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  1
Freedom

Piper


2020 is shaping up to be  easily the weirdest year of my whole life, and we’re only a third of the way through. No school, we’ve moved house, we’ve lost all our belongings, there is a global pandemic, and my parents are divorcing. Despite all of that, though, I wake up with a huge, excited thump of my heart, because Mum has promised me that today I can try and video call both my best friend, Hazel, and my dad. I’m more than excited about both of them. Because honestly, the thing about this whole pandemic lockdown that we’re in, the thing that’s really driving me up the wall—apart from all the obvious stuff, like loads of ill people and the adults are scared and nobody knows what’s going to happen next—apart from all that, what’s really getting to me is that there is nobody to talk to.
Ok, there’s my sister, but that’s not really the same. Willow’s always there. She’s been there forever. I don’t need to talk to her about mum and dad maybe divorcing, or about Great Great Auntie Glynis moving in, or how living with our cousins is sometimes hard work. It’s not the same as having a friend to talk to. I really, really wish that my best friend was here to share everything with.
I miss Hazel.
Hazel is the opposite of me in just about every way. She’s shortish, and I’m tallish. She likes bright patterns, like flowers or stripes or mismatching paisley and spots, and I like plain clothes that go together. She’s really funny—I’m always in hysterics when we’re together—and I’m quite serious. Hazel’s the youngest sister of three children, and I’m the oldest of two—the oldest of four, at the moment, since both my cousins are younger than me as well, and we’re all living together. That’s probably why I’m serious. I have to keep an eye on them and make sure they don’t get into trouble, and that’s harder work than it sounds. Hazel says her sister Iris is always trying to tell her what to do, too, and that she climbs out of windows to escape from her. If Willow tried to escape from me through a window, I’d be furious, but somehow when Hazel says it, it sounds funny. 
Both me and Hazel love reading books. That’s something we have in common. And while we have some different tastes, we like a lot of the same books, too—we both like comedies, and fantasy stories with dragons, and books about magic. If Hazel was here, she’d absolutely love Merryshields. It’s like living in the book of our dreams—a book where you never know what’s going to happen on the next page, and everywhere you turn, there’s something else that’s magical.
I can’t tell if anyone else is awake. I’m usually the last one to wake up—my sister Willow is a morning person, whereas I am better at sleeping—so it’s strange to wake up and feel the house quiet all around me. I’m sure Mum must be downstairs already. She and Aunt Seren and Uncle Peter hardly seem to sleep at all these days. I guess the boys are still in bed, though. Merryshields has a safe, snoozy sort of feeling to it in the early mornings. It’s as though the house is snoozing, too, just keeping half an eye on us all as the sun rises. It’s been a boiling hot spring, and I can tell by the feel of the air that we’re in for another hot day.
If Mum’s not listening in on the video call with Hazel later, I might tell her about the magical adventures that we’ve had here. There’s no point telling Dad. For one thing, he’s in New York, and our signal here at Merryshields is always a bit dodgy, so we generally try and talk about the most important things first, just in case the video breaks up. For grown-ups, the most important topics of conversation are school work (which we can’t do), and whether you’ve been playing nicely with your sister (don’t I always?), and, probably these days, whether you’ve been remembering to wash your hands. And for another thing, adults can’t see any of the magic of Merryshields, so even if he believed me—which is highly doubtful—it’s not like I can show him anything, anyway.
Hazel, on the other hand… She would believe me if I swore it to her with forever never lies, which is our special phrase for when you have to believe someone. Don’t ask me where it came from because I can’t remember. It’s just a thing we’ve done for, like, years. Anyway, if I swore to her that the magic was real, then maybe I’d be able to show her Silver. I would love to share all this with her.
A large fluffy bunny lands on my face.
“Piper? Pi, wake up!”
I lie as still as I can, breathing steadily and deeply. I might be awake, but that doesn’t mean I want to interact with anybody the second they’re awake. The thing about all of us living here together and being with each other every single minute of every single day is that sometimes you just want a moment to yourself.
“Piper!”
I stay silent and hear Willow snuggle herself back into her duvet. I’ve got one arm over my face, so it’s easy to pretend to be asleep. I hear a little clink as Willow pulls the curtains open a bit, and then she sits up again and looks outside. She is one of those people who wakes all the way up immediately.
There is a tip-tapping sound in the corridor outside, and the bedroom door creaks open. Willow laughs.
“Hello, boy!” she whispers. “Did you have a nice sleep?”
Silver’s paws are quiet on the carpet, but he jumps up onto Willow’s bed with a little woof, making her giggle. Then there’s a thump as he jumps down again. He’s always excited to see everyone in the morning. I brace myself, and two seconds later he’s jumped onto my bed and shoved his cold nose into my arm. I put my hand out to stop him from licking my face, and roll over so that I can cuddle him properly.
“Hello, you silly dog,” I say. He lies still for all of one second and then jumps down again and trots back out of the room. I push myself up, yawning.
“At last!” Willow says. “I’ve been waiting ages for you to wake up.”
She hasn’t, obviously, but I can’t say that or she’ll know I was ignoring her.
“What shall we do today?” I say, instead. 
She jumps out of her bed and plops onto mine, grinning.
“Well,” she says. “It’s been a week since the emerald, and the Olds have finally eased up a bit. So I think it’s safe to sneak off exploring again.”
I nod, understanding. Last week, we had an incredible adventure. We discovered a desert island in the attic, rescued two new pirate friends (Johnny Two-Legs and Taishi) from a sea-witch who wanted to steal treasure from Merryshields, and had a magical battle in a jungle room. Then we found an enormous emerald which we gave to our parents so that they could fix the leaky roof! However, since then, the Olds—aka our parents—have been hanging around with us, searching for more treasure, which obviously they'll never find because the Olds can't see the Merryshields magic.
And all of this means we've been walking round on tippy-toes because, obviously, we can't do any proper exploring if they're always hovering round. But Willow’s right—yesterday, all three of them spent at least an hour in their Office Wing, and last night they were properly grumpy again about all the other zillion repairs that this massive mansion needs, so we all silently cheered. 
Kit jumps into the room, bouncing a tennis ball. 
“They’re talking about work!” he says. 
“Good morning to you, too,” I say, but he ignores me and carries on.
“I heard Dad telling Mam that they need to put some hours in after having a whole week off. And Auntie Percy has her notebook out and is writing a list of jobs she’s got to do. She’s at three pages already!”
“The surprise!” I say, with a thrill of excitement in my chest. “I can finally show you!”
“Come on, you lazy faces!” Jack says, putting his head round the door. “I can’t believe you’re not even up yet! Come on! It’s time to get back to the Jungle Room!”






  
  2
The Library

Jack


It takes the girls ages to eat their breakfasts. Me and Kit’ve been outside twice with Silver before they’re done, throwing his ball for him. It’s lucky for us he’s house-trained already. The Olds can’t see any of the Merryshields magic which means they can’t see Silver—which is good because I’m pretty sure they’d never let us keep him—but like Piper says, just because they can’t see the dog doesn’t necessarily mean they can’t see the dog  poo. It smells pretty real to me. 
Once they’re done, the crew and I race at top speed along the corridors and up the stairs until we get to the jungle room. 
It looks exactly as we left it yesterday—extremely messy. To be fair, there was a hurricane actually inside this room, as well as five pirates who were ripping everything to pieces.
“Come on!” Piper yells and leaps straight through the wallpaper.
The walls of the jungle room are covered in panels edged with gold, and in each panel is sumptuous wallpaper of blue and green jungly leaves, with pink flowers popping up here and there. The wallpaper is our most incredible discovery in this room. Piper is all greeny-blue, too, and she's waving and laughing, but we can’t hear her at all. Willow, Kit, and Silver jump in after her. I follow more carefully. I'm determined to see the second it changes from room to jungle.
It’s like going through a thin wall of water. I try to keep my eyes wide open as I step through, so that I see the exact second it changes, but it’s no good. It happens too quickly. One second, I'm in a dry, ordinary room; the next, I’m surrounded by damp air and the sounds of hundreds of birds and insects. Once inside, we’re the same colours we always are, but the leaves nearest us are rich shades of blue and green, as though the dye from the wallpaper has soaked through into the plants. 
Kit is looking round nervously, keeping tight hold of Silver’s collar.
“You don’t think they’ll come back, do you?” he says. 
He’s talking about the four buccaneers who got trapped here during the fight for the treasure. I shake my head firmly, though I have to resist looking over my shoulder. I'm the captain of the crew, even though I'm not the oldest, so I have to show courage.
“No, definitely not. The house wouldn’t let them get back—they’ll be miles away by now, probably still tied up in vines.”
“Come on,” Piper says, grinning at us. “The pirates are long gone. Don’t you think we’d see or hear them if they were anywhere nearby?”
She has a point. The jungle is twittering and calling and dripping all around us, but there are no human sounds to be heard at all. Piper turns to us and puts both hands on her hips and I groan inwardly, recognising her teacher pose.
"Remember last time," she says, "we were in the Jungle Room, and then we came through the wallpaper into the jungle, right?"
We all nod because obviously we were there.
"Well," Piper continues, with a big smile. She's clearly enjoying this. "Remember when Bad Babs was pointing her witchy fingers at the wall, but she couldn't get through?"
“I remember,” Kit says, stopping Silver nosing at a big blue iguana. “That creepy witch. She could sense treasure through the wallpaper even though she couldn’t get through the wallpaper.”
Piper nods enthusiastically. Her face is about to explode with excitement.
"I went to the place where Babs was waving her fingers, and there's a hidden passageway!"
Her voice is so squeaky-high that Silver woofs, startled.
"A hidden passageway?" I repeat. This is so exciting that it totally swamps my tiny bit of jealousy that she found it first. Willow grabs Piper's arm. 
"Show us!" she demands.
“This way,” Piper says, leading us alongside the room. "You can hardly see it from here, but look!"
She's right. It looks like the jungle just stretches away from us, but once Piper points it out I see it straightaway—another shimmery membrane like an enormous sheet of cling film. We follow Pi as she steps through it.
"Woah," Willow breathes. 
One minute, we’re walking through the jungle. The next, as we step through the thin membrane, we are standing squished together in a narrow corridor. On either side of us is the ordinary, blue-green wallpaper, with no indication that there is a whole, live jungle throbbing with life behind it. Where the room should be is another panel of wallpaper, which makes it feel like we’re in a tiny cubicle, and the only light comes from a really old-looking lightbulb right above us. Behind Piper, the ceiling slopes down.
“It goes down!” Piper squeaks. “There are steps! I’ve been desperate to go down them ever since I found them, but there wasn’t time.”
She is bouncing on the spot. 
“Steady on,” I tell her. “You don’t want to fall down.”
Kit is still looking around.
“It’s amazing,” he says. “When we were in the room, we couldn’t see the door—”
“That’s because there isn’t one,” I point out. “There’s no door at all. There’s not even a door from this side. The only way in is through the wallpaper at the sides.”
“But Bad Babs could still sense it!” Willow says excitedly. “Her witchy fingers were tingling all the way over here, and you know what that means?”
“It means she was sensing something,” Piper says. 
“Gold,” I whisper. It seems too exciting to be true, but in this house, anything is possible.
Willow shifts her bag on her shoulders. “Come on, then,” she says. 
I really wish I was in front, but sometimes a true leader must stand at the back, behind everyone. Watching out for danger, I tell myself. Piper turns with a squeak of excitement and begins to descend.
With each step, I try to work out where we are going. We ought to have been walking through the room next door and down to the next floor, which would be the ground floor. Then... I squint as I think about it… we might end up back in the kitchen, or somewhere near it, anyway. 
“Do you think we’ll end up in the kitchen?” Kit asks.
I’m impressed that he’s worked it out, too.
“I hope we don’t end up in the kitchen,” Piper says. “We already know what the kitchen’s like. A secret staircase is fun, but I’d rather end up somewhere new. Steady, Kit! Ow!”
“Sorry,” Kit says. “I can’t see where I’m going. I’m glad Silver glows in the dark.”
Kit’s right. Silver is shining gently in the dimness, as we move away from the light.
“I wish I’d packed a snack,” Willow grumbles.
I stop in shock. “Didn’t you?”
She shakes her ponytail, not looking back. “Nope. Forgot.”
I roll my eyes at the back of her head and jump down two steps to catch up with them. Honestly, what’s the point of bringing a bag if you’re not going to put food in it?
“These steps are going down forever,” Kit says. “Oh! Piper, what are you doing? Ow, Willow! Don’t keep going, we’ve stopped!”
“Sorry, Kit,” Willow says. I stop myself before I go into her. 
“Why’ve we stopped?” I ask.
“There’s another door,” Piper says, her voice a little muffled from the front. “Will, have you got a torch in your bag?”
“Hang on,” Willow says, smashing me in the face with her bag as she pulls it off her shoulders. “Sorry, Jack. Here, Kit, pass this forward.”
“How did you think we might need a torch, but you didn’t think we’d need a snack?” I grumble.
“I know!” Willow says. “It’s annoying!” 
Piper is shining the torch all around the bottom of the stairs. The jungly wallpaper is still on either side of us. Kit has tight hold of Silver, in case he thinks it would be a good idea to go diving back in amongst the leaves. Straight ahead, though, is a plain wooden door. 
“It’s locked,” Piper says irritably, trying the handle again.
“Are you sure?” I say. “I mean, you might just need to wiggle the handle a bit.”
She glares at me over her shoulder. “I’m wiggling it,” she says through her teeth. “Do you want to come down here and try?”
I really do, but looking at her expression, I think it’s safer not to.
“What shall we do, then?” I say instead.
“The key!” Willow bursts out. “The key from Headquarters!”
Piper crouches down to look at the keyhole. “Yes!” she cries. “It’s exactly the right size!”
Kit jumps on his step. “Let’s get it straight away!”
I have to admit, I’d forgotten all about the mysterious key. It appeared on the table in Headquarters, the first day we went exploring, with a label saying, Where is the lock that fits this key? 
“Where is it?” I ask.
“In my bag,” Willow says, taking the torch back from Piper and shining it into her bag. “I’ve been keeping it safe. But… oh.”
“What’s ‘oh’?” I ask suspiciously.
“It’s not there,” she says, voice muffled as her head is completely inside. 
“Has it fallen out somewhere?” Piper asks, sounding a lot like Auntie Percy. Willow pulls her head out and glares at her.
“No, I had it attached to the zip, on Kit’s keyring, and they’ve both vanished. It’s not there anywhere.”
She puts her bag angrily back onto her shoulders, banging Kit in the face as she does. “Sorry Kit.”
“It’s the magic,” Kit says dejectedly. “Merryshields has hidden it again because we didn’t use it last time. And it's taken my keyring that Johnny Two-Legs made me.”
"We never found out what to use that key for!" I say indignantly. 
"It's obviously not for this door, though," Piper says. "Or Merryshields wouldn't've hidden it."
This is so clearly true that we all sigh dejectedly.
“Well, that’s that, then,” I say.

      ***We droop back towards Headquarters. Our parents all started off calling it the playroom, but since we have nothing to play with, all the 'playroom' does is remind us that all our belongings have gone. That's why we changed the name to Headquarters. The only thing in there is a massive table and a scrapbook. The scrapbook is cool because drawings randomly appear in it, and they sometimes give us clues about the magical places or objects we might find in the house, but it’s not as good as, say, a room where you can walk through the wallpaper. Piper, Willow and Kit go off ahead of me, but something catches my eye that is definitely magical. 
My stomach flutters.
“Hey, you guys,” I call. “Is it just me, or is this painting different from yesterday?”
Kit, halfway into Headquarters, glances over his shoulder with little interest, but Piper stops.
“Wasn’t there a man in it before?” she says.
“Yes!” I say. I run my hands over the golden frame. The painting is of a library filled with books. Books on shelves, on desks, in piles on the floor, around the feet of the carved wooden chair with its red velvet seat—a red velvet seat that we can see, because the man that has been sitting in it ever since we moved in has gone. “Where’s he gone?!” I exclaim. 
“Is it definitely the right painting?” Kit asks, leaning against the doorframe. “I mean, there’s a hundred paintings in Merryshields. Maybe you’ve got the wrong one.”
Piper considers this, even though I know for a fact that this is the only painting with a library that I’ve seen anywhere in the house. I nudge her hard.
“What?” she says. “He might be right, I’m trying to think.”
“It’s this painting,” I tell her. “And it definitely had a man in it.”
“Willow!” Piper calls. 
“What?” Willow’s voice shouts out of Headquarters.
“Come here!”
“Why?”
Piper huffs. “Just come here! There’s something!”
Willow leaps out through the Headquarters doorway as though she’s on a spring. Her eyes are shining. “Something?” she says. “Something magical?!” She jumps towards us and peers at the painting. “Wasn’t there a man sitting in that chair?”
“See? I told you!” I say triumphantly. “Silver—wait, what?”
Silver is sniffing curiously at the bottom of the picture, but his nose goes right through it and into the picture itself. I reach out and carefully touch the paint.
“Look,” I whisper. My finger has gone through, too. It feels exactly like you’d imagine. The air on my hand, then a funny, oily sort of feeling, and then the air on my finger on the other side of the painting. I push a little further, and my entire arm shows on the other side, waving around. It looks like part of the painting. My heart lights up. I look round at the others. Kit’s eyebrows are right up to his hair. He tilts his head at me in question.
“Yes!” I say. “Come on—Merryshields wants us to go in!”
“Yes!” Willow says immediately. “Let’s go!”
Piper raises an eyebrow at her. “Really?” she says pointedly to Willow. “Because last time we went through a strange portal in this house, we got stuck on a desert island overnight. Remember?”
“Hey, that wasn’t Merryshields’s fault!” Willow says, and then her face falls, realising too late that she’s walked into Piper’s trap.
“No,” Piper says. “It was yours. Don’t think I’m going through any more portals in this house until we’ve figured out how we’re going to get back again. It’s not like it’s a door.”
A bubble of annoyance rises through me, and I can see the same feeling on Kit’s face.
“You were just about to go through a secret passageway!” I point out. “This is the first magic fun we’ve had in a week! I’m not going to just stand out here wondering about it. This is Merryshields. Nothing bad is going to happen. We’ll never know anything if we don’t try.”
Spoken like a true leader, if I do say so myself. I turn away from her. My heart is beating double-quickly in excitement—and apprehension. I ignore the nerves in my chest and stick my head and shoulders straight into the painting in front of me.
The first thing I notice is the smell. It smells like fish and chips, which is such a peculiar smell in a library that I laugh out loud. The laugh sounds funny in the quietness, and I stop quickly, suddenly worried that someone is going to come round the corner and say I shouldn’t be here. Because that’s the second thing I notice. Here on the other side of the painting, I can see that I’m in a small alcove tucked into a much larger room. It’s bigger than you can see from the corridor. It’s much bigger than our school library, or even our local one. Just as I’m about to climb in properly, I feel two hands around my waist and I’m pulled backwards, back into the corridor.
“What are you doing?” I say, tumbling into my cousin.
“What am I doing? What are you doing?” Piper says crossly. “You can’t just disappear into a painting like that! Honestly, Jack, we have no idea what’s on the other side!”
But Kit and Willow have immediately taken my place, and are both leaning in with their faces pushed through the paint. The painting is just about wide enough for them both to fit shoulder to shoulder. I give Kit a little shove in between his shoulders. His painted arms fly up comically and he tumbles silently forwards. Piper gasps, but I can tell already that he’s laughing. He pulls his legs through after him and turns around, completely paint, a huge grin on his face. I turn to Piper furiously.
“Now can we go?” I demand.
“Well, I suppose we’ll have to, now,” she says.
I clamber over the frame and into the vinegary air, and turn around. Piper stands in the corridor, framed by a picture frame that’s the same on this side as the one in the corridor. With the plain wall behind her, she looks like a grumpy portrait. 
Kit and Willow are already out of the alcove and are wandering along the rows of books in the massive main room. In here, the walls are painted a deep red, and the books are neatly stacked on shelves. There are books of every type you can imagine; small and big, thin and thick, old and new. There are matching sets of leather-bound books like what Great Great Aunt Glynis has behind the glass in her stinky bungalow, and books that look so old I don’t think we’d be allowed to touch them. There are scrolls and parchments laid out on huge, tilted tables, and fringed lamps here and there, making soft pools of light. There aren’t any windows, but it doesn’t seem to matter. The room is still light enough to see everything.
There’s a loud thud behind us in the alcove, and Willow laughs. “I bet that’s Piper falling in, at last,” she says. 
“You guys! You guys!” Piper’s voice hisses urgently. “Stay there! Mum’s coming!”
Obviously, we all dash to get closer. Piper has scurried behind a stack of shelves and is peering through them, frozen. I peep round the corner to where I can see the picture frame and the empty corridor beyond.
“She was on the phone,” Piper mutters, not taking her eyes off the corridor. “And then she hung up and was swearing, so she obviously didn’t realise we were near.”
“She’ll never look in here, even if she does walk past,” Willow says. She sounds anxious, though.
“I don’t know,” I say, slowly. “To us, the corridor’s on the other side of this room, but to Auntie Percy, it’s a flat painting… it might seem like we’re right there in front of her.”
Willow bites her lip and sinks down until she’s barely peeking through the rows of books. I hold my breath. Two seconds later, Auntie Percy appears.
“This. Is. So. Weird,” Willow says. 
She’s right. Now that we’re in here, the library looks like a real room and the corridor, with Auntie Percy, looks like a painting. She’s stopped right in front of us, and after looking both ways along the corridor, she leans against the far wall and puts her hand over her eyes.
“She’s crying,” Willow says. Her eyes have welled up too. “Should we go to her?”
“What, and make her think she’s losing her mind when we crawl out of a painting?” Piper says. “Don’t be stupid. She obviously doesn’t want to be seen.”
It’s awful watching an adult cry. Especially Auntie Percy, who’s always so sweet. 
“What’s wrong with her?” Kit whispers. “Is it because Uncle Toby’s not here?”
Willow and I exchange a glance.
“Sort of,” I whisper back. “Just stay really still, will you? We don’t want her to see us.”
I don’t really think there’s any risk of that. Auntie Percy’s hand is tight over her face and her shoulders are heaving. My stomach twists, and tears are spilling down Willow’s cheeks. I reach out a hand and squeeze her arm. 
“It’s alright, Will,” I whisper, swallowing my own sick feeling and trying to think of something funny to say. “I guess we shouldn’t jump out at her,” I joke. 
“She’s wiping her eyes,” Willow says shakily. “Stay still.”
We freeze, even though Auntie Percy doesn’t even glance at the picture we’re in. She scrubs her hands harshly across her face and rearranges her ponytail, pulling her hair tightly. Then she takes a big breath, looks up and down the corridor again, and walks off. I let out the huge breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. 
“Well, I think we’ve found a good hiding place,” I say at last.






  
  3
No To Schoolwork

Kit


I don’t really know what to say after Auntie Percy leaves. Everyone seems sad. I pick up Silver, which is pretty impressive, I think, given that he’s not a tiny dog, and hand him to Willow. She takes him and cuddles her face into his, while he wriggles his bony legs and tries to lick her eyeballs.  
“Silver’s best to cuddle with when you’re sad,” I tell her, and grab Piper’s hand. “Come and see this, Pi. Books will make you feel better.”
“It’s like you know me,” Piper says, sniffing hard. 
“Obviously I know you,” I say, rolling my eyes. “It’s not like you ever stop reading. If all our books hadn’t gone in the river, we’d never see you.”
“Books will definitely make me feel better,” Piper says, sounding angry. “At least in a book there’s a beginning and an end, and the awful parts don't just drag on and on, like divorcing parents. Or pandemics.” She wipes her face hard with her sleeve and wriggles her shoulders, as though she’s trying to get rid of the horrible feeling. “Is there definitely not anyone else here?” Piper asks.
“There’s a door over there, but it’s locked,” Jack says. “I tried it.”
“Seems suspicious,’ I say. Willow taught me that word the other day and I use it whenever I can.
I suddenly wonder if a stranger might be hidden behind one of these shelves, but firstly, Silver would have let us know by barking — or wagging so hard he knocked something over — and secondly, the room has that still feeling, as though it’s been empty for a little while. 
We wander around for a few minutes, looking at books. I pick up a big one all about dogs and flick through it for a minute, but I’m not in the mood to sit down and read. To be honest, I’m never in the mood to sit down and read. It’s one of the most boring things ever. Libraries are nice for about ten minutes, and then I need to find something to do. 
“You know what?” I say to the others. “I just thought of something—”
But Jack catches my eye and beats me to it, annoyingly.
“Yeah, I bet there are loads of other paintings in the house we can get into!” he says excitedly.
“I was going to say that,” I tell him.
“Why don’t we take some books out of here,” Jack says quickly, nodding at Willow and Piper, who have their hands full, and patting an enormous pile of books he’s put on the floor beside him.
“It is a library,” Willow agrees. 
“And then explore some more!” Jack finishes. 
“Yes,” I say, relieved. "We should see if anyone's coming! I'll check and see if the coast is clear."
"No!" Jack snaps. "It's too risky. You'll probably get caught."
There's a bubble of crossness in my chest and it wants to pop. He always does this! "I won't get caught!" I say, but he's shaking his head firmly. 
"I'll do it," he says. "You're too little."
I grit my teeth together as hard as I can, otherwise I might explode. He's so annoying. He creeps towards the painting and slides his head through, and I really want to push him out.
I don't though.
"All clear," he says, pulling his head back in, and I push past him and climb through first, with the dog book in my hand. The others pile out after me. They’ve all got massive armfuls of books. No sooner is Willow out, though, when…
“Footsteps!” Willow hisses.
It’s too late to run. Dad’s appeared around the corner. Silver runs towards him, wagging, but of course Dad doesn't see him at all.
“Hello, you lot!” he says cheerfully. “Up to no good again?”
“Don’t be silly, Dad,” I say. “We’re reading.” I lift up my book to show him.
Dad pushes his glasses up his nose, squinting in interest. 
“Well, well,” he says. “Where did you find these?”
We all look at each other. “Um… just lying around,” Jack says, which is technically the truth. I look over my shoulder and see that the piece of painting where his pile of books was is now filled in with carpet. 
Dad looks suspicious. “I haven’t seen any books anywhere,” he says, reaching out to take the top one off Jack’s teetering pile. “Encyclopaedias, hm? Which room were they in?”
“We could use them for school work,” I suggest, thinking of the first thing I can say to stop Dad from asking any more questions about where we found them. 
“We could put them down,” Jack says. “They’re really heavy.” He staggers towards Headquarters.
“Schoolwork, Kit? That’s one of your bright ideas,” Dad says, ruffling my hair. “I’ll definitely come back and talk to you about that a bit later, hm?” He walks off down the corridor again. “Be good, now, kids.”
Jack sticks his head out of the doorway, looking furious. He waits until Dad has disappeared around the corner and then says, 
“One of your stupidest ideas, Kit! How could you bring up school?!”
“I was trying to stop him from asking where the books came from!” I yell. “I just said the first thing I thought of!”
“Why would school be the first thing you thought of?!”
“You didn’t think of anything!”
“Boys!” 
Dad’s voice comes booming down the corridor, just as loud as when we were in trouble in our old small house. 
“If you’re bickering because you’re bored, I can create some schoolwork for you straight away.” He’s reappeared around the corner, and he’s frowning. “In fact, your teachers should have sent your paperwork out by now, seeing as we can’t get online to access any of your classes. Whose turn was it to take the bike to the postbox this morning?”
I raise my hand. 
“Was there any post in there?”
I shake my head. I’d forgotten all about it. “I haven’t been yet.”
“Well, I suggest you give yourself a break from the others, Kit, and take yourself down to collect the mail. Bring it straight to me, alright?” Dad’s walked all the way back down the corridor towards us, and now his face looks tired instead of angry. “We’re all irritable, son,” he says, patting Jack’s and my shoulders. “But try not to take it out on each other, alright?”
Jack shrugs Dad’s hand away. 
“Fine,” he says, but he’s still scowling. I thrust my dog book at him and turn away. 
“Be back soon,” I say, trying not to show how upset I am.
“We won’t go anywhere without you,” Willow says, and I know she means they won’t go looking for magic until I get back. 
“Good boy,” Dad calls, and I hear him say something to the others before he goes back to work. I don’t look back, though. I just keep walking all the way to the shed where our bike lives. I can’t believe Jack got so mad at me when I was just trying to help. 
We only have one bike between us, an old one that was left in an outbuilding, so we have to take it turns riding all the way down the long, long driveway to get to the old postbox at the road. I think Dad said the driveway is a mile long. I don’t know, but it does take a long time to get there if you go nice and slowly. I pedal fast when I leave the house, but then I slow down and freewheel down the slope between the massive trees that grow either side of the curving driveway, past the huge areas of grassland that Dad keeps looking lovingly at and wishing that he could win the lottery and buy a ride-on lawnmower for. Silver is going bananas across the grass, running at full speed and chasing the blackbirds. Every now and then he comes running back to me, and I have to throw his ball for him.
The post box is this big old black metal container, with the flap on one side where the postman shoves the letters, and a lock on the other side, where we open the door to get all the post out. Around the lock is a fancy carving of a face — the keyhole is the nose. It seems funny to have a face on a postbox, but Merryshields is a funny sort of place. I’m so excited to get back to exploring later. Who would’ve thought that the paintings might be the next place to look for fun?! I slide off the bike and turn around. You can’t see the house at all from here, even though it’s enormous, because of the hill and all the trees. I turn around, wondering if the Merryshields magic reaches all the way down here, or if it’s only in the house itself, but then I see something that a) lets me know, and b) makes me jump out of my skin.
The face on the postbox has turned into a goose!
I leap backwards, but the goose doesn’t leave the box. It’s as though it’s connected to it somehow. I lean forward cautiously, but the goose just moves its neck around curiously and then shrinks back into the box again. I blink, and it looks just like a regular mailbox again. I stay still a moment but nothing else happens, and I step cautiously forwards. Willow was right when she said that Merryshields doesn’t want anything bad to happen to us, but I think it’s good to be suspicious all the same. Nothing else moves, though, and I slide the key into the lock with my knees bent, ready to spring away if I need to. The door opens with a creak, and I see something inside that makes me forget all about stupid brothers, magical geese, or any kind of magic at all…

      ***I replace the bike in the shed and go back to the others with my arms full. I pause in the doorway of Headquarters. They’re all sitting around the table looking at their books. Willow sees me first.
“What are you looking so dramatic for?” she asks.
“And how did it take you so long to get the mail?” Piper says suspiciously. 
“What are all those packages?” Jack asks, also suspiciously, but at least he’s noticed the most important thing. 
“I don’t know,” I tell him, ignoring the girls’ questions, “but I have a terrible suspicion.”
It really is an excellent word. 
My tone is so serious that they all stop what they’re doing and lean forward. 
“I think,” I say, looking behind me and dropping my voice to a whisper, “that this might be school work.”
They are silent for a moment, taking in this shocking news.
“No!” Willow whispers. “They can’t really expect us to do actual school work when Merryshields is so… so…” She waves her hands around, trying to think of the word that will sum up this enormous, amazing place. “Magic?!”
Jack is glaring at me. “Well, you were the one going on to Dad about using the encyclopaedias for school work,” he reminds me.
“Only to stop him asking where we found the books!” I say. “What if he’d noticed about the painting?”
“They don’t see any of that, do they?” Piper says. “The Olds never notice any of it.”
“None of that matters,” Willow says, flapping her arms to make us calm down, “because obviously they were expecting school to send us work, anyway. So it wouldn’t have mattered what Kit said.” 
Willow always tries to get us all to be friends with each other.
“So what,” I say, dropping the heavy brown packages onto the table with a doom-laden thump, “are we going to do with these?”
There are four big, chunky envelopes. The top one has our address in thick black letters and it says, ‘To The Parent/Guardian of Kit Fletcher.’ It looks like there’s enough paper in there to fill up at least four school workbooks. I can feel my heart sinking all the way through the soles of my feet and into the stone floor. Is this the end of our Merryshields adventures, just like that? Instead of spending this never-ending lockdown exploring our incredibly magical mansion, we have to do school work? 
“They look evil,” I say with a shudder.
“They look boring,” Willow says.
“They look,” Piper says thoughtfully, “like the kind of thing that the Olds don’t know has arrived.”
I slide my eyes towards her. She has a little smile on her face. She catches my eye and grins out loud. 
“I like your thinking!” Jack says.
“What is your thinking?” I ask, looking from Jack to Piper and back again.
“The Olds don’t know these have arrived,” Jack says, touching the stack of parcels with the very end of his finger. “So essentially nothing has changed. If the Olds don’t know we have schoolwork, we can’t do schoolwork.”
Our mood brightens considerably. 
“Dad only
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