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The owl, hidden in the crook of the tree limb, hunted. An expectant hush fell over the forest. Nothing moved, except one small field mouse trying to merge with the shadows cast by the dappled moonlight shining on the forest floor. He sat up and sniffed the air, his whiskers twitching in the stillness. He scurried under leaves and over twigs until he came to the oak tree which had stood in place for over one hundred years. As he hugged close to the bark, he saw a sliver of light, which beckoned from cracks in a wooden door in the tree. Sniffing, he approached, slipped inside one of the cracks, and was swallowed by the light just as a silent wing swooped past the door.
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EMMA FISHER’S EYES were riveted on the second hand of the wall clock as it crawled forward. Squirming in her seat at Brookside Public School, she muttered, “C’mon. C’mon. Kyle’s waiting.” The bell rang. She jumped up, grabbed her backpack, and bolted from the classroom. Running down the hall, and out the school’s front door, she stopped on the landing of the stairs leading to the sidewalk and grabbed the railing. Gasping for breath, she scanned the area below just as she heard the bar of the front door click open. Her heart leapt into her throat as she turned, smiling, to face the door. Her face fell. It wasn’t Kyle. It was Shawna and her group of friends. Shawna saw Emma and her eyes hardened as her mouth turned up in a sly grin.

“Look who it is girls?” she sneered. “Our favourite nerd.”

The other girls snickered. Emma checked out the group surrounding Shawna and her eyes widened in surprise. Cally, who was her best friend, was with them and laughing at her, just like the others. Her stomach cramped up as she turned her eyes back to Shawna.

“Waiting for Kyle are you?” she sneered. “As if,” she laughed. Twirling her hair, she looked Emma up and down. “I mean, look at you. What are they... freckles?” she said, pointing at Emma. “So appropriate. And that fit! Totally savage.” Everyone snickered. 

Emma blushed and lowered her eyes. Her heart sank. Shawna was right. Kyle couldn’t like her. Just because he asked her for help on his math homework, didn’t mean he liked her. He was older and the star of the basketball team, while she was only a nobody. She wasn’t about to let Shawna know she was hurt, so she lifted her head and turned her back on the girls.

“There you are,” said another voice from behind her. 

Emma turned to find her older brother, Oliver, coming toward her.

“I’ve been looking all over for you. C’mon. We need to get home.”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her down the stairs. Shawna laughed and the group of girls ran down the steps pushing Emma as they passed.

“What was that all about?” asked Ollie.

“Nothing,” replied Emma, her shoulders hunched as she wrapped her arms around her stomach.

“She bugging you again?” said Ollie. “Never mind. Here’s the bus.”

They climbed aboard and Emma grabbed a seat near a window at the back. She put her backpack on her lap and stared out the glass, not seeing the passing landscape. Brother and sister rode in silence. Emma thought about Shawna and the other girls. Why did she let them get to her like that? What was wrong with her? Yeah, she liked Kyle and hoped he liked her, but she really didn’t think so. He was so cute and that dimple on his cheek. To die for. She was a nerd and didn’t have much going for her in the looks department. Tall and gangly, the curves the other girls had, hadn’t shown up for her yet. She wore glasses and had freckles. Freckles! The bane of her existence. Trust Shawna to point them out.

As they got off the bus, Ollie stopped to stare at their house. He loved this place. It seemed almost magical. The home was beautiful; two storeys high, with gables in the upstairs bedroom windows and a large porch wrapping around the whole house. Today, Emma’s cat, Ginger, was snuggled down in the pillows on the porch couch dreaming about chasing the field mice that lived in the wood pile near the storage shed. Emma opened the screen door. She walked into the house with Ollie following close behind.

“Mom, we’re home,” she called.

A door to the right of the staircase opened and Sandra Fisher came out.

“Hi guys. I’m in a Zoom meeting. Shouldn’t be too long. I’ll call when I’m done,” she said as she disappeared back into the office and closed the door.

Emma looked at her brother. “Want to go outside?” she asked.

“Naw. I’m going to my room. Me and the guys are in the middle of a wicked game.”

Emma looked down at the floor, then she lifted her head, her eyes glistening. “Just thought you might like to go into the woods.” She dropped her backpack on the hall bench, turned on her heel and strode out the kitchen door.

Ollie sighed. His backpack joined hers on the bench. Shrugging, he followed his sister. He found her sitting on the back deck. Her face streaked with tears, she looked up at him and then turned her back.

“Ah, don’t be like that,” he said.

“Like what?”

“All bent out of shape because those dumb girls made you mad.”

“Thought you were too busy with your online friends to bother with me. Aren’t you supposed to be playing games?” she asked.

“I can play later.”

“Don’t stop on my account,” she snarled. 

“I’m not. It’s a nice day, so I decided I’d rather sit out on the porch.” 

They sat in silence until Emma couldn’t stand it anymore. Turning to face her brother, she said, “I thought this year would be different. I finally made it out of junior school, but some of the kids are really mean. Like, what did I ever do to Shawna that she hates me so much?”

“Ah, sis. Don’t cry. None of those kids are worth it. It’s, like, Shawna has set her sights on Kyle and sees you as the enemy.”

“Me?” said Emma, her eyes going wide.

“Yeah, you. She knows he comes over here, but not why. It’s to help him with his homework, right?”

“Yeah. Why else would he come?”

“Well,” said Ollie dropping his head so Emma wouldn’t see him blush. “Wouldn’t want you to get caught up in the Kyle wave. Just because he’s the star of the basketball team, all the girls are going ga-ga over him. Stupid. He’s a real jerk in the locker room. Brags about how he... umm...well, never mind. But, trust me, he’s a jerk,” said Ollie frowning and looking down at his hands.

“So, he couldn’t possibly be interested in a nerd like me? Yeah, I get it,” she said, her voice dripping with icicles.

“Yeah, well, I see the way you look at him when he comes over.” Ollie rolled his eyes and made a goofy face. “And the way he treats Mom. ‘How are you today, Mrs. Fisher’. All sweet and nice. Gag me. He’s bad news, Emma. Don’t trust him.”

Emma sniffed and put her nose in the air. 

“He treats me nice and makes me feel special. I don’t think he’s so bad. I wish I had someone to talk to.”

Ollie turned red and his mouth drew into a thin, straight line. “He’s a real pain,” he said through closed teeth. “Thinks he’s Mr. High and Mighty. Got his teeth whitened a while ago and he always combing that mop he calls hair at his locker. Now when the girls see him flash his phony smile, they all drool.” Ollie stuck his finger down his throat making a gagging noise. Emma giggled. She looked at her brother with a frown.

“You sound jealous. What have you got to be jealous about anyway? You’re pretty cute, I suppose. You’re tall, and have a great smile,” she said batting her eyelashes at him and smiling. “I’ll bet the girls fall all over you.”

“I’m not jealous,” shouted Ollie, frowning. Lowering his voice, he said, “Trust me – he’s a jerk. There’s a lot of nice guys at school and you can do a lot better than trying to fit in with that bunch. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Emma punched her brother on the shoulder. Ollie grabbed her hand. “C’mon. Let’s go for a run.”
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Chapter Two
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They ran deep into the forest until Emma stopped, gasping for breath, holding her side. Bending over, hands on her knees, she said, “Wait. I need to stop for a minute”. She leaned against the trunk of an old oak tree. It was tall, gnarled and had mushrooms growing out of some places in the bark. While his sister was resting, Ollie circled the tree. He stopped suddenly, his eyes widening. “Whoa.”

“What’s the matter,” asked Emma, raising her head, and frowning in the direction of her brother? 

“C’mere and look at this.”

“What now? Find some creepy bug? I swear, if you try to put that thing down my neck, I’ll... I’ll,” she said as she stood and rounded the tree, scowling. With a smirk on his face, Ollie pointed to the tree. Emma turned, her eyes widening and mouth dropping open.

“Oh, my gosh!” she said. “Is that a door?”

“Okay, so, I’m not seeing things.” 

Slowly, they walked around the tree. They looked back toward the house. Everything looked normal. They turned and looked at the tree. There was nothing unusual about it from this angle.

They started to circle again. As they came to the back, sure enough, there was a door. It was the kind you might find in a castle. It had a large round metal door knocker shaped like a lion’s head with a big metal latch and keyhole. Around the outside of the door was a twisted rope edging that looked like it was made from a thick vine. On the vine hung a large key. To the left of the door was an arched window made of stained glass with the picture of a dragon in it. A little higher and to the left of the window, was a small chimney pipe with a tin cup on top. Smoke drifted from the chimney. Tiny flowers lined a walkway.

Emma and Ollie looked at each other. The hairs on the back of their necks were standing up. Finally, Ollie spoke.

“I wonder what would happen if we knocked?” he whispered. 
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