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Dedicated to the librarians of Nantwich Civic Library, past and present, the real-life guardians of portals to other worlds.
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CHAPTER ONE

Robin Hood leaped up on to a tree stump and called his merry men around him.

‘Look, friends!’ he cried, waving a roll of parchment in the air. ‘The sheriff is to host an archery competition in his castle, and the winner will get any wish granted!’

Little John, who had been whittling himself a fresh staff, looked up. ‘Surely you’re not thinking of taking part?’

‘Why not?’ their leader replied. ‘There will probably be some fine archers to compete against. Including the sheriff himself.’

Friar Tuck stoppered his ale bottle, wiping his lips. ‘Robin, is this wise? You’ll be walking straight into the lion’s den.’

Even Maid Marian, usually eager for adventure, seemed troubled. ‘Think of the danger. The sheriff would love nothing more than to capture you.’

Robin grinned. ‘Ah, but that’s the beauty of it. I’ll go in disguise!’

As he spoke, Robin pulled up his hood, hiding his face.

‘You see?’ he declared. ‘Unrecognisable!’

There was a short pause while Little John, Friar Tuck and Maid Marian exchanged awkward glances.

‘Is a hood…’ began Friar Tuck tactfully, ‘the best disguise for someone called… Robin Hood? Just asking.’

‘And, sire,’ said Little John, ‘don’t forget the headmistress wants to see you this morning before assembly.’

‘Yes, you don’t want to be late on your first day,’ agreed Marian.
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Headmistress? Charlie furrowed her brow in confusion. First day?

Then she looked up from her book – and into the smiling faces of her mum and dad.

The glittering vision of Sherwood Forest promptly vanished from her imagination, and Charlie found herself at the breakfast table of her new home, her parents looking at her expectantly.

Charlie closed her book with a sigh, and returned reluctantly to reality. Instantly, a needling finger of fear poked her sharply in the ribs.

‘Ever since we moved, you’ve been hiding away in that book,’ said her dad. ‘Is everything okay?’

Her mum reached a hand across the table. ‘We know it’s scary starting at a new school, darling,’ she said, ‘but Forest Hill High is excellent and you’re going to be very happy there.’

‘Just be yourself, and everyone will love you,’ added her dad.

Yeah right, Charlie thought, just like they did at my last school.

She forced a smile and nodded. ‘Thanks,’ she replied. ‘I’m sure it will be fine.’

She didn’t want to make her parents feel bad, so she said nothing. After all, her parents hadn’t wanted to leave their old house any more than she had. But inside, her heart sank. The thought of having to start all over again at a new school made her queasy. All those teachers. All those children! If only she didn’t have to go and could stay lost within the pages of her book…

Her parents were still talking, but Charlie had stopped listening.

Something on the other side of the room had caught her eye – a large bird, landing on the kitchen windowsill.
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Was that… a raven?

‘CAWK!’ it said, and as it did, it turned its head sideways, fixing Charlie with a flinty gaze.

It seemed so large and exotic, more like something from a zoo than the local woods. Like a parrot, maybe, or a macaw, only in plain clothes. An undercover parrot. The thought made Charlie smile.

‘CAWK!’

Was it… talking to her? No, that was silly. But it was definitely looking at her. Ravens were supposed to be intelligent, weren’t they? She gave the bird a little wave.

‘CAWK!’ it called again, staring back at her with its unblinking jet-black eye.

‘Will you do that, Charlie?’

Charlie’s attention snapped back to her mum.

‘This weekend… for your birthday? Invite some new friends round? We could have a little party, here in the garden?’

‘Sure,’ replied Charlie, crossing her fingers under the table. As if making friends was that easy!

Anyway, Charlie wasn’t even sure she wanted friends. She just knew she didn’t want any more enemies… Much better to stay out of sight and out of trouble.

I’ll slip away to the library at lunchtime, she thought, packing her book safely in her schoolbag. At least I’ll be left alone to read in peace there.

The raven was still staring at her, head on one side. But when she walked towards the window to put her cereal bowl in the sink, it flapped its wings and flew away.
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CHAPTER TWO

‘Are you sure you don’t want us to come with you?’ called her father from the doorstep.

‘It’s a two-minute walk, Dad,’ said Charlie, heading down the front path. Being spotted at the school gates with Mum and Dad on her first day was the last thing she needed. Keep a low profile, that was the name of the game. Melt into the crowd.

Charlie turned at the gate. Her parents were smiling and waving. She waved back, the smile falling from her face as soon as she heard the front door close.

She took a deep breath and headed up the road, taking in the sights and sounds of her new neighbourhood. Summer had arrived late that year, and now it didn’t want to leave. The sky was clear and blue, and sprinklers on the front lawns of the houses on her street were hissing softly, misting the air with droplets that sparkled like tiny diamonds.

Maybe it won’t be so bad after all, Charlie thought, determined to be positive as she turned left and headed up the steep slope towards the black-and-white-timbered main building of the school that crowned the hill, the leafy treetops of the forest just poking up their heads behind it.

When her parents had first told her she would be going to Forest Hill High, Charlie had hoped it might be a bit more… well, forest-y. All her favourite stories were set among the trees, from the fairytale woods she used to love, filled with princesses and wolves and witches, to adventure stories like the one she was reading now. The forest was home to heroic outlaws, plotting to bring evil rulers to justice with wild acts of bravery that would bring peace to the land.

But when she’d visited Forest Hill High in the summer, she’d found its ‘forest’ was nothing like the wild woods in her stories.

The small patch of woodland that the school backed on to was more like a park, really. Cycle paths wound between the trees, there were benches where the people of the town sat and munched sandwiches, and large picture boards showing the animals and plants that were supposed to live there, but which you never actually saw. There was no magic, no secrets, and most definitely no outlaws hiding in the shadows.

She was almost at the top of the hill now, the school gates looming ahead of her. It was a sprawling place made up of a few buildings stuck strangely together, some very old and others modern. It looked huge and like there might be a lot of people there. A pair of ancient-looking oak trees stood either side. Were they part of the forest once? Charlie wondered as she walked beneath them and on through the gates.

‘CAWK!’

Was that…?

No, it couldn’t be.

Charlie stopped and turned back around. She peered up into the treetops, her eyes struggling to focus in the dappled sunlight.
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There! High up in the branches… A raven.

Charlie squinted, trying to get a better look. Could it be the same bird she’d seen at breakfast?

‘What are you looking at?’

Charlie was so caught up in the bird that she hadn’t noticed the footsteps sneaking up on her, or the whispers and giggles.

She turned to see a girl and boy with curly hair in exactly the same shade of blonde. Their pale faces had very similar expressions – they were smiling at her, but somehow their smiles didn’t reach their eyes. Twins, Charlie thought to herself. Standing between them was a tall girl with dark eyes and dark shining hair, carrying a backpack guitar case.

‘I said, what are you looking at?’ repeated the girl twin.

That same queasy feeling twisted in Charlie’s stomach. ‘Um, nothing,’ she replied. ‘Just… a bird.’

The twins moved towards her.

‘A bird?’ asked the girl.

Charlie lowered her eyes.

‘What kind of bird?’ asked the boy.

Charlie tried to speak, but her throat was too dry.

‘I asked you a question. What kind of bird?’

‘I… I… um, I don’t know. A raven maybe? I saw one like it at my kitchen window this morning, so I thought maybe it was the same one, and that’s why I was…’

Stop, Charlie, she thought. Stop talking.

‘… looking at it.’

But it was too late. The smiles turned into full-on smirks, and then into loud, mean laughter.

‘Riiiiiight!’ said the blonde girl, rolling her eyes.

‘Great chat, new girl,’ her brother sneered.

The twins turned to the tall girl, pressurising her to join in.

She paused, a look of unease in her eyes. Then her face hardened.

‘Bird girl, you mean…’ she said, before turning and walking away.

Charlie watched as they joined a big group of kids in the middle of the playground.

The blonde girl said something, turned and pointed right at Charlie, and the whole group erupted in hysterics.

One by one, every child in the group looked over at Charlie and laughed.

Charlie sighed. Bird girl, she thought to herself as she trudged through the playground, heading for the steps. Great. So much for staying under the radar.
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CHAPTER THREE

Charlie had only been to the headmistress’s office once before, when she first came to see the school. Finding it again was like navigating a maze, and of course, asking for directions was out of the question – that would just make her stick out even more.

Finally, she pushed through a set of double doors and stumbled across a familiar-looking corridor, and there at the end was the headmistress’s door. She was surprised to find an adult standing outside, leaning slightly towards the door, his ear almost touching the paintwork. From the mop standing in the bucket beside him, she assumed he must be the caretaker.

‘Um, excuse me?’ Charlie said.

The caretaker swivelled around, his eyes narrowing into suspicious slits.

‘I’ve come to see the headmistress,’ Charlie added.

‘She’s having a meeting with Mr Thorn. You’ll have to wait,’ replied the caretaker grumpily, scraping back a strand of lank grey hair, and going back to his mopping.

Mr Thorn. That name gave Charlie the heebie-jeebies. Charlie had met the deputy head in the summer and had found him quite terrifying.

Charlie was about to knock, when she heard a loud voice ring out from behind the door.

‘That woman has to leave!’ he said loudly.

‘Miss Willow has been at this school for a very long time, and I have absolutely no intention of letting her go,’ Mrs Roy answered, her voice steady. ‘Now, if it’s all the same to you, I have an assembly to prepare for.’

‘You may live to regret that decision.’

‘Is that a threat, Hugh?’ came Mrs Roy’s calm reply.

But there was no answer. Instead, the door burst open, and Mr Thorn stormed out, almost colliding with Charlie, who stumbled backwards away from him.

‘Spying, are we?’ he asked, his tall, bony frame towering over her. His eyes narrowed, his dark suit wrinkling around his spiky shoulders, as if even the fabric couldn’t stand to be near him.

Charlie’s left leg began to shake. ‘I didn’t mean to,’ she stammered. ‘I’m supposed to see the headmistress.’

‘Then why are you lurking here?’ A smile crept across his thin lips. ‘I think that warrants a detention. See me after school.’

[image: Image]

He was cut off as Mrs Roy appeared in the doorway.

‘No it doesn’t, Mr Thorn. It’s Charlie, isn’t it?’ she said kindly.

Charlie nodded.

‘Do come in. Mr Thorn, I believe you were just leaving?’ Mrs Roy said, her eyes locking on to his.

The deputy head stared back at her, fuming, in what seemed to be a game of who-blinks-first. Finally, Mr Thorn looked away, straightened his tie self-importantly and shot Charlie a sarcastic smile.

‘Until next time,’ he jibed, and marched off down the hall, colliding with the caretaker’s bucket in the process.

‘Oh, for crying out loud, Chives!’ called Mr Thorn.

‘Sorry, sire! I mean, sir – I mean, Mr Thorn, sir,’ grovelled Chives, attempting to wipe the suds from the deputy head’s trouser leg.

‘GET OFF ME!’ bawled Mr Thorn, kicking at the caretaker, who scurried after him.

Mrs Roy sighed. ‘Sorry about that, Charlie,’ she said, stepping inside and gesturing for Charlie to follow.

Charlie took a last glimpse back at Mr Thorn. He had stopped shouting, and now seemed to be whispering something in the caretaker’s ear, who nodded intently, before snatching up his bucket and following the deputy head down the hall.

There was something odd about those two…

‘So – first day! How are you feeling? Not too nervous, I hope?’ Mrs Roy asked.

Charlie looked around at the cosy, carpeted room, awash with colourful paintings and lush green pot plants.

‘I’m okay,’ Charlie replied.

‘Just okay?’ asked Mrs Roy, crossing towards a large wooden desk. ‘Please, take a seat.’

Charlie did as she was asked, and Mrs Roy sat down across from her, her eyes meeting Charlie’s. Her dark hair hung neatly behind her ears, a few stray locks framing her face. ‘Is there something on your mind, Charlie?’

‘It’s just…’

Charlie hadn’t planned on speaking, but there was something about the headmistress she felt she could trust.

‘It’s a bit hard being the new girl, you know? Everyone has their friends, their groups already.’

Mrs Roy smiled. ‘Ah, the social dance of school life. It’s never easy, especially when you’re new. Have you made any friends yet, met anyone in your street perhaps?’

Charlie looked down at her hands.

‘Don’t worry, Charlie, there’s plenty of time. A fresh start means new opportunities, new people who might become friends.’

Charlie didn’t say anything as she pictured the laughing faces in the playground.

Mrs Roy leaned back in her chair, her eyes thoughtful. ‘Friendship is a delicate thing, Charlie. It takes time to grow, like a plant. You have to water it, give it sunlight, talk to it.’

Charlie looked up, puzzled. ‘Do you talk to your plants?’

Mrs Roy chuckled. ‘You got me! But my point is, if you shut a plant away in a cupboard, it won’t thrive.’

Unless it’s a cactus, thought Charlie.

The bell rang, and Charlie stood, relieved.

‘I’ll see you in assembly,’ said Mrs Roy with a nod. ‘You can do this, Charlie. All it takes is a little courage.’
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CHAPTER FOUR

Pushing through the double doors into assembly was like walking into a wall of sound. The hall was crammed with kids all talking, laughing and shouting at once. For a moment, Charlie was overwhelmed, blinking in the bright sunlight that poured in through the huge windows lining the far side of the room.

Her palms were sweating, and she wiped them anxiously on her jumper as she scanned the rows of seated children, searching for her year group. She quickly spotted the tall girl and the twins, sitting near the front on the far side of the hall, and walked deliberately in the opposite direction, choosing a place at the back as far away from them as possible. Keep your head down, don’t draw attention.

As she settled in, she noticed the bullies were leaning over a small boy in the row ahead of them. He was hunched over something. A book, Charlie realised. He looked so engrossed, he might as well have been in another world.

One of the twins flicked the small boy’s ear, and as he turned angrily, his sister snatched the book away.

‘OW!’ yelped the small boy.

Heads turned, straining to see the cause of the commotion.

‘One Hundred and One Fun Facts About Fungi,’ announced the blonde girl, standing to address her audience. ‘Sounds riveting.’ She pulled a face of utter boredom, and half the school erupted in laughter.

Charlie felt her jaw tighten with anger. How dare they? She could feel herself rising to her feet when the laughter stopped abruptly. Mr Thorn, the deputy head, had walked on to the stage, followed by Mrs Roy. Only the small boy with the book hadn’t noticed. ‘GIVE IT BACK!’ he yelled.

‘Nathan Silver, turn around THIS INSTANT!’ Mr Thorn roared.

‘They stole my book!’ Nathan protested. ‘And he flicked my ear!’

‘If ANYONE here says another WORD, I will give THE WHOLE SCHOOL DETENTION,’ Mr Thorn bellowed, and a hush fell over the hall.

‘Thank you, Mr Thorn,’ said Mrs Roy, stepping forward. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

Once again, Mr Thorn was forced to back down, his lips curling in distaste.

‘As a reminder,’ Mrs Roy continued, her gaze fixed on the twins, ‘bullying of any kind will not be tolerated at this school.’

Charlie felt a wave of relief wash over her. Thank goodness Mrs Roy was in charge, and not Mr Thorn.



By the end of the morning, Charlie felt like she was running on empty. Being the new girl was like having a spotlight on you all the time. Teachers seemed to think introducing you to the class was a good idea. Or worse, asking you to introduce yourself.

In English class, Mrs Summer had asked her to stand at the front and share a bit about her interests. With her face flushed hot, all Charlie could muster was, ‘I’m Charlie, and I like books.’

‘And birds!’ one of the twins shouted from the back, and the whole class erupted in laughter.

Charlie’s face felt her cheeks burn even hotter.

When the lunch bell finally rang, Charlie grabbed her bag and ran off to find the library. She’d had the library pointed out to her on her brief tour of the school that summer, and though she hadn’t actually been inside, she remembered the big oak door at the end of a long corridor at the back of the building.

Charlie pushed open the heavy door and stepped inside. Immediately, she felt like she could breathe again. High shelves lined with brightly coloured spines rose up like the walls of a maze, twisting and turning round corners into cosy areas filled with comfy chairs and beanbags. It felt big enough to get lost in, but still cosy. The entire back wall of the library was lined with tall windows, giving a panoramic view of the forest park beyond the school grounds. It was funny, but everywhere else in the school, you forgot the forest was even there. In here, you felt like you were inside it, and with only the rustling treetops in sight, it was easier to ignore the people strolling with their dogs and pushchairs. In here, Charlie could pretend the forest was like the ones in her stories – vast, wild and magical.
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As Charlie wandered along the back wall of the library, she spotted a woman standing by one of the windows, which had been opened slightly. She had her back to Charlie, and seemed to be talking to someone, but as Charlie got closer, she realised there was nobody there. Strange. Then she saw it… perched on the windowsill.

‘Oh,’ Charlie said, a bit startled. ‘Hello.’

‘CAWK!’ called the raven, as if it had spotted Charlie.

The woman turned around, her face flushed and flustered. ‘Oh, hello. Are you new?’

‘Yes – I’m Charlie.’

The woman smiled warmly. ‘Nice to meet you, Charlie,’ she said. Her voice was soft, but her eyes were sharp and bright. ‘I’m Miss Willow, the librarian.’

Miss Willow. Wasn’t that who Mr Thorn and the headmistress had been talking about?

‘CAWK!’ called the raven again.

‘Is that your raven?’ Charlie blurted out, then mentally kicked herself. Stop saying weird things, Charlie!

Miss Willow didn’t laugh. She tilted her head and looked at Charlie curiously. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I don’t know,’ Charlie stammered, laughing nervously. ‘I thought I saw him near my house this morning. Is he, like, a pet?’

Miss Willow chuckled. ‘I don’t think he likes to be called that.’

The raven cawed loudly, as if agreeing.

‘I just feed him now and then. The library’s a bit of a mess today, I’m afraid. Someone turned it upside down last night; it’s taken me all morning to sort it out. Are you looking for something in particular?’

‘Just a quiet spot to read.’

‘Don’t fancy mingling today?’

Charlie shook her head.

‘Interesting choice,’ Miss Willow offered, nodding at the copy of Robin Hood that Charlie had taken out of her bag. The raven shifted on its perch.

Charlie grinned. ‘Thanks. I’ve almost finished it.’

Miss Willow paused, as if weighing her options. ‘I think the nook’s free. Follow me.’

‘This is perfect,’ Charlie said, as they entered a secluded cubby surrounded by books, with a window overlooking the forest, and a deep window seat filled with cushions. ‘Thank you.’

‘Make yourself at home,’ said Miss Willow with a smile. ‘If you need me, I’ll be at my desk.’

Charlie sighed a contented sigh, settled into the window seat, and opened her book.

‘Is your name Charlie?’ a voice croaked out.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Charlie jumped and spun around, almost falling out of the window seat. She looked around the room for who had spoken.
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