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Chapter 1: The Strange Noise in the Library
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By the time the final bell rang at Oakwood School, most students were already halfway out of their seats.

Chairs scraped against wooden floors. Backpacks thumped onto desks. Pencil cases snapped shut. Someone in the back of Room 12 cheered as if the school day had been a long and dangerous mountain climb, and the teacher, Mrs. Green, gave him the kind of look that made the cheer disappear halfway through.

Max Carter zipped his backpack so quickly that one corner of his math worksheet got caught in the teeth.

“Not again,” he muttered.

He tugged harder.

The zipper stuck.

Max tugged even harder.

The worksheet ripped with a sharp little sound.

Across the desk beside him, Lily Evans looked over the top of her book. She always had a book. Sometimes Max wondered if Lily kept emergency books hidden in her sleeves.

“You know,” Lily said, “zippers usually work better when you don’t attack them.”

“I’m not attacking it,” Max said. “I’m encouraging it.”

Sam Brooks leaned over from the desk behind them. “That worksheet didn’t look encouraged. It looked terrified.”

Mia Torres, who was carefully placing her colored pencils into a neat row inside her pencil case, glanced at the torn paper and said, “You still have enough left to answer question four.”

Max looked at the worksheet. The top half was in his backpack. The bottom half was in his hand.

“That depends,” he said, “on whether question four needed a top half.”

Mrs. Green clapped her hands twice. “All right, everyone. Remember, science projects are due Friday. And please try to bring them in as projects, not as excuses.”

A few students laughed. Sam raised one hand.

“Does a drawing of a volcano count as a volcano?”

“No, Sam,” Mrs. Green said.

“What if it’s a very emotional drawing?”

“No.”

“What if the volcano has a tragic backstory?”

Mrs. Green pointed toward the door. “Goodbye, Sam.”

Sam grinned and swung his backpack over one shoulder. “She loved the idea.”

“She did not,” Lily said.

“She almost did.”

“She really didn’t,” Mia added softly.

The four friends moved with the crowd into the hallway. Oakwood School always sounded different at the end of the day. During lessons, it was full of quiet footsteps, turning pages, and teachers explaining things like fractions and ancient rivers. After the final bell, it became a rushing river of noise. Lockers banged. Trainers squeaked. Students called to each other. Somewhere, someone dropped a water bottle, and it bounced down the corridor with a hollow clunk-clunk-clunk.

Max loved that part of the day. It felt as if the whole building had been holding its breath and could finally let it out.

Oakwood School was old. Not just “the paint is peeling” old, but properly old. Its front doors were tall and dark, with brass handles shaped like leaves. The windows were long and narrow, and when sunlight came through them, it made bright rectangles on the floor. Some parts of the school smelled like chalk and floor polish. Others smelled like wet coats, forgotten sandwiches, and old wood.

The library smelled best of all.

It smelled of paper, dust, glue, and secrets.

At least, that was what Lily always said.

Most students liked the sports field, the lunch hall, or the computer room. Lily liked the library. Max liked anywhere something interesting might happen. Sam liked anywhere he was not supposed to doodle but could doodle anyway. Mia liked quiet places where people did not notice she was watching everything.

“Are we still meeting by the front steps?” Sam asked as they reached the main hall.

“I can’t,” Lily said. “I promised Miss Patel I’d return the history books.”

Sam stared at the three thick books in her arms. “Those are history books? I thought you were carrying bricks.”

“They’re about the founding of Oakwood School.”

“Bricks would be more exciting.”

“They are exciting,” Lily said.

Max raised an eyebrow. “Lily, one of those books has a picture of a man standing next to a chair.”

“That man was Headmaster Arthur Pemberton,” Lily said. “He helped design the first school building.”

Sam gasped. “A man and a chair? I take it all back.”

Mia smiled, but only a little.

The four of them walked past the trophy cabinet, where silver cups and old photographs sat behind glass. In one black-and-white photograph, a group of students stood in front of the school wearing stiff uniforms and serious expressions. Max always thought they looked as if nobody had invented fun yet.

Outside, through the tall windows, rain tapped softly against the glass. It had started just before lunch and had not stopped. The sky was gray, the playground was shiny, and the football field had turned into a muddy sponge.

“My mum’s picking me up at the gate,” Sam said. “If I’m late again, she’ll say I move slower than a sleepy turtle.”

“You do move slower than a sleepy turtle,” Max said.

“That’s because sleepy turtles understand life.”

Mia looked toward the library corridor. “I need to get my scarf. I left it in the reading corner.”

“I’ll come,” Lily said. “I have to return these.”

“I’ll wait outside,” Sam said. Then he looked at the rain. “Actually, I’ll wait inside and pretend I’m waiting outside.”

Max patted his pockets.

Then he patted them again.

Then he stopped walking.

“Oh no.”

Lily turned. “What did you lose?”

“My notebook.”

“You mean the one with your science project ideas?” Mia asked.

“Yes.”

“The one where you wrote ‘rocket-powered hamster wheel’?” Sam asked.

“It was a concept.”

“It was a crime against hamsters.”

Max ignored him and looked back down the hall. “I think I left it in the library yesterday.”

Lily adjusted the heavy books in her arms. “Then come with us.”

The library corridor was quieter than the rest of the school. It stretched away from the main hall like a long tunnel lined with classroom doors and old notice boards. Posters about reading competitions curled slightly at the edges. A display of autumn leaves made from colored paper trembled whenever someone opened a door nearby.

The floorboards creaked under their shoes.

Oakwood School had many creaks. The steps creaked. The doors creaked. The chairs creaked. Even the radiators made strange knocking sounds in winter, as if tiny people were trapped inside them and politely asking to be let out.

The library stood at the end of the corridor behind two tall doors with glass panels. Gold letters across the top read:

OAKWOOD SCHOOL LIBRARY

Some of the gold had worn away, so if you looked quickly, it seemed to say:

OAK OOD S HOOL LIB ARY

Sam pushed the door open with one finger. It gave a soft groan.

“Very welcoming,” he whispered. “Nothing creepy about that at all.”

“It’s a door,” Lily said.

“A dramatic door.”

The library was almost empty. Miss Patel, the librarian, sat at the main desk, sorting returned books into piles. She looked up and smiled.

“Back again, Lily?”

Lily lifted the stack. “I finished these.”

Miss Patel blinked. “All three?”

Lily nodded.

Sam leaned closer to Max and whispered, “She doesn’t read books. She absorbs them.”

Miss Patel heard him and smiled wider. “And you, Sam? Returning anything?”

“My deep respect for literature,” Sam said.

“That is overdue,” Miss Patel replied.

Max snorted.

Mia went toward the reading corner, where soft chairs sat beside a tall window. Lily carried her books to the desk. Sam wandered toward the display shelf and began reading the back of a book about unusual insects, making faces at each new fact.

Max headed for the table where he had sat during yesterday’s library period. His notebook was not there.

He checked under the table.

Nothing.

He checked behind the chair.

Nothing.

He checked the shelf beside the table, even though there was no reason for his notebook to be there.

Still nothing.

“Notebook?” Lily asked from the desk.

“Missing,” Max said.

“Maybe it ran away from the hamster wheel idea,” Sam called.

Max looked around the library. Oakwood’s library was large and long, with rows of shelves standing like wooden walls. Some shelves were new and smooth. Others were so old that the wood had darkened almost black. At the far end of the room was the oldest section, where the ceiling sloped slightly and the windows were smaller. That part always seemed dimmer, even with the lights on.

Lily loved the oldest section.

Most students avoided it.

The books there had titles like A Short History of Local Drainage and The Complete Guide to Proper Ink Storage. They were not the sort of books people grabbed for fun.

Max walked between two shelves, scanning the tables. His trainers squeaked faintly on the polished floor. Rain whispered at the windows. Behind him, he heard Lily thanking Miss Patel, Sam pretending to be shocked by a beetle fact, and Mia quietly moving a chair in the reading corner.

Then Max heard something else.

Scratch.

He froze.

The sound was small. So small he almost missed it.

Scratch.

Max turned his head.

It had come from the far end of the library.

Scratch. Tap.

He stared toward the old section. The shelves stood in shadow, tall and still.

Max held his breath.

For a moment, there was nothing.

Then came another sound.

Tap. Tap.

Max’s eyes widened.

It was probably a mouse.

Of course it was probably a mouse.

Old buildings had mice. Everyone knew that. Or maybe it was a branch tapping the window. Or pipes. Or the wind. Oakwood School was always making noises. Once, a radiator had made a sound like a duck with hiccups for an entire math lesson.

Still, this sound was different.

It sounded as if something was behind the shelves.

Max took one step forward.

The floor creaked loudly beneath his foot.

He stopped.

“Max?” Lily called. “Did you find it?”

Max did not answer right away.

Scratch.

He turned back and put one finger to his lips.

Sam, who had been holding the insect book upside down, lowered it. “Why are we doing silent faces?”

Mia came back from the reading corner with her scarf looped around her neck. She looked at Max, then toward the old shelves.

“What did you hear?” she asked.

Max glanced at Miss Patel. The librarian had disappeared through a side door into the small office behind her desk.

“Something,” Max whispered.

Sam’s eyes lit up. “Something good or something with teeth?”

“Probably a mouse,” Lily said, but she whispered too.

“It didn’t sound like a mouse,” Max said.

“What does a mouse sound like?” Sam asked. “Tiny tap shoes?”

Mia stepped closer. “Where did it come from?”

Max pointed. “Back there. Near the old shelves.”

Lily’s expression changed. She looked curious now, the way she did when a teacher asked a question nobody else could answer. “The local history shelves?”

“Of course you know what shelves they are,” Sam said.

Lily ignored him and walked forward.

Max followed at once. He did not want Lily reaching the mysterious noise first. It was not that he was scared. He just liked to be in front when interesting things happened.

Mia followed behind Lily, moving quietly. Sam came last, holding the insect book like a shield.

They entered the oldest part of the library.

The air felt different there. Cooler. Dustier. The tall shelves blocked some of the light from the main room. The books were packed tightly together, their spines faded brown, green, and gray. Some had gold lettering. Some had no lettering left at all.

Max ran his fingers along one shelf and left a clean line in the dust.

“Miss Patel really needs a taller feather duster,” Sam whispered.

“Shh,” Lily said.

They all stood still.

Rain ticked against the windows.

Somewhere in the wall, a pipe clicked.

Max listened so hard that his ears seemed to stretch.

Nothing.

Sam lowered the book. “Well, that was exciting. Same time tomorrow?”

Then came the sound again.

Scratch. Scratch. Tap.

Sam jumped and bumped into Mia.

“Sorry,” he whispered.

Mia did not move. Her eyes were on the shelf in front of them.

“That one,” she said.

The others followed her gaze.

The shelf stood against the back wall between a narrow window and a dusty glass cabinet. It was taller than Max’s dad and wider than the classroom whiteboard. The top shelves held old dictionaries. The middle shelves were filled with books about Oakwood town. The bottom shelf held heavy record books with cracked leather covers.

Lily stepped closer, her face serious. “This shelf is old.”

Sam looked around at all the other old shelves. “Excellent detective work.”

“No,” Lily said. “I mean older than the others. Look at the sides.”

Max looked.

At first, he saw only dark wood. Then he noticed what Lily meant. The shelf had carved edges, little twisting patterns of leaves and bells. The other shelves were plain.

“Bells,” Lily murmured.

“What?” Max asked.

“Nothing. Just the carving.”

Mia crouched near the floor.

Max noticed immediately because Mia did not crouch for no reason. Mia did not do anything for no reason. She was the sort of person who could spot a missing comma on a poster from across a room.

“What is it?” he asked.

Mia touched the floor lightly, then held up her finger. It was dusty.

“That part of the floor is cleaner,” she said.

Sam leaned down beside her. “The floor has parts?”

Mia pointed. “Here. See?”

Max crouched too. At first, he saw nothing. Then, slowly, a pattern appeared. There were curved marks in the dust on the floor, just in front of the shelf. They were faint, but they were there.

Scratches.

Not random scratches.

Lines.

As if something heavy had been dragged or moved.

Max felt a fizz of excitement in his stomach.

“Maybe the shelf moves,” he whispered.

Lily’s eyes widened. “Don’t push it.”

That, naturally, was exactly when Max put both hands on the side of the shelf and pushed.

Nothing happened.

Lily folded her arms. “Thank you for listening.”

“I was testing it.”

“You were pushing it.”

“Same thing.”

Sam stepped back. “Just so everyone knows, if the shelf falls over, I was never here.”

“It won’t fall,” Max said, though he was not entirely sure.

Mia stood and examined the shelf carefully. “The scratches are curved. Not straight.”

Lily bent down to look. “You’re right. If the shelf moved forward, the marks would go straight out. These look like an arc.”

Sam drew an invisible curve in the air with one finger. “So it swings?”

Max stared at the shelf.

A swinging bookshelf.

That was much better than a mouse.

“Like a secret door,” he said.

“Maybe,” Lily said. “Or maybe the marks are
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