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            Author’s Note
      

         

         The children in this book, Gavin and his friends Clare, Michael and Mot, first appeared in Light on Dumyat. Mot is actually Tom, but as a very young boy he wrote his name backwards and it stuck as a nickname.

      
   


   
      
         
            For Lesley, Michael, Tom and Niall –

now grown up;

and for Patrick, Lewis, Mhairi, Alexander and Charlotte –

still growing!
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The Castle in the Lochan



The deer were uneasy, standing with heads high, tension-filled, in the dark of the Highland night. The four men were also uneasy as they picked up their rifles and pulled balaclavas over their faces, leaving only their eyes and mouths free.

For a quivering second, each side sensed the presence of the other. Then, suddenly, headlights from three cars blazed on and dazzling beams of light shot across the moor, outlining the deer against the black night as if in some etched drawing, their eyes glittering and shining.

They did not move because the sudden blaze of light rocked their senses. By the time they had recovered it was too late.

Rifles spat fire from the direction of the cars, the noise of the shots reverberated into the darkness, striking the rocks on the hillsides in Glen Dochart, echoing in the corries where fox and eagle shrank closer into den and nest as they heard the sounds of death.

The clean scents of moorland after rain were clouded with the smell of spent bullets. Four deer fell dead, one in a wounded, kicking heap. Another, mortally struck, sped off into the night and, in pain, limped its way over the hills by the old pass near Creaig nan Eirannach – the Rock of the Goat’s Leap – to the long glen of Balquhidder. Then by Glen Buckie and onwards yet, until it lay down finally on the lower slopes of Ben Ledi, never to rise again.

Suddenly, shouts of alarm pierced the night as the men left their cars and went to pick up the corpses. For out of the darkness came a large stag with sweeping antlers, looking in the headlights like some gigantic beast from mythology, white and ghost-like. It bore down on them, angry and menacing.

“Look out!” yelled one man, frantically trying to level his rifle. Others swore and one got off a wild shot. The stag leapt over the bonnet of a car and bounded away into the darkness, its white, disappearing shape followed by a fusillade of shots.

“Did you see that?” shouted one angrily. “What a size of a beast! And it was white! It came right at us! I’ve never seen that before.”

“Fear makes them rush in panic,” replied another. “I thought it was a ghost! It’s got a charmed life anyway,” he said, smiling grimly.

“We’ll keep an eye out for it next time. It’s the only white stag I’ve seen or even heard of. It would be worth a lot stuffed or caught alive.”

They began to load the corpses, still muttering about the white stag.

“Oh, get a move on,” said the leader. “Those shots will have been heard. We’ll split up. Two cars go home by the Loch Lomond road and the other by Callander. Come on! We haven’t got much time.”

Rifles and helmets were stowed in the various car boots along with the corpses, and the cars were driven off. The moor returned to quiet, and the fox and eagle returned to sleep or to hunting for their own prey.

On a far-off knoll the white stag stood silently, head held high. Then it too set off in the direction of Ben Ledi, a journey that was eventually to save its life.

 

Gavin was happy and excited. He was back in Scotland again to join his friends Clare, Michael and Mot Stewart – the Clan, as they called themselves – for a lengthy summer holiday.

The last time he had come up from London he had been allowed to join forces with them in a group they called their Clan Alliance because his mother’s name had been MacRae. Together they had prevented a gang of thieves from stealing his uncle’s precious antique silver. It was the best holiday of his life.

The Clan had taught him how to live out of doors, how to move quietly and secretly in the wild, leaving no traces behind.

He could still remember those days with pleasure, and in his rucksack he had his Clan MacRae badge and tartan sash. Gavin had worn his balmoral hat on the train, much to the amusement of other passengers, but he didn’t care. They didn’t know the fun and adventures he had had last time he’d been here.

This time he was going to a farm called Faskally, not far from Callander, to where Uncle Fergus and Aunt Elspeth had moved. They had agreed to let him and the Stewarts stay there during the school holidays. Uncle Fergus was Gavin’s uncle and not the Stewarts’, but their families had become such close friends that they all called him “uncle”.

“We’ve plenty of room,” Uncle Fergus had said. “This place is big and rambling and could do with some more people in it. You can roam the hills and glens, and provided you’re back here each night and don’t get into trouble, you’ll be left to your own devices.

“Oh, and there’s a small loch nearby, with an island and a ruined castle on it, and you can go into the hills easily enough. I don’t expect we’ll be bothered with a gang of crooks again!

“The Stewarts will be here when you arrive, and you can stay for the whole of the school holidays, if you like.”

Gavin was full of anticipation when the friendly guard saw him off the overnight train at Stirling and on to an early morning bus that would drop him at the farm road’s end. Uncle Fergus had sent him detailed travel instructions and Clare, the Clan chief, had included a note.

He took it from his pocket and read it again. It had a roughly drawn badge at the top, which looked like a unicorn’s head, and a motto below it that said Quidderwe’ll Sje?, which means “Whither will Ye?”. Gavin knew it was the badge of one of the Stewart clans – the Stewarts of Appin – and the motto had a slightly defiant ring about it, as if the bearer were saying, “Who are you and where are you going?” or “Why don’t you follow me?” Gavin thought it suited the daring Clare.

The note said:


From the Chief to Gavin,

Welcome! When you arrive, follow the birch signs through the pine wood to the lochan [she had added “little loch” for him as an explanation]. There you will find a birlinn. Take it to the island but do not leave the shore until you have given your secret sign. Give it once more when you are halfway to the island. Destroy this note and all signs.

From Clare

(The Chief)



Gavin was puzzled. What on earth was a birlinn? He wasn’t sure he would be able to follow the birch signs, as he didn’t even know what they were. But, after all, he had outwitted the Clan in a friendly game last time they had met; this had meant he had been accepted into the Clan Alliance. So even though he was a city boy, he should be able to follow the trail.

He memorised the contents of the note and then tore it into little pieces to be disposed of carefully later. His aunt was amused because she had barely greeted Gavin and shown him to his room before he told her he was eager to set off and find his friends.

“I know where they are,” said Aunt Elspeth. “They’re on the island. But just you sit down and have something to eat. You’ve the whole day ahead of you and they can wait.”

Impatiently, Gavin ate. He then dumped his rucksack in his bedroom and had a quick look out of the window. Indeed, he was delighted to see that the steep slopes of a rocky hillside lay just behind his bedroom window. He lay on the floor trying to follow them out of sight before the line of the roof cut them off. He liked the look of the farm, its strong grey-stone buildings sturdily sited at the top of a little slope and partially fringed by a grove of ash trees. The two-storey farmhouse and its outhouses looked as if they belonged there so much that they had taken root.

Then on with his boots and anorak and out of the door he went, heading for the pine wood his aunt had pointed out to him about 500 metres from the house.

Then he stopped. His aunt was still at the door watching him depart. “Aunt!” he called over. “What’s a birlinn?”

“It’s a boat,” she called. “It’s the old Gaelic name for a small galley.”

A boat! Great! He hurried down the tiny track from the farm gate, across a field besprinkled with rushes and vanished into the trees.

 

When Gavin got in among the pines he stopped for a few minutes. He tried to recall what Michael and Mot had said to him when he had been on the hills called the Ochils the last time he was in Scotland. “Take your time to think properly and plan, otherwise you can get into difficulties in the outdoors.” Yes, that was it. So he sat down and pulled out the Ordnance Survey map he had brought with him.

Gavin had realised before that maps were great fun, and on his last holiday he had been able to turn the colours and whorls and symbols into reality by exploring the hills and woods they depicted. He had also spent a lot of his time in London learning how to map-read and had joined an orienteering club.

It wasn’t the same running or walking around a London park as being in the Scottish hills, but it was great practice, and he had become inwardly proud of his ability to navigate using his compass.

He also took time to check his gear. He was only going to the island, nevertheless, in his rucksack, as well as his map, compass and cagoule, he had packed his bird book, a notebook and pencil, a small pair of binoculars and his trusted gully-knife – a stout thing with two blades, a tin opener and a spike.

He sat down on some pine needles and felt the summer sun, pleasantly warm through the branches. There was a delicious fresh scent from the trees, a smell he was to recall again and again in future years.

Gavin leaned against one of the rough trunks and admired their strength and great height, the rough bark and the way they swept upwards with their green canopy on the top branches.

Over the winter he had read up about the Scottish clans and he knew that the pine tree was the badge of the Clan MacGregor, which had been greatly persecuted in past centuries. Gavin thought that was a very fitting badge for them – strong, tough and able to withstand great storms.

So, keeping an eye open for any birds that might be in the topmost branches, he opened his map and tried to recall what Aunt Elspeth had said.

“You go across the field to that pine wood,” she had told him. “You’ll find a little path running through it and you come to an old wall with a stile. The main road sweeps around there and you’ll have to cross it. There won’t be much traffic but keep a good lookout.

“On the other side of the road is another wall and stile. You cross that and enter a birch wood. A tiny track splits into two or three other tracks, but Clare told me they’ve marked the one you’ve to follow down to the shore. Then you’ll see the island. Have fun, but be careful.”

Gavin examined the map and saw Faskally Farm marked, then the wood, the sharp bend of the road, then the wood on the other side and finally the island in the small loch, with the word “castle” on it beside a Gaelic name – Lochan an Caisteal – which puzzled him.

Then his eye drifted away into wild, wild ground – an immense area of wood, moors and hills, a mass of brown contour lines, blue burns and swelling peaks with strange names – Ben Vorlich, Stuc a’ Chroin, Cruach Ardrain, Ben Each, Ben Ledi, Ben Venue – and lonely hill passes and lochs.

“Great!” he said to himself. “What a country!”

A quick check with his compass showed the woodland path running in the direction he wanted to go, so off he set, trotting through the trees until he came to an old stone wall built without cement or mortar, just each stone skilfully placed one upon the other. He knew that in Scotland such walls are called dry-stane dykes.

He quickly hopped over a rickety wooden stile made of old logs and found himself looking down a steep grassy bank to the road.

He jumped down in a little flurry of dirt and old twigs, and when he stepped on to the tarmac he found himself on the edge of a bend with a kind of lay-by where vehicles could pull in. Indeed, there were three estate-type cars there at the moment, with four men gathered around one of them.

As Gavin looked, he could see the car was jacked up and they were obviously changing a wheel after a puncture.

Gavin was partly hidden from the men by tall grasses and scrub bushes that covered the embankment and reached right down to the roadside. For a moment or two they did not see him. He was about to step out and cross the road when something about the men’s behaviour struck him as odd – they seemed to be getting very bad-tempered.

“Get a move on,” one said angrily.

“I’m being as quick as I can,” snapped another. “The nuts are stiff…but we’re just about there now.”

He finished tightening the nuts on the wheel and, as Gavin watched, he lowered the car to the ground and removed the jack. But instead of putting it in the boot of the car as Gavin expected, he wrapped it in a cloth and put it on the floor of the seat beside the driver.

Then he turned and saw Gavin. He nudged the others. “What do you want?” he said aggressively.

“Erm…nothing,” said Gavin, taken aback at the tone.

“Well, get lost!”

Angry, Gavin crossed the road to the other stile, climbed it and dropped down out of sight over the other dry-stane wall. What an odd bunch of men, he thought, and so bad tempered. Remembering the Clan’s tuition from last time – keep very still and the chances are you will not be seen – he crept close to the wall and peered through a crack. The men were still talking angrily. They seemed like estate or forestry workers with their wellington boots and old jackets.

“There was no need to talk to the kid like that,” said one. “No need to put anyone’s back up…that’s the way talk starts.”

“Ach, he’s only a kid,” said the other. “I’m getting fed up. We should have been home and off the road hours ago.”

They got back into their cars, but just as they did, Gavin heard one of them say: “Well, it was a good night and a good haul and we’d no trouble.”

The aggressive one added: “No spooky white stag this time.”

The rest laughed. They got in, banged the doors and drove off. Gavin raised his head and peered after them. Good riddance!

Suddenly he noticed some dark stains on the tarmac of the lay-by where the car had been. Probably an oil leak, he thought.

He decided to go and have a look, although he couldn’t quite understand why he did so. Later he was to put it down to the fact that the Clan’s influence helped prod him into examining anything different or odd.

He crossed the stile and went over to the lay-by, feeling he was wasting time when he should have been hurrying on to his rendezvous with the Clan.

He bent down and touched the dark, sticky patch. It wasn’t oil. Yet it was clearly fresh and had come from the car. What on earth was it? He lifted his hand and closely examined his fingers. Then, with a shock, he realised what the substance was. Blood!

 

Gavin leapt back over the wall in a state of great excitement. He was sure it was blood, yet the vehicles were certainly not butchers’ vans. Anyway, there was too much blood on the road to come from a cut in a leg or a finger. Then again, perhaps he was being foolish.

Maybe it isn’t blood after all, he thought, stopping for a second or two beside the wall and examining the now dried brown stains on the tips of his fingers. I suppose it could be anything. Old paint, or farm liquid of some kind, something like that.

He examined his fingers closely. The more he looked, the more the stain seemed less and less like blood. His excitement ebbed and he began to remember what he was really here for. Perhaps there was a reasonable explanation for it all.

It was pleasant in the birch wood. The grass was long and rich with flowers, the sun shone strongly through the leaves, making everything a dappled yellow and green, little flickers of wind making the leaves move and shimmer.

Another lesson the Clan had taught Gavin was to stop and look around in the wild. That way you saw interesting things that you never noticed if you were hurrying on or driving around in a car all the time.

His eye caught the silver bark of the birches in the sunlight and he halted to examine the trunks. They were not as smooth as he thought, but most of each trunk was a silver white and he began to see what a lovely tree the birch was. He never looked at one again without thinking of those moments standing silently in a Highland wood, on the verge of a dramatic adventure.

A small movement caught his eye and, as he watched, a tiny brown bird worked its way around the side of a birch trunk, pecking busily at cracks in the bark. It seemed to be able to glue itself to the side of the tree, working round and round. Then it flew over to another and began the same process again, sometimes hidden by the trunk, sometimes clearly visible.

Gavin was learning fast how to hide in the wild. He stood stock still and the bird ignored him. He couldn’t remember what kind of bird it was – a nuthatch perhaps – but then he remembered that he had a task ahead of him and he would have to get a move on. He slipped his rucksack off his shoulders and the bird quickly darted away into the wood. He took out his bird book and thumbed through the illustrations until he found the bird he wanted: a tree-creeper. That was it! It was the first tree-creeper he had ever seen, so he wrote the name and date in his little notebook and then, not before time, began to think of the Clan again.

Clare’s note had said he should look out for signs the minute he crossed the dyke. He examined the faint track that ran through the trees. Sure enough, there was a tiny arrow on the path made out of twigs. If he hadn’t been specially looking for it, he would have missed it because the ground was thick with dead twigs and branches lying among the long grasses.

He followed the direction of the arrow, then found another and, some distance further on, yet another. Gavin had to keep looking at the ground and he began to find this a bit irritating – why hadn’t Clare simply cut a “blaze”, a prominent cut, in the bark of the trees? Then he remembered that the Clan’s golden rule was that no traces should be left.

He went back to the first sign and threw it away, then did the same with the others. He continued until the tiny track wound its way to the top of a little mound. There, through the trees, he could see the glimmering waters of the lochan.

He was just about to dart through and rush down to the shore when he remembered that the Clan would be watching out for him. Wanting to make a good impression on them, he slipped very quietly forward to the edge of the trees and closely examined the lochan.

It was about a kilometre long and 500 metres wide and lay in a little hollow in the hills, fringed right along one end by his birch wood. On the far side and at each end the hills rose, first in gentle slopes of rolling moorland, then upwards into steep, boulder-strewn mountains, broken up by cliffs and bluffs and large patches of small broken stones, which Gavin knew were called scree. Scree could be very dangerous for walking on because the stones moved and often tumbled downhill, taking the walker with them, or striking people below.

The far side of the lochan was fringed with more birches and with darker-coloured alders, and there were wide reed beds. But it was the small island in the middle that caught his eye. It was only a couple of hundred metres long and also had trees on it – birches, alders, hazels and rowans – and he could also make out the walls of a ruined castle, broken and grey, but undeniably walls, with what looked like the remains of a tower at one end. However, there was no sign of the Clan…

The island was about three-quarters of the way across the lochan, and the waters were blue and peaceful in the sun. There was no sound but the slight stirring of the birches and the soft lap of tiny waves on the shore, and, until Gavin appeared, there was no movement except the lazy flapping flight of a heron that had been fishing at the edge. The heron flew slowly towards the island and Gavin watched it closely to see if it would alter its flight as it passed over the castle, a sign that the other Clan members were there. He knew from his Ochils adventure that disturbed birds were often a sure sign of human presence. In forest or hill places, the flight of birds could tell you a lot.

The heron kept straight on. Gavin was puzzled. Where were they?

But he knew Clare’s firmness as a leader and chief, and her note was quite clear. His instructions were to go to the island. He examined the ground again and another arrow sign took him to the shore. There, moored among some reeds and rocks, quite hidden unless you knew exactly where to look, was a small raft and a life-jacket.

Gavin examined it dubiously. It looks very small to carry me, he thought. I’ve never been on such a thing before. But, well…I suppose if the Clan uses it, I can use it.

The raft was made of long logs with several cross-pieces nailing it together, and a kind of platform with an edge on top. Gavin stepped on to it gingerly and the water bubbled up between the logs, but the platform and edge stayed dry. He rocked it a little – it was quite stable. A long wooden paddle that looked as if it had come from a proper canoe lay across the platform.

Gavin sat down on a stone and thought about it. He reckoned that you half-crouched, using the paddle as if you were in a canoe rather than like a punt pole or wiggling it over the stern.

He got on to the platform and, with the boat still anchored, experimented in balancing himself and using the paddle on either side. It seemed fine, but it also seemed a very small raft. The Clan called it a birlinn, so he decided to call it that as well.

He was just about to set off when he remembered that he was supposed to give his call sign before he left the shore and also when he was halfway over.

Each member of the Clan had a call or whistle of an animal or bird so that they could link up with each other in the wild without anyone else knowing they were there. It was also their tracking sign and their signature. They drew their bird or animal on letters or notes, or marked it out with a stick in mud or sand.

Gavin remembered that Michael had a tawny owl as his sign, Mot had a curlew for the hills and a blackbird for the woods, and Clare had a thrush for woodland, and a lapwing (or peewit) elsewhere, if the terrain suited.

When Gavin had been admitted to the Clan Alliance during his last holiday, he had, as part of the welcoming celebrations, decided to make the wood pigeon and the peregrine falcon his signs and calls.

Well, here goes, he thought. Gavin had driven his mother into a near-frenzy by going around the house making wood-pigeon and peregrine calls, and trying out a few others as well. He wasn’t bad at the pigeon, getting his tongue around the throaty roo-roo sound. His mother had bought him a CD of bird-calls and he had spent hours listening to the sounds and perfecting them.
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