats grazed constantly, eager to taste every new leaf.
 
Mama and Papa were in the field near the barn, turning over the soil in preparation for planting new crops. Tasha stood by the gate, looking west across the valley as she waited for Klara to arrive. They were going to the communal barn to finish the last of the preparations for the postponed midwinter feast – which would now be more of a spring feast.
 
Grandpa walked past, pushing a wheelbarrow full of hay.
 
“Wait!” Tasha called as she ran after him. “Let me push that.”
 
“Thank you, Tashenka.” Grandpa lowered the wheelbarrow. “Are you excited about the feast tonight?”
 
“Very.” Tasha nodded as she lifted the wheelbarrow and walked alongside Grandpa, towards the goat shelter. “You?”
 
But Grandpa didn’t answer. He was staring up at the western peaks.
 
Tasha followed his gaze. “Can you see the house again?” she asked with concern.
 
“The last time I saw the house, it stood up and walked away on long, thin legs,” Grandpa replied. “That was a week ago.”
 
“Good.” Tasha smiled. “And you don’t feel anything calling you away from here?”
 
Grandpa shook his head and laughed, a deep mellow laugh that did not turn into a cough. “Not at the moment. The medicine the doctor gave me has helped a great deal, and I feel much better now the weather has warmed.” Grandpa looked at Tasha solemnly. “But, Tashenka. I am very old,” he said gently. “The house will call for me again one day.”
 
Tasha lowered the wheelbarrow, wrapped her arms round Grandpa and hugged him tight. “I know,” she whispered. “But until that day, we’re going to have so much fun together.”
 
Grandpa put his arms round Tasha and hugged her back. He smelled of hay and goats – warm and comforting. “If you are thinking of taking me up the mountains to look for wildcats, Tashenka, I still believe my climbing days are over.”
 
“We can listen to them singing in the woods at night from here, Grandpa. And I glimpsed one at sunrise this morning. I was here, in the goat paddock with Ferdinand, looking up at the peaks, and a wildcat was there – in the distance, on that rocky outcrop beyond the woods…” Tasha pointed to where she had glimpsed the wildcat. She didn’t say that she had recognized the pattern of dark spots on the wildcat’s silver-grey fur, or the scar over her eye.
 
The wildcat, who not long ago had ribs rising from her chest in hunger, was now plump, with a swollen belly. Seeing her again had made Tasha touch the scar above her own eye and smile, thinking that it was something they had in common. They both had marks of survival. And they were both moving on with their lives, and finding joy once more.
 
Tasha smiled as she turned to Grandpa again. “Perhaps, one evening, I could tell you a story about the wildcat I saw this winter,” she suggested.
 
“Now that sounds like my kind of fun, Tashenka. And there are lots of other things to keep us busy around the farm this spring, aren’t there?”
 
Tasha pulled away from Grandpa and began pushing the wheelbarrow again. “Yes! We are going to grow the herd again. I can’t wait to meet all the new baby goats!” She laughed as she thought of Grandpa cuddling armfuls of baby goats, and them clambering up into his beard. “And you must teach me how to spin and weave wool, and knit.”
 
“I look forward to it.” Grandpa nodded.
 
Tasha scooped the hay onto the goat’s beds, then she and Grandpa stepped back outside into the sunshine. Tasha looked across the valley. She could see Klara riding along the trail towards them. “Do you remember the story of the snow girl you told me at the start of winter?” Tasha asked.
 
“Of course. I seem to remember you weren’t happy with the ending.”
 
“At the time, I didn’t think it was a very happy ending,” Tasha said. “I thought the old couple were left aching with longing when the snow girl left. I kept trying to think of a way that she could have stayed.”
 
“And what do you think now?” Grandpa asked.
 
Tasha glanced up to the peaks in the north and the plateau beyond. “I still think the old couple would miss her,” Tasha replied. “But I remembered how you said at the start of the story, that the old couple lived in a beautiful place, and their neighbours were kind and friendly, and always happy to help each other when needed.”
 
“That’s true,” Grandpa said thoughtfully.
 
“Well, I think perhaps the snow girl inspired the old couple to live and love more fully, and that after the end of the story – after the snow girl floated away – they would have reached out to their neighbours for comfort, and found happiness.” Tasha looked at Grandpa.
 
“That is a happy ending. Next time I tell the story, I will add that part.”
 
“And add a feast at the end,” Tasha suggested. “A spring feast with food and music and dancing outside a communal barn in the sunshine.”
 
The sound of hooves reverberated across the paddock and Klara appeared, sitting high on Zinovy. Klara’s green eyes sparkled behind her round glasses. She eased Zinovy to a stop right in front of Tasha and swung down to the ground. “Are you ready for your first ride with me?”
 
Nervousness fluttered in Tasha’s belly. She slipped her hand into her pocket to feel the smooth, blue stone Alyana had given her, but it wasn’t there. Tasha remembered she had left it on her bedside table. She thought about going back to get it, but then a memory drifted into her thoughts – of Alyana laughing when she had asked if the stone was magic.
 
It wasn’t the stone that gave Tasha strength. She found it in herself and in the world around her and the people in it. Tasha took a slow breath in. She didn’t need the stone. She trusted Klara, and she trusted her instincts.
 
“I’m ready.” Tasha nodded. “But can we go slow, at first?”
 
“Of course!” Klara held out her hand to Tasha.
 
Tasha stood on tiptoe to kiss Grandpa goodbye. “I’ll see you at the feast tonight, Grandpa.” Tasha smiled and waved, then reached out to take Klara’s hand.
 


 
The communal barn was filled with a mixture of winter and spring decorations. The vases full of bare birch and hazel twigs now also contained pussy-willow stems, with their soft, fuzzy catkins and thin branches holding spidery-yellow witch-hazel flowers from Nona’s garden.
 
There were snowdrops too, blooming in small painted pots filled with soil. Klara and Mika had carefully lifted a few from the nearby pine thicket, and had promised to plant them back in the ground after the feast. They had said it felt important both to have them there and to return them to where they belonged afterwards.
 
Leo and Stefan had added colourful strings of paper flowers to the strings of paper snowflakes they had made before. And Mama and Papa had painted a spring landscape on the walls opposite the snowy landscape. The painting showed buds opening, birds building nests, wildcats making dens in the woods and baby goats frolicking in the fields. In the distance it showed a few children paddling in the shallows on the shore of the lake. This made Tasha smile, because although she didn’t feel ready to swim again yet, she did feel that, step by step – like the children in the painting – she would get there, with the help of her family and friends.
 


 
Over the afternoon, everyone arrived at the communal barn. Sabina, Yelena and Danilo brought Vasily and Anastasia from the other side of the lake on their fishing boat. Then Vasily played his accordion, accompanied by Mika on his flute and Raya on her gusli.
 
Anastasia danced with Danilo, and Sabina with Yelena. Edya and Galia danced together too, while Leo and Stefan ran around playing hide and seek, and Nona and Vita served shangi and pirozhki and sweet pastries stuffed with berries and malt.
 
Grandpa arrived wearing the long white tunic embroidered with blue snowflakes, with its matching blue waist sash and trousers, that Grandma had made him. Papa had on another tunic Grandma had made – a red one embroidered with swirling golden sunbeams. And Mama wore a dress that had been Grandma’s – a long green one embroidered with white and yellow daisies. She also brought the midnight-blue dress, silvered with stars in the shapes of constellations, that Tasha had chosen to wear.
 
Ferdinand had somehow escaped from the goat paddock and followed Tasha’s parents and Grandpa all the way to the communal barn. Tasha made him a little pen outside, where he could explore safely. The air was so warm, that the celebrations spilled outside too and surrounded Tasha and Ferdinand.
 
Even as the sun set, everyone ate and danced and sang in the field near the barn, while wildcats sang in the woods beyond. And when the last rays of sunshine threw golden light across the mountains that cradled the patchwork valley, the glacier at the very edge of the plateau in the north glistened like sea glass. Grandpa stared up at it with a smile on his face.
 
If Tasha had followed his gaze at that moment, she might have seen a snow girl dancing with a fox in his winter white coat on the glistening, faraway ice. But she was talking and laughing with her friends, Klara and Mika. And when she did look north, a few moments later, there were only stars twinkling above the peaks.
 







 
THE SNOW GIRL was inspired by the traditional Russian fairy tale, The Snow Maiden or Snegurochka (pronounced Snee-gur-ochka).
 
The earliest versions of the tale are likely to have been told long-ago by storytellers, around the flickering flames of a village bonfire or the warm hearth of a home.
 
During the mid-nineteenth century, story collectors travelled throughout Russia, often to remote regions, to listen to and write down the traditional tales of storytellers. A scholar named Aleksandr Afanas’ev gathered together and published hundreds of these tales, including The Snow Maiden.
 
Since then, The Snow Maiden has appeared in many fairy-tale collections, in Russia and beyond, and has inspired beautiful artworks, a theatrical play with music by Tchaikovsky, a ballet, and an opera by Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov. There are many books, songs, poems, and other creative works that feature her, and she has even become an important character in some New Year celebrations, helping Father Frost deliver gifts to children.
 
The Snow Maiden has been capturing imaginations for generations, and I would like to thank the countless storytellers, story collectors, writers, artists, composers, poets, and other creatives, who have passed the tale down, retelling and reimagining it in many beautiful ways.
 
Because The Snow Maiden is often portrayed as a bright and cheerful soul in winter who leaves when spring comes, I always felt her tale contained the message that it is better to live fully, to seek out love and happiness, because the time we have is fleeting.
 
I hope this version of the story honours its past, and brings today’s readers joy.
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Alice Moloney for edits and more; Anne Finnis and Helen Greathead for copyedits; Gareth Collinson and Beth Wetherfield for proofreading; Fritha Lindqvist, Jacob Dow, Hannah Reardon Steward and Eve Wersocki Morris for publicity and marketing; Sylvia Gaitas for production control; Christian Herisson, Arfana Islam, Boyd Denton, Lesley Preston, Jo Caulkin and Angela Williams for championing my stories into so many bookshops; and everyone in the bright and brilliant Usborne team, with special thanks to Peter Usborne for founding the most wonderful, caring publishing house, and to Nicola Usborne for continuing his incredible legacy. Thank you.
 
The many talented and kind creatives who have inspired and lifted me, with extra thanks to Sibéal Pounder and Hilary McKay for the generous cover quotes.
 
All the booksellers, reviewers, librarians and teachers, whose passion and dedication help my books reach readers. I am endlessly grateful for each and every one of you.
 
Above all, as always, thanks to my readers. Together, we create glittering worlds.
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Dearest Svetlana, Konstantin and Tasha,

Miclsummer has passed. The days are getting shorter. I go to
the woods to gather firewood, but T am tived. Sometimes T
think T see my old dog, Yarik Yesterday T followed him for
an hour through a pine thicket before T remembered he was
gone. T picked some evening beauty on the wasy home, but it
had lost its freshness by the time T reached Yarik's grave, the
white flowers yellowed and wrinkled.

When the sun sets below the western peaks, its fire
buming bright orange, charring the mountaintops black, T
see a house right on. topof the worldl and I feel it calling
me. But no one else in the valley sees it They say it must be
atrick of the light, or that T am imagining things.

T worry about the farm. T am old and struggling to
manage it alone, and the few people left in the valley are so
busy with their own farms T do not wish to trouble them. T
do not wish to trouble you either, and if you are too busy, T
understand, but T wondered if perhaprs you would all like to
come andl visit for a while? Your company and help over
autumn. and winter would be wonderful and perhaps, if you
like, you could stay even longer

This farm is your home too, always

With love, Grandpa
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