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PROLOGUE
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Toby Fletcher
crashed through the top layer of the apple tree. Branches snapped,
leaves fluttered and bright red apples fell, clumping onto the
ground below. When Toby landed, bottom first, on a narrow branch in
the centre of the tree, he took a careful look around. He could see
his legs – they were his own boy’s legs, but they were really,
really tiny. And strangely, the upper half of his body was still
bird.

Suddenly, he
heard, “Believe and fly. Doubt and die. Believe and fly. Doubt and
die.”

“Who … who said
that?” asked Toby.

The apple tree,
its voice like brown sugar crunching on white buttered bread, its
words coming from a round knot-hole in its trunk, cried, “Take
him!”

Two pliable
branches leapt into action. Bending over Toby, they twisted
together and bound him so tight he lost consciousness.

“Place him in
my trunk,” said the tree.

“Oo-oo! Second
chances!” shrilled the tree’s leaves. “Leaves were torn, leaves
were shed, naughty boy, send to bed! Naughty boy, send to bed!”

The twisted
branches holding Toby ignored the leaves, simply threaded their way
through the tree until they came to the hole the boy had emerged
from some ten minutes earlier.

“In you go,
laddy,” said the thickest branch, as he and the other branches
unravelled.

Toby’s body
slipped into the tree’s trunk, slid down through the hollow centre
and fell out onto the bird-spotting platform with a thud. There it
remained, the miniscule boy lying quite still on the wooden
planks.
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Toby ran across
the school playground, his ten-year-old legs moving faster than
he’d thought possible. He soon reached the boundary, where the
railings were, where some of his classmates were tormenting a bird.
The group, four in all, were crowded around, grinning as they bent
over the creature, each taking turns to poke it either with a stick
or with the toe of a shoe. With his heart pounding, Toby faced the
boys.

“Leave it
alone,” he said. “Please leave the bird alone.”

Mark Varney, a
tall, broad-shouldered boy with a mop of fair hair straightened up
and stared at Toby for a moment.

“Leave it
alone,” he said, in a whinging voice, his breath puffing into
Toby’s face as he moved in closer. “Why are you such a loser,
Fletcher?” he asked. “No, don’t say anything, I already know. It’s
because of that geeky orange stuff growing out of your head, that
and the birder thingy.”

Toby leaned
back against the green painted railings and held them tight. The
solid metal, cold to the touch, seemed almost comforting.

“Watching
birds is pathetic,” said Mark, pressing in hard against Toby.
“Pathetic!” he repeated. “That’s right, ain’ it, lads?”

“Yeah, that is
right,” said David Rimmer, his pointed nose quivering slightly as
he laughed along with the rest of the group.

Without
warning Mark stepped back, raised his right hand and slapped Toby’s
cheek.

Toby tried not
to flinch, but the slap stung so much his face felt hot, like
sunburn. Two tears slipped from his eyes, tears he’d been fighting
hard to hold back.

“Ah, look
everyone,” said Mark. “Bird-boy’s crying. He wants his mumsy-wumsy.
He hasn’t got a mum any more, though, he’s only got his old dad.
Benefit Bill, that’s what my mum calls him. She says he’s good for
nothing!”

Toby sniffed
hard. He didn’t say anything, though, there wasn’t any point; he
was used to the taunts, used to being shoved about: it was almost a
daily occurrence. He sighed, head
down, eyes on his shoes. But then the shrill, high-pitched clamour
of the school bell told him break was over.

“Saved,
saddo!” said Mark. “We’ll get you next time, won’t we, lads?”

“Next time,”
bleated David Rimmer, as he and the rest of the boys started to
make their way towards the school building.

Toby didn’t
follow. He dashed over to the injured bird, still lying crumpled on
the ground, and carefully picked him up. He tucked the youngster’s
dangling wings over its back, bringing the warm little body in
close to his own. The fledgling lifted his head and blinked a
couple of times, his yellow-gold bill bright against brown and
black feathers.

“I’m going to
put you in a safe place,” Toby explained, already walking towards
the thick laurel hedge growing near the school gate. After placing
the bird deep within the glossy close-growing leaves, he said,
“Rest here, I’ll be back for you later on.”

~

At the end of
the school day Toby hurried outside; he wanted to avoid the other
boys, especially Varney and Rimmer. The pair often caught him on
his way home. He didn’t know why his fellow pupils made his life
such a misery. Yes, his mother had died after the car crash and his
father was unable to work at the moment because of his injured leg;
that didn’t make him anything out of the ordinary, just unlucky.
And watching birds wasn’t a crime. Even having a few freckles and
red hair was okay; a blessing, his gran said. Her hair was a deep
auburn colour that everyone had admired in her youth.

Toby arrived at
the laurel hedge. He parted the leaves and saw his feathered friend
still there. He scooped the bird up and popped him into the space
at the top of his rucksack, then slipped his arms through the
shoulder straps of his bag and set off. He didn’t have to wait for
his younger sister Isobel today. She had a nasty head cold and was
at home. She was probably on the sofa watching TV, a box of tissues
to hand, their father plying her with drinks.

Toby walked
through the estate and cut along the path leading between two
identical rows of houses until he arrived at his own front
door.

“Hello, Son.
Good day?” asked his dad as he let him in. “You forgot to take your
mobile phone with you again, Toby. I don’t know, you kept on and on
about having a phone, and now you’ve got one you leave it
behind.”

Toby didn’t
answer, just ran down the hall and into the kitchen. He picked up
the sandwich his dad had prepared, as well as the small bottle of
fizz, and continued out through the rear door into the garden.

“It’s brown
bread!” yelled Bill Fletcher, the words flung at his son’s
disappearing back. “Healthier!”

Toby headed
towards the big old apple tree growing near the garden fence. It
had pitted brown bark, the trunk ridged and gnarled with age, and
tangles of ivy spiralled up its sides. Spiders and beetles lived in
the crevices in the bark, and ants liked the small sandy patches
between its sprawling roots; the crown of the tree was a mass of
bright summer green and tiny newly formed apples, held aloft by a
tangle of thick and thin boughs.

Bread and
strawberry jam finished by the time he reached the tree, Toby stuck
his bottle of orange pop in his trouser pocket and began to climb.
Little wooden steps, made from small oblongs of wood screwed to the
big tree by his father, helped with the ascent, and when he ran out
of steps, he continued using the web of ivy that snaked up the tree
trunk. Above his head, two huge branches jutted out from the tree’s
trunk. These supported his bird-spotting platform. His father had
constructed the platform out of planks of wood, cut to size and
sanded smooth. The rain and sun had worked on the platform, turning
it silver-grey. It wasn’t much, only a metre square, with no walls
or rails, so he had to be careful when watching the birds that came
into the garden. Lots of birds preferred his garden: it was wilder
than his neighbour’s, with long unkempt grass, and foxgloves and
poppies. Butterflies and bees liked the little wilderness, too.

Toby pulled
himself onto the platform, set his bag on the sun-warmed wood and
sat down next to it. He crossed his legs, got comfortable, before
opening his rucksack.

“Out you come,”
he said.

The blackbird
didn’t move. It looked like it was asleep, but then it shook its
wings and jumped out of the bag. The fledgling took an unsteady
step forward.

“You seem
better,” said Toby. “How are your wings?”

“Much stronger,
thank you for asking.”

Toby gasped.
Surely he was hearing things: birds didn’t speak, they sang songs,
wordless songs. How very strange, he thought, suspecting he was
going mad, like the old man who lived at the end of their street:
he heard voices, his dad said so, alien voices, little green men
inside his head.

The blackbird
looked at the boy, hopped nearer and lifted both wings a
little.

“Thank you for
saving me,” it said.

Toby stuck a
finger in each ear and wiggled them back and forth.

“I heard that,”
he muttered, licking his lips: his mouth had gone quite dry.

“Fattest
slugs!” said the bird, taking a step back. “This tree must be a
Withen. If I can hear you and you can hear me, then we are
definitely in such a tree. They are extremely rare,” it explained,
“and unpredictable. We must take great care.”

Toby pushed his
back hard against the tree trunk.

“I’m hearing
things,” he muttered. “I’m going nuts.”

“When you saved
me and brought me here the tree woke up,” said the blackbird. “Kind
acts do that, make magic happen.”

Toby shook his
head, lost for words.

“This tree has
special powers now,” continued the bird. “Withens link us to our
ancestors, and to Avian magic. I was taught that at song-school.
Our elders hold Withen Trees in great esteem. Once awake they
become portals, gateways into the world of Avia. That means you can
fly over to the woods with me?”

“Don’t be daft.
I can’t possibly fly,” said Toby.

“Never say
can’t until you know all the facts,” said the bird. “Withens
make lots of impossible things possible. Flying away is just one of
them. Come on, come with me, it will be good fun. And I’ll bring
you right back.”

Toby, about to
say he couldn’t go, held his tongue, because his sister Isobel’s
strawberry-blonde head appeared over the edge of the platform.

“BOO!” she
yelled, expecting the blackbird to fly away. When it didn’t budge,
she said, “Time to come in, Toby, supper’s ready. And Dad wants us
in bed early tonight.”

“Why?” he
asked.

“I don’t know.
But I do know some of your class are over there. I saw them as I
walked down the path.”

Toby looked
down. Mark Varney and David Rimmer were by the back fence. Mark had
his hand raised, and when he saw Toby staring at him he launched
the missile, a stone, which arced high into the tree.
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The rock missed
Toby, Isobel and the blackbird as it sped through the air and into
the tree. It just clattered against the dense web of branches and
leaves, finally landing in the grass below with no harm done.

“Only cowards
throw stones!” yelled Isobel, beginning to back down the tree.

“Try again,
Varn,” David Rimmer encouraged.

Mark started
looking for another rock.

Toby turned
away from the boys, but out of the corner of his eye he could still
make out the fair head and the spiky black-haired head belonging to
the bullies. Wishing they would go away, he lowered himself over
the side of the bird spotting platform, his gaze firmly fixed on
his rescued blackbird.

“Don’t go,” he
mouthed. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

Mark overheard,
and, seeing his quarry disappear, decided it would be a good idea
to get up into Toby’s tree and wait for him there. David agreed,
and so the two boys crept over the garden fence and began to
climb.

Toby caught up
with Isobel halfway up the garden path.

“I heard you
talking to that bird,” she said. “You’ll turn into one if you’re
not careful.”

Toby smiled and
stepped into the house. Right away his dad said, “Come into the
kitchen, both of you. Issie,” he added, “as you seem much better
you can go and tidy your bedroom.”

“My room
is tidy,” protested Isobel.

“Do as you’re
told, there’s a good girl. You sit down at the table, Toby.”

Toby sat on the
fabric-covered foam cushion seat.

“What is it,
Dad?”

“I want you to
tell me what’s been going on at school. This is the second time
this term your teacher has called me. She says you’re turning into
a loner. You either distance yourself from the other children or
you do the opposite, act up and make yourself a nuisance. Now, what
is it? And tell me the truth, I won’t be cross.”

Toby didn’t say
a word. If he told on the other children they’d only get him again.
That was the way it worked. Bullies never gave up just because
teachers and parents threatened them. They went quiet for a while,
said sorry a couple of times, and waited to get their revenge when
everything seemed back to normal. Of course, then they came back
twice as hard, with a pinch here, a kick in the shin there, a
pulled earlobe on the way into school, or a shove in the small of
the back on the way out. There was no escape.

Eventually,
Toby said, “I do try to be good, Dad, honest I do. I don’t know why
Mrs Johnston doesn’t like me.”

“She wouldn’t
be so concerned if she didn’t like you, Toby. She’s worried. She
thinks you’re still grieving for Mum.”

Toby stared at
his hands, spread out on the tabletop. He noticed his fingernails
looked black, his knuckles mud-brown.

“I miss her,”
he whispered.

“Me too, Son,
me too,” said Mr Fletcher.

“I will try
harder,” said Toby. “I’ll put my hand up and answer questions and
everything. And do my homework on time.”

“There’s
nothing wrong, is there? No one bullying you, anything like
that?”

“I’m okay, Dad,
honest. Can I go back out to my platform now please?”

“Oh, alright,
if you’re sure. Tea won’t be long. Beans on toast with a fried egg
on top.”

Toby headed
outside.

“Wait for me,”
said Isobel, appearing from the hallway.

“Listening in
as usual,” muttered Toby, beginning to run. “Go back inside.”

“No, I’m coming
with you.”

The children
climbed the tree one after the other and sat down side by side on
the platform. Toby thought his bird had flown at first, so when it
appeared from within the sprigs of billowing apple leaves he felt
he had to introduce Isobel.

“My sister,
Isobel,” he said. “Oh, and I’m Toby.”

The blackbird
walked forward across the boards, spun around on one leg and bowed
low.

“Greetings,
Toby, Isobel,” it said, with a flourish of one wing. “I am Rufus
Blackbird.”

Isobel believed
in magic, in fairies, witches, elves, gremlins, and in angels, so
birds that could talk weren’t about to faze her.

“Hi there,” she
said.

Varney and
Rimmer, much higher in the tree and hidden by the thick foliage,
found the unfolding drama very, very interesting indeed. Hunched
close together, legs astride a big branch, they kept as quiet and
still as they could as they waited to see what would happen
next.

Rufus wasted no
more time.

“Come to Avia,
children,” he said. “You can fly with me. I’ll explain how. The
transformation will only be temporary, so you needn’t worry. And
time stretches in the woodland. No one will miss you, at least not
for a quite a while.”

Toby
grinned.

“You’re joking,
right?”

“You have to
change, become a proper bird before you can fly,” said Rufus.
“Don’t ever, ever attempt to fly if your wings aren’t formed
properly.”

Toby shrugged
his shoulders. Surely, he thought, if he could hear a bird speak,
then maybe, just maybe, he would be able to fly as well.

“Okay, I’ll
have a go,” he said. “I’ll be a goldfinch, one of my favourite
birds.”

“I want to be a
pretty bird,” said Isobel. I’d like to have pink feathers,
especially on my face.”

“That’s the
only bit of you that doesn’t change,” said Rufus. “Your face will
look the same as usual. It will be smaller, that’s all, and your
nose and mouth will form a beak. If you want pink feathers try a
linnet, the male bird.”

“I showed you a
picture of a linnet only last week,” said Toby. “Remember?”

Isobel nodded,
shut her eyes tight and visualised the bird. Toby pictured a
goldfinch, complete with bright yellow wing flashes and a crimson
face.

“I can see the
bird I want to be,” he said.

“Feel the down
on your chest with your beak,” said Rufus, demonstrating the
action. “Fan your tail feathers out and stretch your talons.”

“I’m trying,”
said Toby, eyes still closed. He placed a hand on his chest. His
heart pulsed beneath his fingers, each beat fainter than the one
before. Alarmed, he pressed harder against his body and felt
feathers. Encouraged, he stroked the down on his breast for a
moment. Suddenly, he felt himself shrink.

“It’s working!”
he cried. “I’m turning into a bird! Look, one wing and one little
arm!” He faced his sister. “You’re turning too, Issie,” he said.
“You’ve sprouted pinky-red feathers all down your front.

Isobel stared
at her tummy. Then she noticed her feet. Her trainers had gone, and
so had her favourite socks, the turquoise ones with frills around
the ankles.

“Look, my toes
are talons, Toby,” she said, giving them a wiggle.

“Two wings, I
have two wings,” he cried, gently flapping them. “And it feels
really weird not having any hands.”

“Slimy snails!”
yelled Rufus. “That was easy, much easier than I thought it would
be. All we have to do now is go up through the centre of the tree.
That’s where the rest of the change takes place, where the essence
of bird takes over. At least, that’s what Songstress Smiley taught
us,” he explained.

Toby wrinkled
his little forehead.

“You haven’t
done this before, have you?”

Rufus kept
quiet, only flapped his wings, which were still a bit stiff and
bruised after his playground assault. He had no idea the culprits
were directly above, listening to every word, observing each
move.

The apple tree
did know about the intruders, however, and suddenly shook the
branch Mark and David were sitting on. Taken by surprise, the two
boys had to hold on tight as their bones rattled, every sinew and
muscle straining as they attempted to stay put. Mark almost cried
out, and David nearly fell as his body slipped under the branch,
his crossed feet and linked fingers only just saving him.

Unaware of the
commotion above, Rufus said, “Move into the fissure at your side,
Toby.”

“Fissure? Oh,
you mean the hole where I keep my binoculars.”

“Dad gave them
to Toby for Christmas,” said Isobel. “They have a zoom control and
everything.”

“The fissure
should lead up through the tree trunk and go directly into the
woodland,” said Rufus. “Just follow your bills until you come to
another hole, an exit, set high in the canopy of the tree. You’ll
both have to climb. When you emerge from the second fissure the
change from child to bird will be complete.”

Toby scrambled
over the platform and into the round hole set in the apple tree’s
trunk. He stuck a wing out, felt his way ahead. The interior of the
tree smelt musty, like newly turned soil, and as he hopped past the
plastic bag containing his now giant-sized binoculars, he wondered
if he might be dreaming.

Isobel, right
behind her brother, pushed past him, her progress sending bits of
decaying bark and several woodlice down behind her.

Toby blinked the debris away.
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