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            Publisher’s Note
      

         

         The children in this book – Gavin and his friends Clare, Michael and Mot – first appeared in Light on Dumyat and subsequently in The White Stag Adventure and The Day the Mountain Moved. Mot is actually Tom, but as a very young boy he wrote his name backwards and it stuck as a nickname.

         Light on Dumyat was chosen for Central Region’s primary schools conference at the University of Stirling. The White Stag Adventure was broadcast by the BBC for schools.

         All of these books are read extensively in Scottish schools.

      
   


   
      
         
            Pronunciation Guide
      

         

         The letters ‘ch’ are pronounced with a soft ‘k’ sound, as in ‘Bach’.

         
            
               	
                           clarsach

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           clar-sak

	
                           Creag an sgairbh

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           crek-an-skarv

	
                           dramach

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           dram-ak

	
                           Dumyat

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           dum-eye-at

	
                           geas

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           jess

	
                           gelly

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           gellee

	
                           Liath Fail

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           lee-ath fall

	
                           Loch Linnhe

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           lock lin-ee

	
                           Parlan

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           far-lan

	
                           pibroch

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           pee-brok

	
                           Sileas

                        	
                           =

                        	
                           shee-lus
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            Guns and Arrows
      

         

         There was a swish and a bang. An arrow soared past Gavin’s head and embedded itself in the thick timbers of the castle door.

         He gave a startled gasp and ducked down without thinking. Then came another, much louder bang … and a crash … as something solid hit the stonework beside the gate and flakes of stone showered over his three friends, who were crouched beside him.

         ‘That’s like a cannon ball!’ he said in sheer disbelief to Clare, Michael and Mot.

         ‘It is a cannon ball,’ retorted the startled Clare, picking up an iron object about the size of a cricket ball, which rolled across the flagstones beside the gate.

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ said her brother Michael. ‘Who’d fire a cannon ball at us? Is someone playing a joke?’ He looked in amazement at the other children as they huddled below the huge castle walls. ‘What are we doing here, anyway?’

         Mot jumped up. ‘I know what it is. It’s one of these societies that act out old battles. You know! They dress up in the costumes of long ago and wave wooden swords and pretend to fight battles the way people did in the past. Yes, that’s what it is. Obviously they’ve forgotten other people might still be here, or they’ve not realised we’re beside this gate.’ He paused in rueful surprise – ‘You know, I can’t remember how we got here, but I’ll give them a wave … let them know.’

         Clare also shook her head in amazement and confusion. ‘I don’t know how we got here either,’ she said, ‘but we’d better wave at them … otherwise there’s going to be an accident.’ Then she added in the slightly annoying ‘I’m-the-leader’ voice she liked to adopt, ‘Follow me!’

         Even at this moment of stress, the boys smiled a little. They were accustomed to Clare being their leader, the chief of their little group, which they called the Clan Alliance. They were brothers and sister whose surname was Stewart. Gavin, however, was a friend. He was a MacRae on his mother’s side. Gavin had joined up with them when they had their first adventure on the hill known as Dumyat, near Stirling. It seemed such a long time ago, and they had been firm friends ever since.

         Clare leapt to her feet, followed more gingerly by Gavin, Michael and Mot.

         ‘Don’t shoot!’ she shouted. ‘There are still people here!’ She was about to add angrily – ‘What do you think you’re playing at!’ – when she broke off in astonishment.

         A stone pathway ran from the castle gate towards steep banks of grass and heather. It was the only way into the castle, which was surrounded on three sides by huge, beetling cliffs that sloped down to the sea.

         The castle was called Dunottar. It was a massive, grim towering fortress that had once been a stronghold of great families like the Keiths, who held it on behalf of Scottish monarchs.

         Clare rubbed her eyes in total surprise and let out a little gasp. Instead of the grassy slopes and curving path they had tramped down that morning from the car park, there was a brae covered in rough grass and heather.

         At the top of the slope a large group of men had gathered, some wearing armoured caps or breastplates, others with flat bonnets and pikes. Most also had swords. In front of them was a row of cannon.

         Other men stood with muskets perched on long rests or stands that looked like forked sticks.

         A thought flashed across her mind. They didn’t look like a society that re-enacted old battles. No, they looked real. Very real. But they couldn’t be, she thought.

         Clare had just begun to wave her hand again, urging the boys to do the same, when puffs of smoke came from where the men with the muskets stood. These were followed by a series of deafening explosions from the line of cannon.

         She just had time to shout ‘Get down!’ The Clan, always alert in an emergency, flopped instantly beside her as a volley of musket and cannon balls struck the castle walls and the wooden gate.

         There was a strong smell of smoke and the sound of thuds and crashing noises as the balls sent splinters flying from the door and the walls. Adding to the confusion, a flight of arrows hissed overhead and bounced off the castle ramparts. Two of them fell near the children and one landed close to Gavin’s head.

         He stretched out his hand and examined it in the way a scientist might look at some new and strange insect. (Gavin liked collecting bits of historical and nature lore, and often wrote notes in a little notebook he always carried.)

         ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘I think these arrows are designed to pierce armour. They have a shaft and barb-point that is different from other arrows … I saw that in a museum once.’

         Clare looked at him with a strained expression on her face. ‘Very interesting,’ she said sarcastically, ‘but it’s not going to get us out of this hole. Who are these men and why are they shooting at us? What on earth is going on?’

         The children were still lying close to the side of the footpath wall. When Mot raised his head to have a quick look, a musket ball hit the stonework close to him. They crouched down even lower. It was then that they got a second shock.

         From the ramparts behind them and behind the gate came shouts of ‘Hurrah’ – and from gaps and slits in the walls came the crash of other muskets and great puffs of smoke.

         Startled and frightened for a brief moment, the children gazed open-mouthed at one another. Like people caught in the middle of a football pitch or tennis court when a match is underway, they stared at the hillsides, the walls and back again.

         Amid the noise and smoke, men were falling down with harrowing shrieks and groans. Then the volleys of fire stopped for a moment and the children watched helplessly as other men on the brae reloaded their muskets and cannon.

         ‘Clare!’ cried Gavin in a stricken voice. ‘What shall we do? Who are these men?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Clare, ‘but we must get out of here  … and quickly.’

         Michael tapped her on the shoulder. ‘We could wait until they’re reloading again, then run towards them waving a white flag – perhaps my T-shirt. Yes?’

         Clare pondered for a moment, ‘Okay, that’s the best way.’ She adopted her leader’s tone again. ‘Do you all agree, Clansmen?’

         The boys nodded, momentarily heartened by Clare’s ‘I’m-in-charge’ voice and the need to show courage.

         ‘Right!’ said Clare. ‘Michael, take off your T-shirt but keep your jumper on. When I shout “now”, wave it above the wall and then we’ll stand up very slowly. If no one fires at us, we’ll walk to the foot of the brae, then go up it towards that wood over there. Agreed?’

         Turning to Gavin and Mot, she said: ‘You two keep to the back, behind me. Michael will do the waving. Follow me when I get up,’ she said. Michael wriggled to the edge of the wall, pushed his hand up on top and waved his white shirt. There was no sound from the men on the brae, or the men inside the castle.

         Clare and Michael then stood up … very slowly. Michael flourished his white shirt again.

         Gavin and Mot also stood up.

         ‘Okay so far,’ said Clare. ‘Steady now … follow me up the slopes and then we’ll head for that wood.’

         The children could clearly see a large clump of trees beyond the men, who had begun to look silently and eerily at the unexpected sight of four children.

         The children walked slowly up the brae, their legs stiff with tension. Still the men gazed silently at them, their muskets resting on their sticks, arrows balanced in their bows, smouldering pieces of rope held beside the loaded cannon ready to ignite the gunpowder that blasted the ball out and towards the enemy.

         Clare increased her pace a little.

         The foursome made an odd sight, walking silently in single file, one of them holding up a fluttering white cloth. As they moved, Clare began to breathe more easily. By this time they had passed right in front of the men and were climbing up the slope at the side. The wood grew ever nearer, a haven of thick undergrowth and trees crowded together, leaves starting to turn brown, gold and yellow in the late September sun.

         Then the silence broke. There was a loud crash. A small door set within the huge castle’s main gate opened and swung back with a resounding bang. As if by magic, men appeared at the slit windows. The silent soldiers on the brae, who had been standing like statues, sprang to life.

         A small girl emerged through the door carrying a sack on her back. She ran across the bridge, heading to where the children stood in silence, taken aback at this sudden turn of events.

         The sack appeared to be heavy and swung from side to side as the girl toiled her way up the slope.

         Suddenly, the men in the castle began to fire at the men on the brae, and again the air was full of swishing arrows and hurtling musket and cannon balls.

         ‘Clare,’ cried Gavin, pointing, ‘that girl’s coming towards us!’

         As she drew nearer, they could see she was wearing a kind of reddish jerkin and a long green skirt. Her feet were bare. She looked up at the children and shouted over the noise of the cannon, ‘Run! You’ve got to run! Run for your lives!’

         She herself ran past them, her breath coming in great gasps, the sack swinging on her back and making occasional clanking noises as if it contained metal objects.

         ‘Head for that wood! Head for that wood!’ she shouted at them.

         The children turned and followed her, Clare in the lead.

         They were just on the edge of the wood when there were more loud bangs and they saw to their horror that some of the men on the brae had swung around and were firing at them.

         They ran to the wood and hurled themselves into cover. Some arrows sailed through the trees and embedded themselves in tree trunks. Musket balls crashed through the branches.

         Clare lay on her face among the autumn leaf-mould. Even in that moment of peril, she enjoyed the strong smells of earth. It stirred her heart.

         But these thoughts quickly vanished when yet more musket balls sang through the branches.

         Mot peered down at the men from the edge of the trees. ‘Clare!’ he yelled. ‘Some of them are coming towards us.’

         Clare looked over wearily. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘this was supposed to have been a quiet day spent visiting a castle. Now look at us!’

      
   





2

Escape to the Woods



None of the children was quite sure how they had been taken back in time, but they believed something of that nature had indeed happened. After all, they had had a similar experience a year ago, when the magic of the antler with three holes had activated a strange boulder on the hillside, and had swept them back through centuries on an adventure they often spoke about as ‘the day the mountain moved’.

What they had not expected was that another adventure would happen to them quite so soon, and certainly not one that looked as if it might threaten their lives.

These thoughts raced through Clare’s head as she peered from the thick bushes at the men clambering up the slope towards them. First things first, she said to herself.

‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ she yelled at the boys. ‘We can run faster than them. They’re carrying weapons and wearing armour. That’ll slow them down.’

She made a quick decision. ‘Mot, you’re the fastest runner. See where the wood breaks up into two bits, up on that skyline?’

He nodded.

‘We’ll all head for that and then sprint to the left, but we’ll stay hidden. You, Mot, must show yourself on the skyline so that the men see you.

‘After that, go to the right. Pretend to be limping or something so they’ll think they can catch you. They’ll follow you – you got that? – then double back and join us. It’s risky, but worth a try.’

Mot gave a quizzical look. ‘Oh, great!’ he said sarcastically. ‘They’re all going to chase me? Thanks a lot!’

‘Well, you’re the fastest,’ retorted Clare.

She turned to Gavin and Michael. ‘What do you think?’

Gavin said quickly, ‘No time to lose … we should do what you say … those men are very near.’

Michael added, ‘Yes, do it now!’

Clare raised her hand in an ancient salute. The boys did the same in return. They all looked grave. Serious business was afoot.

‘Follow me!’ she cried for the umpteenth time that momentous day. So they did.

The children raced up through the trees, dodging in and out of the trunks, leaping over fallen branches. Behind them they heard angry shouts from the men, calling on them to halt. The ground was steep and the children became breathless, but they could see they were putting a larger gap between them and the men.

The wood grew thinner, and they ran across gaps where grass and heather grew until they reached a point where the trees parted and split into two almost separate woods.

‘Good luck, Mot!’ called Clare, not dallying as she ran to her left, with Michael and Gavin on her heels like two dogs following a rider on horseback. ‘There’s a hill over there. It looks as if it’s got lots of boulders on its slopes. We’ll meet you there, Mot!’

The three of them dived into the trees. Keeping well down, they began to half-run, half-crawl through the woods.

The Clan were very skilled at being secret and quiet in the woods, so they avoided dead branches or piles of leaves, and did not push at the bushes in case their swinging movement gave their position away. After a bit, they sensed that the pursuit had eased, so Clare signalled to them to stop, holding up her hand with the palm foremost.

She put her finger to her lips and Gavin and Michael nodded. She pointed at the ground and again the two boys nodded. The Clan were all old campaigners and could move as quietly as deer in the woods. They sank down, panting, and looked at one another. After a time there was no sound but their quiet breathing and the wind gently swishing in the trees.

Meanwhile, to their right, Mot ran on towards an obvious gap in the trees and began to pretend he had hurt his leg. He put on a most convincing limp and shouts of triumph came from the men. One man, with a black bushy beard, was slightly ahead of the rest. He wore an armour jacket and seemed to be the leader. ‘Follow that boy!’ he shouted ‘He’s falling behind the rest. He’ll take us to them.’

He pointed up the slope with his pike. ‘Up! Up! After them! After them!’

The men had begun to spread out by this time and some were clearly out of breath. The poorer runners had fallen behind, others were weighed down by armour or weapons, but a little group of about six men hurried after Mot, who by this time was hobbling along very convincingly indeed. He even stopped twice to look back, and the men gave shouts of satisfaction when they saw that.

Their leader tried to persuade Mot to stop. ‘Halt, lad!’ he cried. ‘We won’t hurt you – we just want to talk. Halt! Halt!’ But when Mot stopped for a second, then hobbled off again, the man gave an angry bellow and one of his men shot an arrow in Mot’s direction.

Mot stopped on the crest and pretended to lean against a tree trunk as if exhausted. By this time all the men had swung away from where Clare, Michael and Gavin had run into the upper wood on the left of the hill.

Mot was pleased their ruse had worked. He waited just long enough for the men to think he was too tired to run any further. One of them shouted, ‘Stand! Stand!’, gesturing that the boy should not run away again.

But, like a car going into overdrive or a horse given the whip, Mot stood erect, put his head back and excitedly shouted the old war slogan of the Clan Stewart: ‘Creag an sgairbh!’, meaning ‘Crag of the Cormorant’. To shout this always gave members of the Clan Stewart fresh courage.

(The Stewart Clan used to live beside a sea loch called Loch Linnhe in a district called Appin. Cormorants, which are black, long-necked birds, inhabited that area.)

Mot spun on his heel and sprinted through the trees, dodging in and out of the trunks, giving jeering whoops and shouting ‘Creag an sgairbh!’ every so often. He found a long slope that led to more trees, and beyond lay the open hillside. He could see the knoll with the boulders where he was to meet up with Clare, Gavin and Michael. It looked at least three kilometres away.

The angry shouts of the men began to fade, but Mot still ran on, his feet only making a light pattering noise on the ground.

As he ran and the shouts of the men grew more distant, Mot began to ease off a little. He found he had time to realise something extraordinary. Yes, it seemed as if the children had been taken back in time, yet – how strange – they were still wearing their modern clothes. Mot had a brown, open-neck shirt, jeans, a dark blue jersey and trainers on his feet. ‘Just as well I wasn’t wearing heavy shoes,’ he thought as he leapt over a log and continued sprinting through the trees.

Then he put the thought out of his head and concentrated on his escape.

On the edge of the wood Mot hesitated for a moment and scanned the ground ahead. Close by was a large huddle of rocks on the open hillside. He eyed them steadily and carefully.

Once the men reached where he was, they would probably hunt around in case he had hidden in a cave or a nook in the rocks. Beyond the rocks a little burn ran down the hillside. It was steep-sided and fringed by birch trees and alders. The rocks were the better hiding place, but Mot felt the men would think so too and search them thoroughly.

If I were them, he thought, I would search the wood edge first and then those rocks. After that, I wouldn’t be sure where to look next.

Then another thought struck him. The men might have dogs or send for them. They could sniff him out.

Okay, the burn it is, he decided. Dogs won’t pick up the scent through the water.

The sides of the burn were like a ravine, steep and broken rock with clumps of heather and grass. The water, brown with autumn rain, rumbled down in a series of little waterfalls or cascades. About midway a larger fall leapt over the rocks. Mot clambered down, taking care not to slip. He knew from the Clan’s other adventures that wet rock is slippery, so he stepped gingerly over wet boulders. The spray from the waterfalls began to soak him. Mot did not mind too much. He was hardy.

Mot had seen a little curve in the rocks just behind the largest waterfall, so he worked his way over until he could see behind the spouting water. Spray filled the air, and little wild flowers grew out of green turf that clung to wet, precarious ledges. He let out a gasp of satisfaction.

A small, shallow cave lay behind the falls, the front part glistening with water. But farther back there was a dry section of rock that, he guessed, would only be wet when the burn level rose after the snows in the hills melted or after prolonged rain.

There was just room for him to lie down, curled up like a fox in its den, or a badger in its holt, and be screened by the falling water. He would stay there for hours if necessary.

Mot lay with his head on his arm, like a pillow. He heard nothing but the rumbling swish of the fall. He did sense once that the men might be near, and he got a glimpse for a second or two of the blurred outline of a man on the edge of the burn. He lay motionless.

He guessed at least two hours had passed before he emerged, wet and slightly cold, or ‘drookit’ as the Scots say. He clambered back up the burn and with great care crawled to the top of a little rise until he could see the edge of the wood. Mot was an experienced outdoor campaigner and did not stick his head over the top, but peered very carefully around the side.

He also moved very slowly when scanning the ground because he knew hurried movements catch the eyes of watchers.

Nothing moved, so, teeth chattering, he began to trot across the moor to the knoll where he expected to find Clare, Gavin and Michael. Every now and again he would stop and carefully examine the ground ahead. He did his best to keep bumps and rising ground between him and the wood. Yes, he felt sure that the men had gone, but he wanted to be quite certain.

Eventually he reached the stony side of the hill, where areas of small stones, called scree, lay heaped up and where there were huge boulders.

Mot knew better than to call out to the others. Each of the children could make bird calls appropriate to the woods and the hills, and they were expert at these.

Mot decided to do the lovely trilling call of the curlew, that slim, long-beaked bird whose arrival in spring brought the moors to life in a very special way. It was now autumn, but Mot knew that some were still around – and that there were others at the seashore. He made the call by whistling with a little bit of spittle in the mouth and sucking inwardly to give the burbling noise.

He gave the curlew call twice, then waited.

A few seconds later came the cackling kek-kek-kek of the magpie. This bird would not normally be on the moor, but the woods were close by and that is where it can often be found, a black and white killer that takes the eggs and the young of other birds. Clare was particularly good at doing a magpie’s call.
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