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            Chapter One

            Stormy Loch

         

         High in the mountains of western Scotland, there is a loch, and on its shores there is a castle, and in that castle there is a school.

         The mountains are rugged and wild. The loch is wide and long, home to eels, carp and many different birds. The castle itself is square and solid, with a tower in each corner.

         The school, Stormy Loch Academy, is marvellous. Its founder and headmaster, Major Fortescue, is a bearded giant of a man. He walks with a stick and wears a patch over his left eye, legacies of the many wars he has fought in. These wars are the reason Major Fortescue started his school here. Through all the terrible things he has seen, he has never lost 4sight of the beauty of the world, and he knows how it can change lives. His mission now is to share this beauty with his students, and to give them the strength and courage to fight for it.

         Difficult work, sometimes, and even dangerous, but fighting for the beauty of the world is important. The major believes that everyone who comes to the school should join in looking after it. Students help on the school farm, which produces much of their food. They do housework and odd jobs, and are expected to be responsible. There are no traditional punishments here, no isolation or wall of shame or pointless copying out of lines, but if students make a mess, they are expected to clean it up. If they are rude, to apologise. If they accidentally forget to close the gate to the pigpen, they must run after the escaped pigs and bring them home. This, Major Fortescue thunders in the first assembly of every new term, is called Facing the Consequences of Our Actions, and is a Useful Life Lesson.

         The reward of this Useful Life Lesson is freedom.

         If you want to hurl paint at walls to discover your inner artist, you may do so (as long as you tidy up 5afterwards). If you feel a need to row across the loch to search for rare butterflies on the opposite bank, away you go (as long as you wear a life jacket). If you want to practise goalkeeping from dinner until bedtime, there is nothing to stop you (as long as you can find someone willing to practise shooting). And for three days every summer term, groups of Year Sevens are dropped off in the wilderness for the Great Orienteering Challenge, to hike and map-read their way unsupervised to a mystery destination.

         It’s a chaotic sort of place, always short of money, rarely clean and never tidy. Students quite often get lost, or break a limb, or forget to turn up for lessons. And it is very far from anywhere. There is a village a few miles away, but it’s a long drive on tiny roads, and the nearest train station is so small it’s really only a platform. If you like shops and bustle and a comfortable life, this is not the place for you. But if you like places that make you feel like you are bigger than you thought – like anything is possible – then you are going to love it.

         Let’s go there now, together. It’s the middle of the night, but the moon is full and bright. Come! 6We’ll start in this lay-by at the side of the road. This is where the school bus picks up students at the start of term, to avoid too many cars going up the mountain. We’ll climb on foot along a steep narrow lane, through woods of oak and birch and pine, until we reach a high, empty plateau. At the end of the plateau we’ll go through a pass, where we’ll stop a moment. The lane loops down again from here, through more woods. It’s tradition on the first day of every term, for all students who are able, to run this last part, so you’re seeing it as they would.

         Come, let’s go, down through the dark and lovely trees, sweet with the scent of recent rain. Nearly there! The road is levelling out now, the trees replaced by giant rhododendrons. See that glow through their dense and twisted branches? Moonlight, reflected on the loch. Look up! Have you ever seen such stars?

         We’re coming out of the woods. Can you see, in the shadows, the stone griffins on those two crumbling pillars? This is the entrance to the school. Come, we’ll go in – round a bend – here it is.

         The castle, straight out of a fairy tale.

         All the lights are off. It’s the first night of the 7Easter holidays, and almost everyone has gone home. The few who remain are variously asleep, unable to sleep or avoiding sleep altogether, but we’ll get to them later, just as we’ll get to the woman weeping on an island hundreds of miles away, and to the man going through a pile of important-looking papers, the remains of a broken vase in the bin beside him. Be quick! There’s something you need to see. We’ll go this way, past the leaning tower with ivy twisting up its walls. They used to keep prisoners here in medieval times, but these days it’s the music block. We’ll talk about that later too, but for now we’ll just tiptoe past it to the back of the castle, till we’re outside the kitchen.

         Look over there, the furthest window.

         This is what you need to see – the beginning of our story.

         Watch!

         The window is open, and a girl is climbing out.
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            Chapter Two

            The Wolf’s Head

         

         Minna Greenwood was not supposed to go to Stormy Loch.

         For the whole of the summer holidays, she had been dreading starting Year Seven at St Swithin’s, her local secondary. But near the end of August, her mother had met Major Fortescue on a train. She had been so impressed with what she learned about Stormy Loch that she had gone to visit, and decided it was perfect for her eldest child.

         ‘Boarding school?’ David, Minna’s father, had been astonished when she told him. ‘But why?’

         Julia Greenwood had looked out of the window to the single tree in the tiny garden of their small suburban house. Minna was lying on her belly on 9the highest branch she could reach, barefoot, her mop of chestnut curls over her face and her limbs dangling like a kitten’s.

         Julia smiled. She adored her daughter. She didn’t want to send her away.

         ‘Because it will suit her,’ she said.

         ‘But how can we afford it?’

         ‘They have scholarships,’ said Julia. ‘David, think! Remember when we went to St Swithin’s open day?’

         Up on her branch, Minna flipped over and lay with her legs up against the trunk, wiggling her grubby pink toes.

         David’s lips twitched. Julia was right. St Swithin’s was a big grey hulk of a place, built to resemble a prison. Minna would be miserable there.

         School had been fine for Minna at first, when she was allowed to do things she enjoyed, but as she moved up the years she had found it steadily harder. How did people sit for so long? How did they concentrate, keep quiet, remember to put their hand up to speak? Minna never put her hand up. When she wanted to say something, the words burst out; when she couldn’t stay still, she ran or 10danced. When she was happy or sad, she laughed or cried. When she was bored, she daydreamed.

         For all these reasons her parents loved her, yet somehow this behaviour was considered wrong.

         Teachers called Minna disruptive. Other children called her annoying.

         By Year Three, Minna was routinely spending lessons in the head teacher’s office. By Year Four, she had found a trick; the only way to make school work. She imagined a den inside her head, snug with blankets and cushions, and she climbed into it until the end of the school day. She learned almost nothing, and it was hard to make real friends if you didn’t talk, but at least she was quiet now. It was a relief for everyone except her parents, because the effort of behaving at school led to spectacular meltdowns at home, like smashing mugs and teapots, or throwing all her little sister Lola’s toys out of the window, or crying uncontrollably for hours.

         ‘They’re really strict on discipline at St Swithin’s,’ murmured Julia now. ‘At Stormy Loch, they let them do whatever they want.’

         David’s eyes widened. ‘Whatever they want?’ 11

         ‘Pretty much,’ said Julia.

         ‘Huh,’ said David. Then, ‘What if she’s not happy there?’

         ‘If she’s not happy, we’ll bring her home.’

         
            *

         

         The thought of going away to school was so terrifying to Minna she didn’t speak for a week, right up to the moment when they put her on the bus in the Stormy Loch lay-by.

         But then …

         Along with thirty other students, she climbed out of the bus at the end of the plateau. Still silent, she ran as instructed down the winding lane through the woods and the rhododendron grove, through the griffin gates and round the final bend …

         Where she stopped.

         For as long as she lived, Minna would remember this moment.

         Other students shoved past her. Minna didn’t notice.

         She just stood.

         Staring.

         The sky was clear that day, the loch a shining 12blue, the grey stone of the castle softened by the sun, but it was the mountains that drew Minna’s attention.

         All around her, purple, brown, green, grey, rolling on and on as far as she could see …

         ‘Are you all right there?’

         The voice, high above Minna, somehow both boomed and whispered. She looked up, and for a wild moment thought one of the mountains had taken human form.

         Then she recognised Major Fortescue from his picture on the school website.

         ‘Can I help with anything?’ he asked.

         The major’s good eye was twinkling in a way that made it impossible not to say exactly what you were thinking.

         ‘The mountains,’ Minna whispered.

         ‘Ah, yes,’ said Major Fortescue.

         Together, they gazed up the valley, Major Fortescue with pride, Minna in awe.

         The castle was on her left, its courtyard crowded with students and teachers. The loch was on her right. Straight ahead, the lane continued along 13the edge of lawns and playing fields, past farm buildings to a gate. Beyond the gate, at the end of a sheep-dotted meadow, a rough crag towered over the landscape like a giant watchtower.

         Minna looked at it curiously. ‘What’s that?’ she asked.

         ‘That,’ said the major, ‘is Wolf Rock.’

         ‘Wolf Rock …’ Minna narrowed her eyes to see better. Yes, she could see how the tapering of the crag at one end looked like a muzzle, how the pointed rocks at the top could pass for ears, and how the ring of boulders around its base could be the thick, strong fur around its neck.

         You would see the whole world from up there, thought Minna. You would feel like a queen – an empress!

         The Empress of the Mountain.

         ‘Can I go there?’ she asked.

         Major Fortescue laughed.

         ‘Of course! There’s even a path, though it’s completely overgrown these days.’

         ‘Can I go now?’

         The major glanced towards the courtyard, where 14teachers armed with clipboards were checking names off lists.

         ‘You won’t have time today,’ he said. ‘And tomorrow is induction day. Saturday would be better.’

         Minna frowned. Saturday seemed awfully far away.

         ‘You promise I can go?’ she asked. ‘It’s not, like, a joke?’

         ‘I never joke,’ said the major.

         ‘I’d rather go now,’ said Minna. ‘But I suppose I can wait.’

         The major’s eye danced.

         ‘That’s very good of you,’ he said. ‘Now off you go and settle in.’

         He watched as Minna hurried towards the castle. A gust of wind whipped up from the loch as she reached the courtyard. She stopped and raised her face to it, reminding him of a baby deer he had once seen, a few hours old, greeting a brand-new world.

         He smiled. It seemed Julia Greenwood knew her daughter well.

         Stormy Loch did suit her.
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            Chapter Three

            Empress of the Mountain

         

         Minna loved her new school. Loved the grand, scruffy castle, the loch which changed colour with the sky, the boathouse with its fleet of cheerful rowing boats. Loved the brightly painted dorm she shared with two other girls, its view over the loch and courtyard, her snug bed. Loved the music tower, the refectory with its long wooden tables, the sweeping staircase, the giant gong in the hall students took turns sounding for wake-up and lessons and mealtimes. She loved the food. She loved everything.

         All through the rest of her first day and the whole of the induction day that followed, Minna practised being quiet, just to be sure Major Fortescue didn’t 16go back on his word that she could go up to Wolf Rock. On Saturday morning, when the sky was light but before the sun had even peeped over the top of the mountains, she tiptoed down the stairs. The Year Twelves on refectory duty were still laying out breakfast. Minna grabbed a couple of bread rolls and an apple then slipped outside, hardly daring to believe she was about to do this.

         It was a beautiful morning, clear but not hot, a playful breeze ruffling the loch. Minna greeted it with a satisfied nod, then hurried away from the castle towards the farm. When she reached the gate to the meadow, she stopped to gaze at Wolf Rock, towering over the end of the meadow, and greeted it with a respectful nod.

         The gate squeaked as she swung herself over it. She landed softly on the other side, and walked slowly through the meadow, ignoring the sheep which scurried away before her as she searched for the path the major had told her about. After a few minutes, she thought she saw its faint outline winding up through the scrub, and she began to climb. 17

         The ground was thick with spiky gorse, and treacherous underfoot. Twice, Minna slipped, first as the packed earth gave way to scree, then as it collapsed beneath her into a hidden mountain stream. Still she went on, higher and higher, hot and scratched, her feet wet, her breathing ragged, until she reached the ring of boulders she had seen from the ground that looked like the wolf’s ruff, where she turned to look back.

         Her new home was laid before her, as she had known it would be – the castle, the loch, the meadow, the woods. The sun, higher now, tipped the mountaintops with gold. Minna gave a sigh of quiet triumph and sat down to take it all in, her back resting against a boulder and a breeze cooling her warm cheeks.

         She had done it! Here she was – Empress of the Mountain!

         
            *

         

         The high-pitched whistle of a circling buzzard interrupted her daydreaming, and she resumed her climb. At the top of the crag, a blast of wind hit her in the face. She stumbled and fell on to a pillow 18of soft grass between the two rocks which formed the wolf rock’s ears. It was different again here, almost cosy, the wall of stone blocking the wind and protecting her from outside. A part of Minna would have liked to stay.

         But she had more exploring to do. She stood up again and, ducking from the wind, scurried out of her shelter. She climbed over the top of the crag and slithered on her bottom down the other side, gathering speed until a flat boulder the size of her parents’ car blocked her path, and a new view stole her breath.

         Another valley lay before her, a perfect bowl cradled by the surrounding mountains, with the glint of a small lochan at the end. Here there was not a house or road in sight. The ground dropped away sharply on the other side of a flat boulder, but to Minna’s left a narrow animal trail wound down through gorse and stone before vanishing round an overhanging rock.

         Minna didn’t hesitate. Down she went along that narrow trail, using her hands to steady herself. In the shade of the mountainside the light dimmed 19and the temperature dropped, but still she went on, round the overhanging rock, where the path grew suddenly steeper so she had to half scramble to the bottom and …

         Oh, the disappointment!

         The valley wasn’t empty. There was a house here after all, tucked against the mountain edge beneath the overhang. Tiny, no bigger than a large caravan, but definitely a house, with two narrow windows and a low turf roof, and a stone bench by the front door next to a firepit.

         For a very long minute, Minna watched, waiting for someone to come out. When no one did, she gathered her courage and walked up to the door. She knocked. No one answered, so she went in.

         The house was empty. There was a stack of firewood by the chimney breast in its single room, an ancient cooking pot hanging on a hook, an equally old mattress on a wooden bunk, but everything was thick with dust.

         It seemed no one had been here for ages.

         Minna came back out of the house, blinking in the sunlight, and took a few cautious steps into the valley. 20

         ‘Is anyone here?’ she called.

         anyone here anyone here anyone here

         The mountains threw her words back at her.

         ‘Am I alone?’

         alone alone alone

         Minna began to run. She ran and she ran, right to the middle of that quiet valley, and then she spread out her arms and spun until she grew dizzy and fell on short, sweet grass. She rolled on to her back. The valley was hers, all hers. As she watched the buzzard still circling high in the clear blue sky, the thought sliced through her mind, clear and sharp, that perhaps this place was magic, because even though she was far from everything she knew, it felt like she had come home.
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            Chapter Four

            Holidays

         

         What, you may be asking, does any of this have to do with how this story started – our walk through the woods, the empty school, the weeping woman and the man with his papers and the girl climbing out of the window?

         Patience.

         First, you need to know a bit more about Minna.

         The first person she saw when she came back from the hidden valley was Major Fortescue, out for a walk in the meadow before lunch. He asked if she had been up to Wolf Rock. Once again, faced with that lie-defying twinkle, Minna told him everything – the valley, the house, how much she had loved it. She did worry, as she was talking, 22that he would be horrified by her scurrying down an animal trail along a steep drop without anyone having a clue where she’d gone, but the major was delighted. The house – he called it a bothy – belonged to the school. He had bought it for biology field trips, but it wasn’t practical.

         ‘Teachers think it’s too inaccessible,’ the major sighed, like teachers were an unadventurous lot. ‘There is another way up, from the road, which comes out at the far end of the valley, but it’s a long old hike. I’m so pleased you love it.’ He peered at her earnestly, and Minna felt a wave of affection for him.

         ‘I really do,’ she said.

         ‘Then you must go there as much as you like. But Minna – no haring off without telling anyone where you are. There’s a register in the hall to sign in and out, to let us know where you’re going. And be sensible about the weather and the light. Don’t get caught in the rain or the dark.’

         Yes, really, that first term at Stormy Loch was like a paradise for Minna. Every day, as soon as lessons were over, she went out. She explored the rhododendron grove, the woods in the meadow, the 23valleys and hills, the loch. She saw huge eagles and tiny wrens, herds of deer and solitary stags, hares and rabbits and tufty-eared squirrels; she napped on springy heather and splashed in freezing streams. And as often as she could, she returned to the valley.

         At first, Minna was almost shy, as if the valley were a person she was getting to know. Quietly, she discovered its treasures – a stream beyond the lochan; a waterfall; a clearing among some fallen rocks where rabbits liked to play. After a few visits, she grew bolder and went back into the bothy. She found a broom in a closet and swept the floor; she dusted the furniture until it gleamed and cleaned the windows until they sparkled. At school, from the Great Orienteering Challenge storeroom, she stole candles, matches, a torch, a camping stove and a tin in which she kept tea, chocolate and biscuits filched from the kitchen. In another storeroom, she found pillows and brightly coloured blankets, and took some of those for the bothy’s bunk. Little by little, she transformed the house into her own cosy den – not like the old pretend den in her head, but a real one, where she could read and daydream and be happily 24alone. Sometimes on her other rambles she would meet fellow students and show them her favourite walks. But the valley remained her secret, and it made her happier than anything ever had in her life.

         There were Consequences. Sometimes Minna was late back to school, or forgot to sign in and out. To help with timekeeping, she had to beat the dinner gong every day for a month. To remind her to keep proper records, she had to read out notices in assembly. But even though Minna hated loud noises and speaking in public horrified her, at Stormy Loch it was all worth it.

         The major was right. The beauty of the world could change you.

         Minna got wet, she got sunburned, she got ticks. She didn’t care. For a while she was picked on by a mean-faced bully in her year called Bill Benson, who swaggered around with a butter-haired sidekick called Tom and a gang of lesser followers. They called her a witch and put a toad in her bed. Minna, who would have sobbed at such treatment in the past, rescued the toad and ignored the taunts until the bullies gave up. 25

         School was fun. She didn’t have friends, as such – she didn’t quite know how to do that yet – but she had people to sit with at mealtimes, and to read by in the evenings while they chatted, and sometimes to go rowing with on the loch. And though that might sound a little bit lonely, for Minna it was enough.

         
            *

         

         But back home for the holidays, Minna lost it. Afterwards, that was the only way she could describe it. All that happiness, gone. Mum’s sister, who lived in Paris, came to stay along with her children. The little house was bursting with people speaking French, cousins sleeping on mattresses on the floor (two of them in Minna’s room). Baby Cousin George cried. Mum and Aunty Jane shrieked. There were games. Indoors, Minna felt trapped. Outdoors, slow family walks were almost worse. Minna tried to be good the way she had learned at her old school, but it was hard. On Christmas Day, when Lola accidentally knocked a glass of water over her, Minna gave up trying. She picked up the glass and threw it across the room, then burst into tears and ran out to the tree in the garden, where she spent the rest of the day. 26

         Much later, when she came in, she overheard her parents talking about her in the kitchen. She stopped outside the door to listen.

         ‘I don’t understand,’ her dad was saying sadly. ‘I thought she was happy. Should we bring her home?’

         Minna gasped. They wouldn’t, would
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