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 Hugh McCracken
 
 Hugh McCracken has lived in Canada since 1967 with wife, Lyn. They have two sons and three grandchildren and, for thirteen years, he was principal of a junior/senior high school. The family and workplace experiences might account for Hugh’s magic touch when it comes to stories for children and young adults and a rare ability to introduce historical fact so subtly the reader hardly realises he’s being educated as he’s entertained. Also by Hugh McCracken Rules of the Hunt – BeWrite Books 2002 Return from the Hunt – BeWrite Books 2003 Grandfather and The Ghost – BeWrite Books 2002 Ring of Stone – BeWrite Books 2002
 
 Angela Boni
 
 Monaco born Angela Boni trained at the prestigious French art school of Villa Thiole, birthplace of the Ecole de Nice movement of modernist art in the 1960s. She has exhibited her stunning oils in England and France and is best known for her paintings of cult singer Bob Dylan, who has one hanging in his home. Angela, who now lives in the medieval artists’ quarter of Old Nice, paints massive murals for local schools and is working with psychologists to begin a revolutionary new Arts Therapy programme for the psychologically damaged. Turning her hand to written art, Angela also has published her Stuck Inside of Mobile, a surrealistic adventure of her time with Dylan. The book is written in both French and English and is stacked with striking and colourful art dedicated to Dylan himself. Her work with author Hugh McCracken is her first venture into the illustration of children’s books.
 
 A Time Check From Hugh McCracken The ribbon of time is endless, but do we travel only on one side with our past, our present, our future; our before, our now, our after? Unable, forbidden to cross over the edge? What is on the other side? Another time line? An alternate universe? Could we get from our time, our universe to the other without crossing an edge? If we did, could we get back? The Möbius Loop – a simple loop of ribbon with a single twist discovered by the 19th Century German mathematician and astronomer August Ferdinand Möbius shows us – generations before Star Wars – how we might easily pass from one side of reality to the another. Puzzled? … try this … Take yesterday’s newspaper and a pair of scissors and cut yourself a long strip, maybe one foot long by a couple of inches wide. Make a hoop but don’t fix the ends to each other yet. With us so far? Now … make a single twist in the paper and join the ends with tape or a staple. Doesn’t look much does it? Mark a cross with a felt-tipped pen on one side of the paper and a circle on the other side directly opposite.
 
 Hold it in one hand, then gently run the forefinger of your other on the inside of the loop … Notice anything strange? Of course you do! Your finger stroked the ‘inside’ AND the ‘outside’ of the Möbius Loop without crossing an edge – you got from the cross to the circle without going over the edge. You have just proven to yourself that you can traverse dimensions, that our idea of space and time might be … well … out of the loop. This is how your friends in my books might be shifted through the centuries. A simple twist in time and space. Before you tried your experiment, you may have thought this sheer science fiction … but what do you think now that you are dangling the evidence in your hand? Show your folks, show your friends – see what they think of your first REAL adventure into the ultimate paradox! Your friend – Hugh McCracken
 
 The Time Drum
 
 Chapter One
 
 Kevin MacDonald had three more days to endure. Three more days and Cartier Junior High would close for summer. Three more days and he’d be in far away Scotland with the whole Atlantic Ocean between him and Calder, the bullying thug who made life in Canada a misery. Perhaps Calder would transfer to another school come the fall. Maybe his folks would relocate to the Arctic Circle – no harm in hoping. He turned at the sound of an English accent behind him. The speaker was a boy slightly shorter than Kevin with blond, wavy hair, cut like the Beatles in the old photos his Mom drooled over. “What do you want?” Kevin said. The boy grinned. “I asked if you were going to the junior high too.” “Yeah, it’s this way.” Kevin pointed down the street busy with morning rush hour traffic. The smell of exhaust fumes was heavy. “It’s about four blocks. The side street after the traffic lights. There’s a Chinese take-away on the corner. You can’t miss it.” 9
 
 The Time Drum “I’m new here. This is my first day. Can I walk with you?” “Can I stop you?” Kevin shrugged. “Why bother going at all? There’s only three days left to end of term.” “Mum says I have to. We only got here a week ago.” Kevin grunted and walked on. His long legs covered the ground so quickly that the boy trotted to keep up. “Have you been here long?” “What’s it to you?” “Well ... your accent ... Scottish, isn’t it?” “So what?” “But ... well, you’re black.” Kevin stopped and swung around. The boy almost ran into him. “So? Want to make something of it?” “No. I just...” The boy backed off. Kevin struggled not to show surprise. The kid seemed afraid! Of him! “We came here four years ago. Dad came to work at the auto plant.” “Mine works there too. I’m Joshua Reynolds. Josh to my friends.” He stuck his hand out. “Kevin MacDonald,” Kevin said, carelessly shaking hands. “At least the name goes with the accent...” Kevin took a threatening step forward. “But not with the colour?” Joshua blushed, moving backwards. “Sorry, I didn’t say that.” The kid sure looked like he was afraid. Was that how Calder saw Kevin? As if he was ready to run, but afraid to turn his back? An unexpected feeling of 10
 
 Hugh McCracken satisfaction, of pleasure, came over Kevin. He felt great. For once he was in control. With a shrug, he turned and strode to school. His way was blocked by a boy a full head taller than him. Calder. Calder was not only taller, he outweighed him. Kevin’s satisfaction evaporated. His mouth dried. He should have remembered to flip his baseball cap back-to-front as soon as he was out of sight of his apartment. Calder was sure to comment. Kevin wished his Mom would let him wear really cool clothes like Calder’s. At least then he might not have looked such a wimp. He might have avoided the attentions of Calder and his friends. As far as she’d let him go was to call her “Mom” instead of that babyish British “Mum.” “Hi, Scottie.” Joshua laughed. “We had a dog called Scottie.” Calder nodded. “Right, a black Scottie dog? But this one’s a mongrel. Aren’t you Scottie? How’s your coalblack Mammy?” He punched Kevin’s upper arm. “Who’s the turkey with you? Somebody new for plucking? Come on, spit it out. I don’t have all darned day.” “J...J...Joshua R...R...Reynolds.” Kevin cursed himself. It was always the same. He only stuttered when he felt he was about to be shown up, shamed, in front of an audience. Calder leered at Kevin, then turned to Joshua. “If we wait for him we’ll be here all darn day. I’m Matt Calder.” Joshua put out his hand and Calder gripped it.
 
 11
 
 The Time Drum Kevin saw the squeeze start. That was how it had begun with Kevin. A squeeze, then the knuckles worked against each other. God, how that had hurt. Kevin could never get his grip in quick enough, but couldn’t avoid the challenge to shake. That would have been Calder’s excuse to pound him to a pulp. Joshua tried to pull his hand away. “Aow! That hurts!” Calder squeezed even harder before he let go. “Got my break money?” Calder said to Kevin. Kevin scowled, but dug into his pocket and produced a dollar that he handed over. Calder snatched Kevin’s baseball cap. “You might get this back. If you sit up and beg nice. See you, suckers.” Joshua frowned. “Why did you give him money?” “You’ll find out quick enough. Now bug off and let me be.” “Suit yourself, Scottie.” “Don’t you start, kid,” Kevin said, striding away. He could hear Joshua trotting behind him, but he didn’t slow down. Kevin found Joshua had been assigned to the same room and was in his class for every lesson. For a moment, Kevin regretted giving Joshua the brush-off on the way to school. He hadn’t made any real friends here, so he couldn’t afford to lose a possible one. Several kids laughed at Joshua’s accent when he gave answers in class, but he merely shrugged. How the heck could Joshua ignore the laughs? Kevin had been unable to hide his annoyance when the teasing and bullying had started anew in this new 12
 
 Hugh McCracken school in the fall – his first year in junior high. Kevin’s face grew hot. He felt the same clenched-fist anger as he had four years ago when Calder labelled him Black Scottie. Worse, he felt the shame of not being able to stand up against Calder’s public jibes and beatings. Nobody else beat-up on him, but he wasn’t about to risk a put-down by making the first advances of friendship himself. “Earth to MacDonald. Earth to MacDonald. Would you care to join the class?” The young teacher’s smile was friendly, taking the sting out of the class’s laughter. “Sorry, Mr. Jackson.” Kevin caught sight of Joshua grinning at him and scowled back. At morning break, Kevin had his head in his olivegreen locker, looking for a book, when Calder punched his back in passing. Kevin heard other grade eight boys laugh when Kevin banged his head on the side of the metal door. “Why’d he do that?” Joshua said, stopping beside Kevin as he rubbed his head. “He needs a reason? He’s bigger. Bug off.” Calder and two sidekicks swaggered back from the drinking fountain, scattering grade seven boys on their way. “Where are you from, kid?” Calder said to Joshua. “Dagenham. That’s in England, in case you don’t know.” “Smart-ass.” Before Joshua could duck, Calder cuffed his ear.
 
 13
 
 The Time Drum Joshua raised his hand in anticipation of a second blow. Calder’s laugh sounded more like a bark. “Think you could take me?” He turned to his cronies. “Bring him ’round the corner. Scottie, you butt out if you know what’s good for you.” Joshua looked over his shoulder at Kevin as Calder’s two buddies marched him off, each gripping one arm. Kevin felt his stomach churn. Joshua was going to get pounded, but what could he do? He hadn’t been able to fight Calder off to save himself. What chance did he have against three of them? Anyway, if Calder got his kicks for the day beating Joshua, maybe he wouldn’t bother Kevin. Five minutes later, the warning bell for the next class sounded. Joshua reappeared. He rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes. He ignored Kevin’s, “now you know what Calder’s like, what are you going to do about it?” Calder had a new toy! Great! Then Kevin felt sick to his stomach. What had this poor kid done to deserve it? But what about him? What had he done? Could he have helped? Would he just have made matters worse for both of them? Why did Calder pick on him? Did he have a sign on him that said: “Kick me”? Was he just a coward, as Calder said? All he had was questions, no answers.
 
 14
 
 Chapter Two
 
 Lunch passed without incident. Several times Joshua approached Kevin, but each time Kevin brushed him off. He couldn’t help the kid, so what was the point in even talking to him? Kevin didn’t want to know how Joshua was feeling. He had worries enough of his own. Calder hadn’t got to him today yet. Changing for gym class, Kevin snorted in annoyance when Joshua stopped at the next locker. Why did the only empty locker have to be right beside him? Joshua whistled, his eyes wide, staring at the bruises on Kevin’s back and arms. “Seen enough?” “Did Calder do that?” “No, of course not. I’m clumsy. I fall down a lot. Now bug off.” Slowly, after dismissal, Kevin collected his stuff from his locker and started down the corridor towards the front door of the school. Joshua caught up with him.
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 The Time Drum God, he was as persistent as mosquitoes when you’re sweating. “Walk back with you?” Joshua said. Kevin shrugged. “It’s a free country. I can’t stop you.” Outside the front door, Calder and his buddies appeared. The narrow side street was swarming with kids. Kevin was surprised to see a couple of cars waiting. Most kid’s folks in this neighbourhood would still be at work when school came out. Kevin’s parents certainly were. “You two weren’t thinking of trying to gang up on me, were you?” Calder jeered. “I’ve got an idea to help you make up your minds.” What new torture or embarrassment was coming? Kevin squirmed. In the fall, he’d tried to resist Calder, but Calder had needled him about his accent until he lost his temper. When Kevin took a swing at him, Calder claimed Kevin had hit him first and his blows were justified retaliation. A couple of older kids had stopped Calder, but then agreed they’d allow a “fair fight.” The fight ended quickly. Calder was taller, heavier, with a longer reach than Kevin. He ended up on the ground with Calder astride him. Calder made him apologise for striking him first, and beg to be let up. Made him cry and plead in front of most of his grade seven class and a whole bunch of eights. The memory of that humiliation still made Kevin cringe. Beatings in private or only with Calder’s cronies present were better than having Calder make him crawl in front of an audience, as he’d done twice more since the fall. 16
 
 Hugh McCracken A punch on his arm brought Kevin’s attention back to the present. “Listen, Scottie, we’ve arranged a fight. The park behind the school. Let’s go.” Kevin knew where. The blank walls of the back of the school lay on one side. Trees shielded the football field from houses on the other. Calder even had a private little clearing behind the netting and bleachers of the baseball diamond. “Here, put your cap on.” Calder jammed Kevin’s baseball cap on his head. “It looks like rain and Mammy wouldn’t want her little boy to get wet. That’s the geeky way you wear it? Right?” Kevin squirmed. His Mom wouldn’t let him wear it back-to-front when she was around. Usually he managed to change it around when he was out of sight of the apartment, but Joshua had distracted him. “Run.” Joshua darted to one side of Calder and his buddies, but Calder was too quick. A toe caught Joshua’s ankle. His feet tangled, he sprawled all his length. Hauled to his feet, he and Kevin were frogmarched along the front of the school, then around the path to the football field at the back. A crowd had gathered, mainly grade eight boys, but there were some of their own grade seven class too. Their jackets pulled off, Joshua and Kevin stood facing each other two feet apart. “Right, round one. In black for Scotland, MacDonald versus lily-white Reynolds for England,” Calder said. “A knockout or a submission ends it.” “I’m not fighting him.” Joshua looked around at the crowd now circled around them. “It’s Calder’s idea.” He 17
 
 The Time Drum turned, but one of Calder’s buddies pushed him back to face Kevin. “Chicken! Chicken!” came from someone in the crowd. Soon the whole crowd was chanting. Kevin enjoyed wrestling in the school club, but there was always a teacher present and there were rules. No one got hurt except sometimes by accident. Calder had done it again! He’d put Kevin in a position to be shamed in front of a crowd. Joshua had been afraid of Kevin in the morning, hadn’t he? A couple of quick punches might end the fight... A hearty push in the middle of Joshua’s back sent him stumbling towards Kevin, his hands up in front of him. They connected with Kevin’s chest as he too was pushed forward. Kevin closed with Joshua, who, falling back with one of Kevin’s legs hooked behind him, struck out. He landed a solid punch on Kevin’s right eye as they both fell. The crowd cheered. The right side of Kevin’s face pulsed with pain and he could hardly see out of one eye. Scrambling to sit astride his opponent, he brushed aside Joshua’s hand, and landed a solid punch on the face below him. He raised his fist for another strike. If Joshua would give up, it could stop right there. “Break it up!” It was Mr. Jackson, but this wasn’t his normal, pleasant, classroom voice. He sounded furious. Roughly, the teacher hauled Kevin to his feet, gripping one arm tightly. Joshua sat up, then stood. Jackson glared around at the crowd. “I said break it up! Now!! Move!!!”
 
 18
 
 Hugh McCracken The crowd dispersed. Mr. Jackson let go of Kevin then looked from him to Joshua. “Now, what’s all this about?” His face was red with his black eyebrows drawn down and together in a knot. Kevin had never seen him look more than mildly irritated before. Kevin and Joshua said nothing. After a moment Kevin lowered his gaze from Mr. Jackson’s angry eyes to study his feet. “I would have thought you of all people, MacDonald, would have sympathy for a newcomer. I’m very disappointed.” “It wasn’t his fault, sir,” Joshua said. “It was...” Kevin glared at Joshua. Telling tales was the worst crime. “Well? It was...?” Mr. Jackson said. “I’m waiting.” “It was ... a misunderstanding, sir.” “Mm. Pick up your stuff then and go home. I’ll speak to both of you in the morning.” He stared at Calder and the handful of grade eight boys still standing around. “Are you waiting for something, Calder? Show’s over, I said. Move. All of you. Now!” He stood watching Kevin and Joshua pick up their belongings. Then with a last look around at the now empty park, he shook his head and walked back towards the school. “You all right, Kevin?” “Bug off, I’m fine.” Kevin turned and strode off. Joshua ran after him. “Come on, Kevin. It’s not my fault.” Kevin sighed. “I know. I know.” He slowed to let Joshua catch up. “There’s nothing we can do, but why me?” 19
 
 The Time Drum “Why any of it?” “He just felt like it. What other excuse does he ever need?” “How long has he been beating up on you? Making you pay for his sodas and candy and stuff?” Joshua touched his nose cautiously, then looked at his fingers. “Relax, you’re not bleeding. If you must know, since the fall – Autumn to you. He’s been hassling me ever since I came to Canada, except for the year I was still in elementary and he was in junior high.” They walked in silence for a short time. They could hear the traffic noises from the main street, but the only sound close to them was the crunch of the gravel under their feet on the path. “Don’t you have any friends to stand up for you?” “None that’ll fight for me.” Kevin stopped. “Darn, I’ve got a stone in my shoe.” He leaned against the wall of the school to stand on one foot and remove it. As he straightened, the senior school caretaker passed. “What are you two up to? You’re not writing on my walls, I hope.” “We’d need to find a clear space.” Kevin ran with Joshua at his heels. The main drag was busy as usual. Impatient drivers honked at others slow to move when the lights changed. One block past the traffic lights, there were no more shops. Tower blocks stood back from the street, graffiti as far up as the paint sprayers could reach. “We’re in that block there.” Joshua pointed at an apartment tower the twin of Kevin’s, with the same
 
 20
 
 Hugh McCracken gang graffiti scrawled on the lower walls. “Want to come in and clean up before you go home?” For a second, Kevin thought about the invitation. If Calder had Joshua as a new punch-bag all summer, maybe, just maybe, he’d leave Kevin alone next year. “Bug off, Josh. I’m out of here.”
 
 21
 
 Chapter Three
 
 Kevin had the window seat on the flight from Toronto to Glasgow, but they took off in the dark. When the sun came up, they flew the rest of the way in brilliant sunshine over solid cloud. Clouds, nothing but clouds. When the pilot announced descent into Glasgow, Kevin peered out of the window, but long after he had heard the sound of the undercarriage being lowered, there was still nothing to see. He was about to turn to his Mom to comment when Glasgow appeared mistily below them. Seconds later they landed in a fine drizzle. On the bus from the airport to central Glasgow, Kevin tuned out his Mom and her sister, Aunt Kayla. Grass, trees, and bushes were incredibly green. Most buildings were a dull grey, their colour matching the sky that seemed almost to touch the rooftops. A fine rain fell continuously. Kevin slept through the train journey from Glasgow Central to Largs. Sleepily, he staggered from the train after his Mom and Aunt Kayla, to be shocked wide awake outside the station by cold, wind-driven rain that 22
 
 Hugh McCracken swept up from the harbour just visible at the end of the street. This was summer? For the next two days Kevin and his Mom relaxed and re-explored the local area. Avoiding the rain showers was all the excuse his Mom needed to drag him into every shop in town. If only Dad had come with them. Last year had been great. His Dad liked castles as much as Kevin. They could explore them again and again, imagining the everyday life, sieges, and battles. A trip to Stirling had sounded good, but once there it was the same darn thing as last year after Dad had gone back to Canada, nothing but shops, antique and otherwise. Why did Mom have to drag him through these dingy, musty, dusty, old stores? He sighed. Stirling Castle was up the road, but where was he? In one more darned shop, that’s where! There was nothing here for him, just another big bore. “There are things of more interest to boys such as you through here.” Kevin jumped at the voice close behind him and turned. An old man with white hair and beard smiled at Kevin. He pulled aside a beaded curtain revealing a second room. With a quick glance around for his mother, Kevin stepped through. The only light came from four flickering candles in wall sconces. The room smelled different – candlewax? An old cellar? A damp cellar? Swords and daggers on the wall nearest Kevin reflected the candles eerily. He gazed around.
 
 23
 
 The Time Drum It was difficult to see how far back the shop went in the gloom, but it was stuffed with junk. Piles of furniture and other articles loomed in every direction. The old man pointed a long, thin hand to Kevin’s right. “Feel the heft of them. They long to be handled.” Daggers lay on a table top. Funny, Kevin hadn’t seen the table or the knives a minute ago. Maybe it was just the flickering light. He put out a hand, but then drew it sharply back. Mom always said not to touch any of the stuff in these places. Kevin couldn’t figure why not. It was all ancient junk anyway. “Pick one up, laddie.” Kevin peered at the array of weapons now visible on the table. Some of the knives and swords looked rusty, but when he checked more closely, the spots seemed wet or moist. Was it blood? Or imitation stuff like they used in movies?
 
 24
 
 Hugh McCracken Kevin reached out a cautious finger, then jerked his hand back. It was wet, sticky wet. The old man nodded encouragingly. “Some of these blades could tell a tale.” He pointed to one. “This one ended the life of the Red Douglas in Edinburgh Castle when the Black Douglas broke his oath of truce and safe conduct.” Kevin’s Dad had a book with that story in it. Last year he and Dad had even been in the actual room where the fatal banquet had been held. He lifted one of the daggers. “What about this one?” “That very dagger ended the life of The Red Comyn, even as he knelt in sanctuary. The Bruce never used it again because the blood of The Comyn never dried and could not be washed away.” That was another story in Dad’s book. The Bruce – Robert the Bruce – killed his rival for the Scottish throne even though he was kneeling in front of the altar. Kevin stared at the knife. Red drops appeared on the blade! He dropped the dagger on the table, and wiped his hands on his sweater. His heart pounded. “That’s fine, lad.” The old man nodded. “These are not right for the likes of us. Do you know what this is?” Kevin took the object held out to him. He examined it. A bit like a tambourine, but without jangles. About as wide across as his forearm and as deep as his fist, with ten slots cut around it near the open end. The taut skin quivered when his hand touched it and for a moment the candles dimmed and flickered. “A drum of some sort?” 25
 
 The Time Drum “Aye lad. The oldest instrument in Scotland. It called the clans to battle and rallied them on the field before bagpipes were even thought of. It’s called a bodhran ... pronounced bowrron ... just like the sound it makes.” The old man took it back and slapped its faded brown skin with the thumb and third finger of his right hand. It sang, a deep rumble. “Here, you try.” “I do percussion in the school band.” Kevin felt his face flush hot. He remembered Calder jeering, “Drums, jungle drums for the half-breed.” The moment and the feeling passed. Kevin was engrossed with the bodhran. It felt just right in his hands. A gentle tingle swept up his arms leaving him feeling more confident than he’d ever felt before. He felt he could do anything, meet any challenge. The sound of the bodhran was deeper and not nearly as clear-cut as a kettle drum, with a lingering resonance following each note. After a few trials, Kevin repeated some of the rhythms the old man had played, but before he finished the last one the old man put a hand on the drum and stopped him. “You have the touch, lad, and the bodhran favours you. It wants to be played again by a young hand. Long ago, it belonged to a young lad, just like you, who was part of a group of strolling players.” Kevin didn’t know why, but he wanted this drum. But how could he buy it? It was bound to be expensive. Mom said most articles in antique stores were overpriced. “Take it, laddie, take it,” the old man cackled, “or maybe it has taken you.” 26
 
 Hugh McCracken “But...” “When you no longer please it or grow too old ... How old are you?” “I’m twelve. I’ll be thirteen in December.” The old man sighed. “A good age. The bodhran is well suited.” “How much is the drum?” “It’s a bodhran, lad.” “Mom won’t let me pay much for it.” “She doesn’t have the coin for it and never will, but you do. Take it, Kevin. As long as you please it, it will stay with you. You have all of time in your hands.” Kevin wondered how the old man knew his name. And what did he mean by all of time... The old man put a hand on Kevin’s shoulder, turned him, and pushed him back through the beaded curtain. His mother had her back to him. Her head swivelled from side to side. “Kevin? Kevin, where are you now?” “I’m here, Mom.” “Where have you been? Come on, I don’t have all day.” She frowned at the bodhran. “Whatever that is, put it back. It’s bound to be overpriced. We don’t have money to waste on rubbish.” “It’s a bodhran, Mom – a kind of drum. You know, a percussion instrument. For my music? Please...” Kevin cocked his head to one side. He opened his eyes wide and stared at his Mom with what he hoped was a pleading smile. His mother sighed. “Well ... I suppose, if it’s not expensive.”
 
 27
 
 The Time Drum A younger version of the old man stepped forward. “Can I help you with something?” “This drum?” “It’s a bodhran, Mom, and the old man said I could have it.” Kevin locked his arms around his prize and prepared for battle. It was his drum. He wasn’t about to give it up, even if he had to make a scene. The shopkeeper said: “What old man?” Kevin pointed to the beaded curtain. “He’s in there.” The shopkeeper parted the curtain to show a solid brick wall. “It’s not part of my stock. I’ll not take back what isn’t mine.” He smiled and shrugged. Kevin gaped at the bricks where only moments before had been an Aladdin’s cave of ancient arms and rusted chain mail. His mother ushered him out by the elbow. “Well, I’m not going to pay duty on it for you when we get home.” The spell was broken.
 
 28
 
 Hugh McCracken
 
 Maybe he’d been daydreaming. But the bodhran was real enough and he tapped it gently as they left. It throbbed with life in his hands. He turned to look back into the shop before stepping into the street. The curtain beads quivered and he thought he could see the old man behind them, nodding a smile. “Come on, Kevin, we don’t have all day.” “Can we got to the castle now?” Mom glanced at her watch. “No, we don’t have time. We’ll catch a train back to Glasgow and have time for some tea before the train to Largs.” On the train Kevin clutched the bodhran to him. All the way it throbbed, a steady heartbeat in his arms. The old man’s voice sounded in his head. “You have all of time in your hands, Kevin, all of time.”
 
 29
 
 Chapter Four
 
 Mom and her sister howled with laughter every time one of them said: “Do you remember?” Who wanted to hear their ancient history? Anyway, Kevin had heard dozens of times how Mom met Dad in Emergency after he’d been hurt in the auto plant in Bathgate. Of how Dad’s relatives had done a double take when they saw Mom’s black face. Of how Dad thought there would be less prejudice in Canada. Kevin fled upstairs to his bodhran. He tried various rhythms and speeds, on different parts of the drum surface. At first the last rhythm the old man played escaped Kevin’s grasp, but after several false starts he finally got it. The bodhran quivered in hands. He felt a strange tingling sensation in his hands and arms. A beam of moonlight flooded the room. Kevin blinked. There were two scenes. The familiar bedroom, and a barn with straw all around him. It was like watching one of the fade/dissolve bits on TV where one scene gradually vanishes and another appears. In slow 30
 
 Hugh McCracken motion, the bedroom faded leaving him in the barn. The cushion at his back moved. Kevin turned to feel it. It was the smooth flank of a plump donkey. Kevin and his Dad had visited stables once where there was a donkey. That was certainly what this place smelled like – of horses, leather, straw, and the donkey. What had happened? His head felt funny, sort of fuzzy. Could someone have an itch right inside his head? Part of him seemed to want to snuggle in against ... Sarah? Sarah the donkey. How did he know Sarah was the donkey? And that she was his only friend? A plump, self-satisfied, cantankerous friend who nipped and sometimes kicked, but was always warm to snuggle against at night. Dad always said, when you had a problem you couldn’t see your way around, make your mind blank and wait. Give your mind time. The answer would come to you. Kevin sat back, closed his eyes, and concentrated on nothing. It didn’t work. It was like someone else was thinking in his head, but when he tried to catch the thoughts, they faded. They were like things in a dark wood you just caught sight of out the corner of your eye, but that vanished when you tried to look right at them. Some stupid thought about being sold to two men – him and Sarah. A few days ago? How could he be sold to anyone? He tried to focus on the thoughts, but they
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 The Time Drum faded, and he heard low voices on the far side of Sarah. Kevin strained to hear. Maybe there was some clue to what was happening. The fade/dissolve bit came again and he was back in his room in his aunt’s house, clutching the bodhran. Nothing had changed. Kevin re-examined the drum. What had happened just now? He gripped the bodhran in both hands, but it lay inert. No tingling sensation came, no throbbing of the skin. He was about to lay it down when he heard: “Take it, laddie, take it, or maybe it has taken you. The bodhran is well suited. As long as you please it, it will stay with you. You have all of time in your hands, Kevin, all of time.”
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 Kevin
 
 gazed out the window over wet, shiny-black
 
 slate roofs to an iron-grey sea swept with wind and rain squalls. A mist cut off the view of the land on the far side of the estuary. A ship faded in and out of sight on its way towards the open sea. If only he could have a day of Canadian sunshine, even if it meant Calder, instead of this everlasting Scottish mist. “I’m bored. There’s nothing to do here,” he said, when his mother came up behind him. She ruffled his hair. “You’re not to hang ’round the house all day, Kevin.” Kevin hunched his shoulders and tried to draw in his head like a tortoise. “Don’t, Mom.” She laughed. “Put on the rain gear Aunt Kayla borrowed for you. You need the cobwebs blown off.” The slicker was bright yellow and at least two sizes too big. Kevin detested it from the moment he saw it. Before he went out, he went back up to his room and re-examined the bodhran. He needed some way to carry it with him, but have his hands free. 33
 
 The Time Drum Last year Kevin had met the local shoemaker – a cobbler they called him here – a gnarled old man. He didn’t think there were any such craftsmen in Toronto. It fascinated him to watch the hands shape the leather. Unlike many adults, the old man talked to him. He even listened to him as if he was really interested in what Kevin had to say, and he told great stories. Kevin put on the yellow oilskin. At least, big as it was, it left plenty of room for him to stuff the bodhran under it to keep it dry. Luckily it wasn’t far to walk. He sloshed along the road, making for the cobbler’s tiny shop. If he stayed in Scotland much longer he’d end up with gills. The streets were narrow, much narrower than in Toronto, with sidewalks – pavements they called them here – barely three people wide. Several times, Kevin had to step aside to let women pushing baby carriages past. Once, he almost stepped into the path of a car, forgetting that people drove on the left side of the road in Scotland. Kevin pushed open the door to the cobbler’s shop. At the noise of the bell, the cobbler looked up from his last. Kevin had to look this word up the first time he heard it: “a device shaped like a human foot used when making or repairing shoes.” The old man smiled and his face crinkled like well-worn leather. “What can I do for you today, Kevin? Your aunt’s shoes aren’t ready yet.” Kevin pulled the bodhran from under his raincoat and laid it on the bench. “Can you make a strap to carry this?”
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 Hugh McCracken The cobbler examined the drum, solemnly sorting through a collection of harness straps. He threaded the one he picked through the slots, motioning Kevin to stand in front of him. “Over one shoulder and across your chest and back, like a bandoleer,” he said. “It should hang here, at your hip.” Kevin sniffed the air. “All that leather and polish makes this place smell great.” The cobbler cut the strap and shaved the two ends so that, when joined, the thickness was the same all the way around. Finally, he drilled three holes and hammered in flat rivets. Kevin reached for his bodhran, but the cobbler said, “No, I’m not finished yet.” From a little pot, he smeared some gunk over the strap. He pulled it backward and forward through a cloth held firmly in his other hand. When he’d finished, he held it up. The strap matched the bodhran in appearance, even the new rivets look ancient. Kevin slipped the strap over his head. It felt just right. The bodhran tingled pleasantly when his hand rested on it and his fingers tapped out one of the rhythms he’d heard from the old man. “Where did you hear that, Kevin?” The cobbler smiled. “I haven’t heard such a rhythm since I was a boy, and even then few knew the old tunes.” Kevin shuffled, embarrassed but pleased. “How much do I owe you?” “Oh, 10p should cover it.” “That’s only 5 cents in our money – or is it 20 cents? I never remember which way ’round it is.” He searched 35
 
 The Time Drum his pockets and felt his face flush. “Oh, I’ve no money on me.” The cobbler laughed. “Between friends, Kevin. Next time you’re in will do, or I’ll put it on your aunt’s account.” Kevin carefully put the bodhran back under the coat and stepped out onto the street. The rain had stopped and the sun was trying to break through the clouds. He rounded a corner on his way to the harbour, then stopped. Campbell was walking up the street. Campbell who’d lived in the same tenement block as Aunt Kayla last year and had made the last two weeks of Kevin’s visit a misery. The two weeks after Dad had gone back to Canada. “Really great!” Kevin attracted bullies like a magnet attracted iron filings! He shivered. It wasn’t cold, just damp. Maybe he hadn’t been spotted. Maybe he had time to duck back. Kevin turned, but hadn’t gone more than a few steps before he felt a tap on his shoulder. Campbell was a head taller than Kevin. He was well built, with red curly hair, a smooth complexion, and large white teeth that showed when he grinned. “I thought I saw you about. Little black Sambo. We moved. Did your aunt tell you? To the houses opposite the putting green. Come back to see us, have you?” “I’m h...h...here on v...v...vacation.” “Still stuttering away. And talking more like a Yank than last year.” Couldn’t Kevin ever get away from accents? “No, I’m n...n...not, We l...l...live in C...C...Canada.” Before Kevin realised what was happening, Campbell had him in a headlock. 36
 
 Hugh McCracken He could smell stale sweat off Campbell’s jacket and sleeve. Campbell ground the knuckles of his clenched fist into Kevin’s temple. He cried out in pain. “Like it? It doesn’t leave any marks.” Campbell let go and Kevin staggered a pace way away. “Let’s take a stroll. The park behind Graham Street, okay?” Campbell put an arm around Kevin’s shoulder. Kevin cringed. They walked along the street and several adults smiled as they passed. Kevin wondered if they thought Campbell was being nice to the little black boy. Would they do anything if they knew the truth? At the park, Campbell pushed him along one of the less used paths to a small clearing. Everything smelled different after the rain. Kind of like the park in Toronto just after all the snow has gone. A push from Campbell sent Kevin staggering forward. “Still cry as easily as last year?” He could run. He could run faster than Campbell. But what was the use? Campbell would only get him someplace else, sometime else. “I asked you a question.” Campbell leered. “But I guess it doesn’t matter. We can experiment and find out. More fun that way anyway. Take off that stupid looking coat.”
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 Kevin slowly removed the oilskin. “What’s with the Salvation Army bit?” Campbell pointed to the bodhran. “That’s like the thing they shake and pass ’round after the band’s played.” Kevin put his right hand flat on the bodhran and felt it quiver, then throb. “It’s a bodhran – a kind of drum.” “Let’s hear it then, Mr. Music Man. Play us something before we start.” Kevin looked at the mocking face. He stepped back, shifted the bodhran to his left hand and started to play. 38
 
 Hugh McCracken Maybe the music would distract Campbell. Or at least keep him occupied until somebody came along. He tapped out the rhythm the old man had played. With the last tap of the sequence the bodhran quivered. There was a strange tingling sensation in his hands and arms. Kevin blinked. There were two scenes. The park, with Campbell leering at him, the grass and trees smelling fresh after the rain, and the barn smelling of straw and horses. Again it was like watching one of the fade/dissolve bits on TV where one scene gradually vanishes and another appears. In slow motion, the park disappeared completely and left him in the barn. He wasn’t aware of falling, but found himself sitting on the ground leaning back on the smooth flank of a plump donkey. A donkey called Sarah.
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 Kevin really was someplace else. The park was gone. Wherever he was, it was either early dawn or dusk. He was in a stable, almost under a hay rack. Bales of straw were on one side. A collection of leather harness straps hung over a partition wall. Where was the bodhran? In a panic Kevin felt all around and relaxed when he found it beside his thigh. He looked down at his hands. They weren’t his hands! No, they’re mine! It was an aggrieved snarl. Kevin looked around. The voice had sounded close, but there was only Sarah near him. Even if she could speak, the hands were human, not donkey’s hooves. He examined the hands critically. His own were sort of square with short stubby fingers; dark brown, of course, on the back, and light, almost pink, on the palm. These hands were long, with long, thin fingers. They were dirty but, although they weren’t as dark as his, they certainly weren’t white hands.
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 Hugh McCracken Who had spoken then? Funny, the words sounded right inside his head. Like when he was reading silently or thinking. However, the next voices he heard were all too real and spoken not within his head but rudely within earshot: “The brat was a mistake. He’ll slow us down later.” “Bertram, you’re an idiot. Leave the thinking to me. We don’t need the boy after, but we do now. We should have a boy with us and he can play that bodhran. Come. It’s time to move.” “Yes, master,” the first voice said, laughing. Kevin peered over Sarah’s back. The men had bushy hair that looked as if it hadn’t been combed or washed for a long time. Their beards were shaggy and tangled. They wore dirty-white tunics and wrinkled hose like men in the medieval history books his Dad had at home. Then, he looked down at himself. His legs below the knee were bare. As with the hands, although they weren’t dark brown, they were darker than a summer tan would explain. Kevin jumped as one of the men kicked him in the thigh. “Up, boy, see to the beast.” The two men walked from the barn. Kevin looked at the packs, deciding what he was supposed to do next. “Come on, Sarah, up.” Sarah lumbered to her feet to nibble at the hay. As long as he didn’t try to force it, he could go on automatic pilot since his hands seemed to know what to do.
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 The Time Drum “I told you to ready the beast. We don’t have all day.” The tall man cuffed his head twice, making both ears ring. Kevin staggered forward, catching himself before he fell. The other man laughed and put up a hand to stop a third blow. “Easy, John, he’s only a lad.” “And slow as the night watch. Get that donkey loaded.” Finally, Kevin had all the bundles distributed evenly over Sarah’s back and sides. “About time. Let’s move.” Sarah ambled after Kevin as they followed John and Bertram along the trail. Kevin touched his ears gently. They were both sore, but the ringing had stopped. He rubbed the backs of his hands across his eyes. Grown-ups at home didn’t hit kids like that, although he had heard his Dad talk about being cuffed when he was a child. Was he still in Scotland? How would he know? He knew only that his stinging ears proved beyond any doubt that this was no daydream. They were travelling through a wood along a narrow path just wide enough to allow the two men to walk side by side. Sometimes the tree branches met overhead to turn the trail into a dark tunnel. On other stretches, the trees backed off a little to allow sunlight to flood the path. Underfoot was hard-packed earth alternating with short well-trodden grass. Kevin stopped, staring down at his feet. They were bare! At home he would have felt every blade of grass,
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 Hugh McCracken he was sure. Yet these feet tramped on as if they had tough leather soles. His shirt was of a rough, brownish material that hung to just above his knees. It was a bit like a T-shirt, but instead of a round neck it had a short V-slot in front. A rope around his waist had two satchels hanging from it, one on each side. His bodhran, slung bandoleer style as usual, hung neatly at his right hip. He had to go! But there weren’t likely any toilets nearby. In the strange circumstances of the morning and the rush to get Sarah loaded, he’d managed to put it out of his mind. Kevin looked at the two men. They were well ahead. He stepped behind a tree and discovered under the shirt – tunic? – he had on something like boxer briefs in the same rough material as the shirt. They were held up by a draw string and there was no fly. Back on the trail, Kevin trotted to catch up a little, but he didn’t want to be too close. He didn’t relish another encounter with John. The man was impatient and much too quick with his hands. Kevin felt that, to John, he wasn’t really a person, only a belonging, a tool like Sarah. The men really scared him. No adults he’d ever encountered before had hit him, but even so he felt excited about being in the past. It was a bit like the first time he’d gone up in a ski lift with his Dad – looking forward to adventure to come even if he was frightened. His hand on the bodhran tingled. Kevin felt the bodhran had brought him here. You hold all of time in your hands.
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 The Time Drum The two men, deep in conversation, ignored Kevin walking behind them. A nudge in the middle of his back sent Kevin sprawling. Immediately after, he felt his backside nipped, not hard, but definitely a nip. He glanced over his shoulder to see Sarah, her lip curled back, in preparation for another nip. He rolled away, out of reach. She brayed and squatted back on her hindquarters. With one eye on the retreating backs, Kevin stood, tugging on her halter rope. Sarah pulled back, her forelegs splayed. No contest. If Sarah decided to stay somewhere, he had two options: he could stay with her or he could go without her. “Come, boy. Keep up.” John’s impatient voice shouted. “I am trying, John.” John stormed back. He caught Kevin roughly by the arm. “Master, or Master John, boy. I’ll not have any insolence from the likes of you. Do you understand?” “Yes, master,” Kevin shouted and spilled onto the ground. On his knees, he saw John advance on Sarah with his stick. She got to her feet, snorted, and shook herself, the whites of her eyes showing. “No, master, not her rump. She’s very sensitive about her right hindquarters.” Kevin didn’t know how or where the information had come from, but he was sure he was right. He scrambled to his feet. “Watch out, she kicks...” Sarah’s hind legs lashed out to catch John’s upper thigh and knock him to the ground.
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 Hugh McCracken “...sideways,” Kevin finished and ran after Sarah who trotted smartly up the trail. It had been funny, but Kevin was torn between laughing and crying. Bertram held his sides and laughed. When Kevin reached him, he gasped out: “I’d keep well clear of John for a spell, boy.”
 
 Shortly, Sarah slowed to a sedate walk and again nudged Kevin with her muzzle. This time Kevin realised she was after the bag hanging behind him from the 45
 
 The Time Drum rope around his waist. He opened the drawstring and offered her a handful of grain. She nuzzled his hand and fluttered her long eyelashes at him. He laughed. “With a friend like you, who needs enemies?”
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 For most of the morning they walked. Kevin and Sarah fell behind again, but kept the two men in sight. Kevin’s head itched inside. The sensation reminded him of the time a friend of his Dad’s had a squirrel in his garage. It left tracks, paw-prints, everywhere, but all you ever saw of it was a flash of the tail vanishing into a bolt hole. That was what the thoughts were like. John beckoned. “Ho, boy, come here.” Kevin hustled forward. Close to John, Sarah slowed, pulling back. The whites of her eyes showed and she blew down her nostrils. “There’s bread and cheese in that pack.” John pointed, but didn’t come close to Sarah. The bread was round, about the size of a dinner plate, and about as thick as Kevin’s clenched fist. He passed it to John who hacked lumps of it with a wicked looking knife and shared it out. The wedge of cheese had a powerful smell like the old Cheddar his Dad loved, but even stronger. At home Kevin hadn’t liked the Cheddar. But he was hungry. He wolfed down his share. 47
 
 The Time Drum When he had eaten, Kevin felt more cheerful. John was bad-tempered, but he could stay out of his way. His bodhran hung comfortably at his right hip. The other satchel of coarse canvas was on his left. While he walked, he rummaged through this bag to find a piece of rock-hard bread crust, a couple of carrots, a lump of dusty cheese with blue bits, the playing stick for his bodhran. How did he know the short wooden stick with its bulbous double heads would be there, that it was called a cipin – kipeen – and that deftly held, with subtle flicks of the wrist it could make his bodhran almost speak with powerful music? This day was too full of questions to even attempt to answer this one. Like the fact of life itself, he accepted it – the dull ache of Sarah’s nip and the nagging hunger which still knotted his stomach being evidence enough of its reality. He spun the stick between his curled fingers and thumb, turning the knuckles inward as though to polish his nails on a lapel. He placed the pencil thick drumstick with its teardrop shaped knob at each end back in the satchel and found one last object: a flutelike instrument like a recorder, but with only three holes. He shook the dust and crumbs out of it. The bandmaster at school had talked about a pipe you played with your left hand while your right hand beat on a tabor. Pipe and tabor, that was it. In his case it was pipe and bodhran. Kevin put the pipe to his lips, but before he could blow, Sarah bumped him. “Don’t you like music?” 48
 
 Hugh McCracken She blew down her nose and bared her teeth to nibble at him. “Oh, no you don’t. No more nips.” It was the satchel she was after this time. Kevin gave her a carrot, tied her lead rein to his rope belt, and tried a tune on the pipe while his right hand beat out the rhythm on the bodhran hanging against his hip. Again he found, provided he didn’t think too hard about it, he could play the pipe. He marched along, reasonably content, with Sarah ambling at his side. The tunes gave him something else to think about, apart from wondering if he’d ever get back; if his mom and Aunt Kayla were worried about him. “Darn.” There it was again, the thing, the person in his head. Like the squirrel in the garage, the instant it knew it had been spotted it scooted back to its hidey hole. Maybe he could trick it into the open. What lure would tempt whatever was hiding in his head – or was it the other way around, was he in its head? At the thought, Kevin felt an almost irresistible urge to nod his head repeatedly ... a most emphatic agreement. “Boy, wait here.” John’s snapped command stopped Kevin. He looked around. The trail they were on left the forest and meandered across an open meadow to join another wider looking path. On the far side of the junction were the first buildings Kevin had seen since they’d left the barn in the morning. The windows of one were narrow slits in thick, grey stone walls. A lazy spiral of smoke hung over a blackened hole in the thatch roof. John strode ahead toward that building. With a sigh, Kevin sat on a rock at the side of the path. It had been a long walk. 49
 
 The Time Drum Bertram squatted beside him and Kevin tensed. “Yes, master?” “You needn’t, master, me. John’s the one with ideas above his station. I’m no one’s master, save myself. You play pleasingly.” Kevin felt his face flush. “Thank you, Bertram.” “John’s quick with his hands, but he means you no harm. Not for the present anyway. It’s just his way. See you hop to it when he speaks.” “He’ll not touch Sarah again, will he?” “If he does, he’ll stand to the other side. He’ll not relish another kick.” “That won’t help, Sarah kicks to both sides.” Bertram laughed. “Let’s not tell him, eh? Some lessons are best learnt by experience.” When Bertram ruffled Kevin’s hair he hunched his shoulders and tried to draw his head in like a turtle. He hated that. The memory of his mother doing it – yesterday, was it? – brought tears to his eyes, and he wiped them with the backs of his grubby hands. “Right.” John walked up and kicked Kevin to his feet. “Put the beast in the barn behind the inn. Make sure you tether it well. We’ll stop here for the night.” “You’re not an it, are you, Sarah?” Kevin put his arms around his donkey’s neck after he removed her load in the barn. She munched contentedly, pulling strands of hay from the rack. Before the men could find other chores for him, Kevin strolled a little way off and sat on a rock on the bank of a small stream. Where or when in time was this place? How had he got here? The questions swirled around in Kevin’s head. It wasn’t his body, but he didn’t feel any different. 50
 
 Hugh McCracken If he could only persuade the mind in his head – or the mind whose head he was in – to fill him in on the body’s history, it might help. Would he ever get home, or at least back to his aunt’s house in Scotland? “Boy. Where is that dratted boy now? Boy! Here!” John’s angry voice sounded through the trees. Kevin ran to the barn, arriving out of breath. “Get your pipe and bodhran, we perform here tonight,” John said. Surprised and excited, Kevin blurted out: “Oh, wow, we’re musicians, like a rock band on a gig.” Bertram raised his eyebrows. “We’re minstrels, strolling players, sometime peddlers.” John scowled. “Do you remember what we taught you?” Kevin felt his face flush. He hadn’t the ghost of an idea what he was supposed to do. John’s hand rose, but Bertram caught his wrist. “He’ll do better if he’s not stiff. You heard him on the road. He’ll be fine.” John turned to pick through the packs and Bertram whispered: “You played all passably enough on the trail today. Repeat that.” In the inn, Kevin gazed around the single, large room. An open fireplace at one end provided most of the light, and stumpy, foul-smelling candles the rest. Rough, plank tables on trestles with backless benches on each side filled the centre, and around the edges was a low platform. They performed on one section of the platform on the side opposite the door. With no chimney, just a hole cut in the thatch above the fire, the smoke hung heavy in the room. Kevin 51
 
 The Time Drum coughed in the acrid air that reminded him of smog from his own time and place. The girls and boys that scurried around with mugs and jugs of ale looked younger than him. One boy slopped ale on a huge peasant, who, with a roar, picked him up and threw him several feet. Everyone laughed at the boy as he limped away, one hand at his upper thigh while the other knuckled his eyes. Hesitantly at first, Kevin played his pipe and bodhran as John and Bertram juggled. Soon, he began to enjoy himself. He’d always been good at music. The two men changed the pace of their movements to match Kevin’s variations of the beat and tempo. What had worked before, in letting his body simply take over, worked again. The simple tunes that had come to his head on their trek earlier were apparently exactly what was required. John actually smiled. After the juggling, Bertram produced an instrument like a recorder, and told Kevin in a low voice to follow his lead. Bertram played a plaintive melody, and John sang a ballad. At first Kevin was so surprised at how good a voice John had, he forgot to play, but soon he caught on and provided a gentle background. The performance was well received. Kevin scrambled to pick up the odd coins that had been cast onto the floor at their feet. A hand gripped him by the neck and he jumped. “Don’t stand there gawking, boy,” John said. “Let’s have it.” Bertram scooped the coins out of the platter Kevin had collected them in and handed them to John. 52
 
 Hugh McCracken “Enough for a goodly lot of beer.” “No more beer.” John scowled. “We need a clear head for what’s ahead. We reach the castle tomorrow.” “That’s tomorrow and, anyway, we can’t act there for a day or so.” “Not in front of the boy, I told you,” John whispered. Then he turned to Kevin and boomed: “Go back to the stable and stay there.”
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 That night Kevin lay awake, curled against Sarah. If he really had shifted times ... Heck, it had to be the past, what else could account for ... well ... for all of this new reality. But how could he understand what everybody said? Why didn’t he sound funny to them? Campbell sure had an accent and he had thought Kevin had a Yankee accent. If he was way back in history, even if they talked English wouldn’t it be like that stuff Aunt Kayla was doing for her English class? Chaucer? That stuff she read to him. Crazy junk you needed a translator for? Gaelic, if he was in Scotland. Maybe that was it. The thing, the person in his head translated for him. It worked that way in all the science fiction shows on TV. They could always talk to everybody. Maybe it was some kind of thought transference. Maybe ... heck, here he was someplace a thousand years, or something, before he was supposed to be born, sleeping with a donkey, enslaved to some kind of third rate Medieval cabaret act ... and wondering about how he gets by with the lingo! 54
 
 Hugh McCracken At dawn nothing had changed. John wakened him with a mean shout. More familiar with the routine now, the loading went smoothly and they were off. Where or why, Kevin still didn’t know. They were following the slightly broader trail now, but it wasn’t what he would have called a road. Wide enough for a cart, there were fewer places where the trees shut out sight of the sky. Underfoot was, as before, short grass and stretches of bare rocky earth. Again they gulped down hard bread and cheese on the march. Well after noon, they reached a stretch of water. Kevin smelled drying seaweed and heard the keening of the seagulls before they actually reached it. Closer, the sound of waves slapping on rocks made him wonder where they were. Their trail now met a path that more or less paralleled the shoreline. Across the water he saw the towers of a castle. He stared up and down the loch. It had to be a sea loch because of the tide, but he couldn’t see open sea in either direction. He was just wondering at the fact that he could never bring himself to use the English word “lake” – Lake Lomond, the Lake Ness Monster just didn’t sound right – when John and Bertram stopped. “Which way?” Bertram said. “Left or right? Or can you walk on water?” John scratched his head. “We’ve been heading north. The sea must be west of us. That’s to our left, so we go right. That should take us to the head of the loch and down the far shore to the castle.”
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 The Time Drum They trekked a long way up one side of the loch, then back down the other before they rounded a bend in the trail and the forest gave way to cleared land. Not far off lay a small town clustered around the inland side of the castle walls. John gripped Kevin’s neck tightly on their final approach to the small town. “You will obey me. Every time. No questions either.” The pressure of the fingers increased. Kevin squealed. Sarah snorted, pranced beside them and bumped John with her rump. “Yes, I understand, master. I understand.” John pushed Kevin ahead of him and turned to Sarah. “I’m on your other side this time, beast.” He raised his stick and Kevin shouted: “Watch out, master, she kicks...” “I know, I’m on her other side this time.” John raised his stick. “...to both sides,” Kevin finished, and Sarah kicked. She brayed loudly and trotted off with Kevin in hot pursuit. He caught her, but took his time getting back to the men. John limped and glared, but kept his distance. The grass of the path gave way to hard-baked, rutted earth as they crossed the cultivated area and approached the town. One short, narrow street opened onto a small square, one side of which was dominated by the castle. In the square, people milled around stalls with all sorts of merchandise piled on and around them. “Market day,” John said, as he led the way through the crowds toward the drawbridge of the castle.
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 Hugh McCracken This wasn’t an ancient ruin like the ones Kevin liked to visit with his Dad. Edinburgh and Stirling Castles were well preserved, rebuilt, renovated old buildings. This was new construction with fresh-cut, sharp-edged stones. The portcullis on the far side of the defensive ditch – an iron-clad grill which would slam down like a guillotine to bar an enemy attack – hung ready and snug in its slot above the entrance. Kevin stared up at its viciously spiked base as he passed under. He wished he’d paid more attention in history class. When did they stop building castles? 1300? 1400? 1500? Anyway, it was a long time ago. “Here, boy.” John snapped his fingers and Kevin hurried up to him. “Tether the beast and wait here for us.” Kevin looked around. He hesitated. There was no hitching post like he’d seen in old western movies. John advanced on him, waving his stick, but Kevin danced around the donkey to put her between them. Bertram pointed to an iron ring set in the wall. “This boy is useless,” John said. “We should have taken the other.” “As you yourself said, the other lad had no skill with pipe or bodhran. Anyway we got both boy and donkey for the price of the donkey.” Bertram laughed. “Stay here, lad.” Kevin ducked and tossed his head angrily as Bertram ruffled his hair again, laughing. Kevin tied Sarah’s rein to the ring, sat on the ground and leaned against the wall. He gazed around. The bodhran was a comforting, familiar object under his hand. His fingers tapped out the rhythm he’d played 57
 
 The Time Drum each time before he’d experienced the TV fade/dissolve move into the past. This time nothing happened, not even a tingle in his hand or arm. Was the rhythm like a one way street? Was there another rhythm that would take him back? Kevin shrugged and turned to the scene around him. Was this what castles were really like, then? The one Aunt Kayla had taken him to in Rothesay had neat, well kept lawns and gravel paths inside the ruins. Here, he could hardly see the outer walls. There were wooden buildings everywhere, the ground was just hard packed earth. He wondered what the enormous timber beams near one stone wall were for. The scaffolding beside an unfinished building looked decidedly rickety. People thronged any open space. Most were dressed like Bertram and John, although some wore long robes, like a priest’s cassock, in much finer material. Scrawny chickens pecked over the ground, ignored by the many dogs. The place stank like a badly kept zoo. Horses, dogs, chickens – Kevin wondered if anyone washed. He hadn’t seen a mirror or any other way to see his reflection. He touched his face with both hands. Really, what should his face feel like? He was in a different body, so the face would be familiar to its hands. “Are you one of the minstrels just arrived? You look like a Moor. Why do you cry?” It was a young voice. Kevin took his hands from his face and looked at the speaker. “I’m not crying. I’m just feeling my face.” “Why? It’s still there. Did you think you’d lost it?” 58
 
 Hugh McCracken Kevin stared at the solemn face before him for a short time before they both laughed. “I’m Kevin MacDonald,” Kevin said. He rose to his feet and stuck out his hand. The boy was little taller than Kevin, with blond hair. He had a haircut just like Joshua’s! His style of dress wasn’t much different from John and Bertram, but everything looked clean and fitted as if had been made for him. Over his shirt he wore a leather jerkin. The boy frowned, his eyes narrowed and he ignored Kevin’s outstretched hand. “A peasant, a Moor, with two names. Most unusual,” he said, almost to himself. Then, loudly in an arrogant voice, “I am the Duke William. You may address me as, Master, or Sire, or My Lord.” Kevin sat down again, ignoring him. He’d had enough of being ordered about and talked down to. Duke or not, this was still just a kid more or less his own age and size. “I did not give you permission to sit in my presence.” Before he could reply, John and Bertram came back. To his surprise, they both bowed. “I trust we see you well, my master,” John said. “You have a very rude fellow here. He shows no respect for his betters.” Bertram said: “Bow to the young master.” John glared at Kevin until he obeyed. The Duke turned on his heel and strode off. “If we decide to keep you, boy, I will enjoy teaching you manners. The likes of us cannot afford to offend even the brats of the gentry. Did you not see how he was dressed?” 59
 
 The Time Drum “He said he was the Duke William.” John swung Kevin around to face him and grabbed Kevin’s shoulders. “That was the young Duke?” Kevin nodded, and squeaked: “That’s what he said.” So unexpectedly that Kevin almost fell, John let him go. “He’s bigger and older than I thought he’d be,” Bertram said. “Yes.” John scratched his head. “It needn’t change our plans. We must be more careful, that’s all.” They had obviously expected him to be younger and smaller, but they were minstrels and peddlers. Kevin watched William walk away and wondered what the boy’s size had to do with John and Bertram. It was a mystery he wasn’t sure he wanted to solve.
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 That night they ate in the great hall of the castle. Kevin gazed around. Trestle tables formed a U-shape with the closed end being raised on a low platform. The floor of the hall was stone, covered in rushes. Dogs, mainly gangling wolfhounds, but some smaller, roamed everywhere. Torches flamed smokily on brackets in the walls casting an eerie light so it was impossible to see the roof. John and Bertram sat on the benches at the open end of the U, well below the salt, with the lowest of the retainers. Kevin tried to sit with them but John growled: “Who do you think you are, boy? Stand behind us.” As the meal progressed, Bertram passed chunks of bread, a half chewed chicken drumstick and lumps of fatty meat back to Kevin. At the high table at the closed end of the U, Kevin saw the boy Duke seated with a tall, sour-looking man on one side and an elegant woman with a tall white head-dress on the other. Kevin sighed. There was he, being fed table scraps, while that stuck up little twit was seated, eating the best 61
 
 The Time Drum of everything. He even had another kid standing behind him, who jumped every time the boy Duke spoke. After the meal they retired to the stable. Kevin curled up against Sarah’s warm, comforting flank. He was restless and not at all sleepy but, for fear of attracting John’s lightning temper, he lay still. The young Duke had called Kevin a Moor. He racked his memory for what he knew about Moors. Something about Spain... That was it! His dad once rented a video about the Spanish hero, El Cid. A great video full of battles in Spain with knights in armour. The Moors were in that, mixed descendants of Arabs and North Africans who had conquered Spain. They were a good bit lighter than Kevin, but still not white. So a Moor was still what Calder would call a halfbreed. I know not what Spain is. It was a voice in Kevin’s head. The same voice that had claimed ownership of the hands. My mother was taken by soldiers in what you call the Holy Land after the place where she lived fell to them after a battle. One of them brought her to this land with one of Saladin’s knights held for ransom. ‘That must have been in the Crusades,’ Kevin responded. ‘Were you born here?’ Yes, The knight converted to Christianity and went back to the Holy Land to fight with he who captured him. Mother died of a flux when I was eight and I was sold to a peddler-minstrel. ‘Wow! Are there many like us here now?’ Like us? How mean you? ‘Black.’ I am not black. I am a Saracen. What people here mistakenly call a Moor. 62
 
 Hugh McCracken ‘But you’re not white. Don’t people, or anyway other children, call you names, make fun of you?’ I am what I am. What others think or say, concerns me not. I know who was my father, and who was my mother. Many here do not. Why should they think they are better than me? Why should I care what they think? The presence was gone! So Kevin was odd man out again, even with the person whose body he now occupied. However, his host hadn’t made fun of him for being black, simply stated that he himself wasn’t black. If only he could learn to ignore the jeers and name calling. At the thought, the voice came again. If you are truly proud of who and what you are, as I am, what matters what others say? Kevin tried to think this through, but he was interrupted. From the other side of Sarah, he heard the voices of John and Bertram clearly, although they whispered. “When should we do it?” Bertram said. “The night after tomorrow unless a chance for an accident comes first. It is arranged. The guard for the brat that night has been bought, like us. He will look the other way.” “Does the Duke not have a companion, a servant in the room with him?” “You worry too much, Bertram. All is in hand. You need only smother the lad while he lies asleep.” “I had thought him no more than five or six when we decided on this. He is twelve at least and sturdy. What if he struggles?”
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 The Time Drum “Peace, Bertram. I can hold him. There will be naught to show he did not die in his sleep. Minstrels will be out of place in a house of mourning and we will slip away, gold in hand.” Kevin grew worried. Bertram, the friendlier seeming of the two minstrels, was planning to smother the young Duke! They hanged people – and worse – for a lot less than murder in this time, and Kevin would likely be counted an accomplice. William was for sure a stuck-up twit needing to be taken down a peg or two, but not murdered. Eventually, tired from his long walk, Kevin fell asleep, but had nightmares of endless flight from Bertram waving a pillow mixed up with grim visions of a gallows and an array of cruel butchers’ knives and hatchets. Next morning, John was his usual snarling self and Bertram quiet, friendly, and easy going. Surely Kevin had misunderstood the conversation last night. If he hadn’t, he had to tell someone. But a peasant boy would have a hard job being believed; especially if the adults were as self-important and arrogant as young Duke William. He shivered at the thought of John’s reaction if he ever found out that Kevin had said anything about what he’d overheard. Kevin was relieved when John and Bertram went off to meet someone, having ignored him, apart from ordering him to stay with Sarah and out of any mischief. Bored, Kevin wandered around the castle courtyard and stopped to watch the workmen on the scaffolding. He gaped at the bustle of workmen, soldiers and servants in the courtyard.
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 Hugh McCracken Chickens pecked at the ground and dogs sniffed through piles of rubbish, with an occasional snap at the chickens. The air was a mixture of wood smoke, cooking, stables, and unwashed people. Duke William walked past with a sullen looking boy beside him. It was the same boy who had stood behind the Duke at high table the previous night. “Do you still seek your face, peasant with two names?” Kevin turned and bowed from the waist, as was required. “No, My Lord, it’s where it always was.” Their gazes met and both laughed. “Those timbers will form the hammer beams of my new great hall,” William said. “Are they not enormous? I come here every day to view its progress.” They stood beside the scaffolding. When a shadow fell on them, Kevin looked up. A beam balanced at the edge of the platform above their heads. It tipped! Kevin threw himself against the Duke and his shoulder rammed into William’s chest. Both of them fell under the scaffolding to land with William on his back under Kevin. One of the timbers crashed to the ground where they had been seconds before. “Oh, my God, the Duke!” Men rushed to the timber from all sides. Kevin rose and helped William up. “I’m here. I’m fine,” William said, stepping out from under the scaffolding.
 
 65
 
 The Time Drum
 
 Kevin looked around for the other boy. In the instinctive act to save William he hadn’t had time to think about the companion. He wondered if he could have done more. Then he saw a small hand, poking from the lethal heap of timber and rubble on the ground. The slim fingers twitched twice – and then lay still. In the hubbub that followed, Kevin saw a priest kneel by the hand of the sullen boy who had walked with Duke William. Everyone else was concerned only with the young Duke, brushing tiny deposits of dust 66
 
 Hugh McCracken from his clothes, one brushing at his shoes with a long, trailing sleeve. A tall blond man, the one who had sat beside the young Duke at the high table, appeared. A space immediately cleared around him. When William stepped forward, the man bowed carelessly with little more than a curt nod, and William bowed back. “Uncle Hugo, this boy pushed me clear, just in time.” “He must be rewarded suitably, in due course, for this service,” Sir Hugo said. He smiled, but the smile did not reach his eyes. “Is the boy dead?” He asked the priest. “I fear so, Sir Hugo.” “See to his burial.” Sir Hugo turned back to William. “You had best hurry to your mother and her ladies before she hears of this and has the vapours.” William turned to go. Kevin felt his arm gripped painfully hard. John’s voice sounded in his ear. “I will reward you myself. You were to stay with the donkey.” Duke William said imperiously. “You – Boy With Two Names, come with me. Now!” When Kevin tried to wrench free, John gripped him even harder. “Go now with the little Duke. I’ll deal with you later.” Kevin ran after William. “Sorry about your friend.” “He was a house carl, a servant, naught more.” William studied Kevin. “Mayhap, I’ll have my mother buy you from those minstrels. I would like to have a Moor. You amuse me and may have even saved my life.” Kevin gulped. Bertram and John weren’t much fun, but being a servant to this little twerp who could brush 67
 
 The Time Drum off another boy’s death with as much thought as he now flicked stone dust from his jerkin sleeve mightn’t be any better. “I’ve been sold to Bertram and John.” “No matter. No one is allowed to touch me. I must have a servant for that purpose. If you cry loudly, it will be over quickly.” Kevin had read about whipping boys who were punished for their masters’ misdeeds in history books. He’d hardly believed such injustice. Surely this couldn’t happen to him. But now – in this time – he knew it could. No wonder the dead boy had appeared sullen ... nothing more than a naked back to receive the lash for another’s sins. Of what evil could this strutting boy duke be guilty to merit the innocent boy’s death? They walked in silence up spiral stairs to a large room with a fireplace in one wall and alcoves set into the thick outer wall. Ladies sat on stools, sewing. Kevin felt the way he had done the first time he’d been an altar boy at high mass in the cathedral with the Bishop. He had a sense of awe at the grandeur of the building and the occasion, but the room wasn’t all that grand. Oh, I haven’t been in a great house for the longest time! It was the voice inside his head. Kevin stumbled. ‘It’s the family room of the castle, that’s all.’ It’s the Solar. Where My Lord and Lady are private. I was never permitted there. They’d had another conversation! But the presence was gone again. Kevin trotted to catch up with William. He decided he couldn’t keep quiet and let the boy be killed. It would 68
 
 Hugh McCracken be siding with bullies if he kept quiet. If he couldn’t stand up to John directly, he could at least put a stumbling block in his path. “I think there’s a plot to kill you,” he blurted out, describing to William what he had overheard. “You must tell this to my mother.” William whispered briefly to his mother, who looked hard at Kevin. She rose, motioned the boys to follow her, and led the way into a window alcove in the solar, away from her ladies. There, Lady Mary listened carefully to Kevin’s tale. “Have you known these minstrels long?” “No, ma’am, I only joined them a few days ago.” “You say they have been paid to come here?” she said, her voice sharp. “They have not simply wandered here as minstrels do?” Her frown made Kevin think of his Mom when she was worried. “I don’t know for sure, but we came straight here, I think. John met someone when we arrived.” “Tell no one of this,” she said after a period of silence. “No one at all, do you understand?” “What about Uncle Hugo?” William asked. “No one, not even your father’s brother. You, boy, return to your masters and do not speak of this.”
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 Kevin ran to the stables, not at all anxious to see John and Bertram, but sure he had no place to run or to hide. He sat beside Sarah, playing gently on the bodhran. Yet again he wondered why he was here and what had brought him. The drum quivered in his hands. A voice outside, that sounded used to command, said: “Step inside, we can talk there.” Kevin scrambled to the far side of his only friend and crouched in the shadow. The two men stopped in the stall beside the donkey. “That business with the beam was clumsy.” It was an arrogant voice. “It got rid of the servant boy as you instructed, Master,” John said in a placatory tone. “Discreetly, it was to be done discreetly.” The other voice sounded angry. “Can I trust you not to be so clumsy with the boy? No marks or any other sign that he did not die in his sleep. I will not have any suspicion aroused.” “We are to proceed then?”
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 Hugh McCracken “As agreed. Tomorrow night. You will perform in the great hall tonight after supper. You can perform as a minstrel, I hope?” The sarcastic tone made Kevin think of one of his least liked teachers. “As well as most, Master,” John said. “What of your boy? Does he know of your plans?” Kevin held his breath. “He is a stupid, ignorant peasant, Master. He can scarcely load the donkey properly.” “It would be best if he were to join the Duke, but quietly.” They were silent for a moment, before John cleared his throat. “We would be out the cost of the boy. Our intention was to sell him as a slave or apprentice boy in some distant town.” “This should cover your loss and your grief at his loss.” The voice sneered. Coins clinked together, sounding loud in the stable. “Thank you, Master. You are most generous.” John’s voice had the tone of someone bowing and scraping – bootlicking. “I will see you both hang if this goes wrong or if I ever see you or the boy again after.” This time the other’s voice was cold. Kevin couldn’t quite place it, but he was sure he’d heard that voice before. They moved away. Kevin gasped for air. He hugged Sarah’s neck, rubbing her muzzle. For some time he shook and clung to her. In his mind there was no question of what was intended. The Duke was to be killed, and so was he. See what a mess you’ve landed us in, the presence in his head said. 71
 
 The Time Drum ‘Whoa, this is your time,’ Kevin argued back. ‘You were on your way here with them before I got here.’ But the echo of his Saracen host had faded again. There seemed little Kevin could do but wait. If he ran now, it would be tantamount to announcing that he knew of the murder plot and, since he knew nothing of where or when he was, John would easily find him. He tried to clear his mind to see if his landlord – the real owner of this body – could offer any suggestions, but he had scurried back to his secret hiding place in the mind they shared. No, the time to try a run would be after their second performance. Bertram was to suffocate the Duke in his sleep during the night. Kevin could lie awake till they rose to do the deed, then he could run. If he didn’t make it clear away, John and Bertram would take Kevin with them. They would kill him in some quiet spot on the trail. He shivered. Would the death of this strange body mean his death in his own world and time and body too? Was it only three short days ago that Kevin had wished for adventure, for some excitement? If he was back with his mom and his aunt, he’d settle for watching the tide go out and in, watching the traffic lights change...anything! But despite the turmoil in his mind, Kevin dozed off. When Bertram’s boot stirred him in his nest of straw, it was already dusk. “Come, lad. Time to go.” Their performance after supper went well. There was applause, and John approached the high table at a
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 Hugh McCracken signal from the majordomo. The leather purse handed over clinked encouragingly. John grinned and bowed. “What about some entertainment for us?” Bertram said on their walk back to the stables. “You can watch me beat the boy.” John’s hand shot out and gripped Kevin’s neck again. Kevin hunched his shoulders and gritted his teeth. He hated the feeling that grasp gave him. At the stables John let go, pushing Kevin in front of him. “Pick your own strap, boy. Long enough to wrap around my fist and leave an arm’s length free. A cinch strap would do. Be quick about it.” Kevin pushed past Sarah to the harness rack at the end of her stall and she nuzzled him. He sorted through the cinch straps. Which would hurt least? A stiff one or a soft one? Would a soft one curl around him and hurt all the way? He couldn’t believe he was doing this; carefully selecting the instrument of his own torture! If you’d stop annoying him, he wouldn’t be so cruel. The voice again! Kevin tried to restate his question about the soft or the stiff strap, but there was no reply. He shrugged, picking a strap at random. Bertram had gone, but John leered at Kevin. “Now, I’ll teach you to obey.” The first blow missed him. When most of the second blow caught the bodhran rather than Kevin, John put both hands out to seize the drum. At the same time, Kevin dropped his hands to grasp the bodhran and felt the now familiar tingle. When John’s hands touched the drum, his mouth dropped open, his eyes became wide, staring, 73
 
 The Time Drum unfocussed. As Kevin and John danced – one in attack, the other in retreat – John backed into Sarah’s rump. She promptly kicked with both hind hooves. The tingling stopped. Kevin dropped to the floor. John stumbled and bent double to crash head first into the barn wall. With a groan, he slumped face down and lay still. Whistling cheerfully, Bertram strolled into the stable, jug in hand. “I’ve got us some beer.” He stopped short at the sight of John sprawled on his face and Kevin seated against the side of the stall, arms around his legs. “Sarah kicked him and he hit his head.” “Oh, and I thought he was just having a rest after his labours.” Bertram laughed, but knelt and rolled John onto his back. “He’s still breathing. Here boy, dip this rag in the horse trough.” Bertram wiped John’s face and neck with the wrungout cloth. “There’s a bump the size of a duck egg on his head, but he’ll live.” Bertram took a swig from the jug, grinning at Kevin. “You’d best be out of sight when he comes to. I doubt if this will improve his temper.” John groaned and moved. Kevin scurried over to Sarah to lie out of sight on her far side. “What happened? Who hit me?” John’s hand touched his head gingerly. “The donkey, I think. Here, sit up. Have some beer.” “It was that dratted boy and his bodhran.” Bertram laughed. “You’ll be telling me next the donkey spoke, like Balaam’s ass.” “I tell you, fool, the bodhran came into it somehow, but I can’t remember how.” 74
 
 Hugh McCracken “Have some beer and clear your head.” Kevin heard a shuffling in the straw as if John was trying to get up. “I must find the boy.” “No, John. Lie still. You’re still reeling from the blow.” “Then you find him. See if the donkey and bodhran will let you touch him. I think there must be some dark magic here.” “The blow has addled your brains. Sleep now. He’ll still be here tomorrow when your head will be clearer.” Kevin clutched the bodhran to him and lay close to Sarah. He was safe for the time being.
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 Kevin was still wide awake when low voices sounded from the other side of the donkey. “There was no need for you to be here.” John sounded annoyed. “The master said all was set.” “I had to tend a call of nature.” Kevin didn’t recognise the voice. “The sergeant has increased patrols. The private door to the tower stair I can still open at midnight, but it must now be locked before the sergeant makes his rounds two hours later.” “You are the guard outside the Duke’s chamber?” “I won’t be there, but at any cry or noise from within the chamber I will raise the alarm lest another hear.” John laughed and Kevin shivered. “Don’t concern yourself. Bertram is skilled in this if in naught else. With a feather pillow the boy will go from sleep to death without a murmur.” “I would not like to die thus,” the unknown voice said, “without chance to confess and be absolved.” “He is but a child. What sin has he to confess?” Bertram said.
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 Hugh McCracken “And what is it to us?” John spat. “We’re being paid.” The unknown coughed. “On that matter...” “He who hired us, paid you.” John sounded angry. “Yes, masters, but is my service to you not more personal than that?” John snorted, but Bertram said: “After the event, when we have been paid, there will be extra for you. Let us not quarrel.” They talked for a few more minutes before the stranger moved away, a shadow fading into many shadows. “That was badly done. All was arranged. There was no need for him to know we were to do the deed.” “True, John, but now we know who we are trusting our lives to and it need not cost us money. After the deed, he dare not speak. His life would be as forfeit as ours.” John snorted again. “I’d rather he hadn’t known it was us. It makes it more dangerous.” “Then we must make sure everything goes smoothly. The child must die in his sleep, quietly. I can do it. Let us sleep now.” Kevin wondered if he would ever sleep again without nightmares. Every time he closed his eyes visions of murderers creeping to the kill made him wide awake. Finally, he did doze, but what seemed like only minutes later, a shout from John roused him. He scrambled to his feet, but John stayed a few paces away, his gaze focused on the bodhran.
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 The Time Drum John scowled, shook his head, then strode out of the stable without saying anything. Kevin put an arm around Sarah’s neck, whispering to her: “Thanks, you were great.” “I wouldn’t let John find you talking to the donkey.” Bertram said. “Not after last night. He worries about witchcraft already.” Bertram laughed, shook his head and left. Neither man had given Kevin any chores or specific instructions to stay in the barn. “You’ve been cooped up here too long, right, Sarah?” Kevin led her out of the stable. She nudged the bag at his waist. “I’ve nothing left.” He scratched Sarah’s head. “But let’s see what we can scrounge.” The courtyard was crowded. Kevin led Sarah to where he could watch the builders at work. “Ho! You – Boy With Two Names.” Kevin turned and bowed to William. A feeling of fear at what John and Bertram were planning for the Duke filled him. “Good morning, My Lord.” “Is this your master’s donkey?” “No. Sarah’s mine. She’s my friend.” “How could a peasant boy, a Moor, even one with two names, own a donkey?” Total disbelief was in every syllable of William’s question. “I do, she’s mine.” William stretched out his hand to pat Sarah’s head. “It is a very handsome donkey.” Sarah lowered her head to push against William. “Thanks. She’d like a carrot.” The Duke snapped his fingers. “Yes, My Lord?” A man Kevin took for a servant inclined his head. “Carrots, a bunch, now!” 78
 
 Hugh McCracken “I can’t pay...” Kevin started. “We won’t pay for them. Why should we? I am the Duke.” William fondled Sarah’s ears. “My mother is still unsure of your tale yesterday, Boy with Two Names.” “Kevin, My Lord, the name’s Kevin.” He felt a jealous pang as Sarah nuzzled the spoiled young Duke. “She wonders if it is not a symptom of an overheated brain. No one could possibly wish to harm me. I am the Duke.” Kevin took a deep breath and told William what he had overheard during the night. Surely there was more danger in covering for them, than in revealing the horrible plan. William glared at Kevin. “Do you dream? The guard outside my door is one of my uncle’s most trusted men. I like him. He’s funny. He tells me jokes. You must have been asleep.” A dream? Kevin wished the whole thing might be a dream. He’d had enough adventure for a while. He closed his eyes. Maybe when he opened them he’d be back in the park with Campbell, but at a solid punch on his shoulder he opened his eyes again. Red-faced, William was poised to strike again, “I did not give you permission to go to sleep. I am the Duke. How dare you, a peasant, insult the Duke?” “I d...d...didn’t g...g...go to s...s...sleep.” Kevin raised a hand to ward off a second blow. “Guard,” William shouted. Before he knew what was happening, Kevin was on his face on the ground with a foot in the middle of his back holding him down. He heard running footsteps. 79
 
 The Time Drum Kevin tried to get to his hands and knees, but the foot on his rump pushed him onto his face again. This is not the time to struggle, the voice in his head said. The willow bends before the storm and survives.
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 Chapter Twelve
 
 Kevin
 
 turned his head to one side. Sarah was
 
 munching her way along a line of carrots lying on the ground, until she lifted her foot to kick. Meanwhile, William stood complacently, allowing his servant to fuss while others ran to him. “Enough.” William laughed out loud when Sarah’s hooves hit home. “Leave him be, Alfred. He has a brain fever I am sure. Thinks his dreams are real.” The servant removed his foot, rubbing his thigh and glaring at Sarah. Kevin rose to his feet, brushing the dirt from his clothing. “Come, Boy with Two Names, you must tell the secret of how you trained it. It is something you Moors do? I should have such a guard.” “N...n...not it, sh...sh...she. Her n...n...name’s Sarah.” “She did not attack me,” William said patting Sarah’s head. “We were only two boys talking.” “We were not only two boys. I am the Duke.” William scowled, before he clapped his hands and laughed. 81
 
 The Time Drum “You will drive Uncle Hugo and Mother mad – a most suitable servant-companion.” “I haven’t s...s...said I’d j...j...join you yet.” “You haven’t s...s...said? You have no s...s...say, peasant. I’ll have my mother buy you and the donkey.” Kevin stared at William, speechless. Here was he trying to save the bumptious brat’s life only to be bought by him! He had no more say than Sarah. “Come, Boy with Two Names, we must find my mother.” “Kevin, My Lord, the name’s Kevin.” He sighed, at the very least he deserved to be called by name. “I didn’t know she was lost.” William stared, blank-eyed, at Kevin for a moment before he laughed. “Yes, you will drive them mad.” “We can’t leave Sarah.” William snapped out an order to one of the servants to stay with Sarah. Then he grabbed Kevin’s elbow to walk them towards the main building. As the day before, Lady Mary was with her ladies in the solar. When she saw Kevin with William, she withdrew into a window alcove with the two boys. “I want you to buy this boy and his donkey,” William announced imperiously. Lady Mary looked Kevin up and down. “You certainly have impressed my son. Have you had more dreams?” “It wasn’t a dream, ma’am. They talked last night again.” Kevin told her what he had heard. Lady Mary listened, her needle poised motionless above the sewing frame in her lap. “I want you to buy him.” William stamped his foot. 82
 
 Hugh McCracken “Be quiet.” Lady Mary frowned at William. “I will consider it tomorrow.” William stamped his foot again. “I am the Duke.” “Dukes do not have temper tantrums in public and they know how to wait patiently. I said tomorrow. I see Brother Arnold waits at the door. Your Latin lesson? You may go.” William opened his mouth, but when he met his mother’s look, he bowed and walked to the priest at the solar door. “Not you, boy,” Lady Mary said when Kevin moved to follow William. “Kevin, Ma’am, my name is Kevin.” “Stay there.” She rose and left the solar, but minutes later returned. “You may go now.” Dismissed, Kevin bowed as he had seen William do, and walked out to the corridor. Two servants stood in the dark passageway. They stepped apart. As Kevin walked between them, each gripped an arm. “My Lady says you are to come with us,” The servant on Kevin’s right said. Did he have a choice? Everybody here seemed to want to boss him around. They marched down the corridor to a spiral staircase, up to a tower room, then through the room to a small room – a cell almost. The same servant spoke again. “The Lady Mary says if you will stay quiet, we need not bind and gag you.”
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 The Time Drum It sounded like a question rather than a statement. Kevin nodded. The men left, locking the door behind them. The room wasn’t much wider than Kevin was tall, and about one-and-a-half times that long. At one end was the door that opened outwards, and at the other, a niche with a crucifix and a statue of the Madonna and Child. In one side wall, high up, were two unglazed, slit windows. The only furniture was a wooden kneeler in front of the niche and on its shelf a leather bound book. Kevin’s stomach rumbled with hunger. He paced the perimeter of the room, picked up the book and sat on the step of the kneeler. His eyes filled with tears. His mother had pointed out such a book in one of the antique stores she’d dragged him through. A book of hours she’d called it. A kind of prayer book with woodcut illustrations and hand-lettered text. It was strange, Kevin felt as pleased with himself as he’d been the first time he’d managed to ride a two wheeler bicycle: a touch of disbelief, then pride, triumph, the need to trumpet his success to the world. We can read? We can read! The voice in his head was almost a shout. Kevin tried to prolong the exchange, but the presence vanished again. A long time passed before he heard a noise at the door. When it opened, the same two servants came in. One stayed beside the door while the other walked up to Kevin, handing him a cloth bundle and a mug. “Bread, cheese, and ale. My Lady says you are to stay here. Continue quiet.”
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 Hugh McCracken Kevin wolfed down the food and, thirsty, sipped some of the ale. He’d never tasted beer at home, but it was what everyone here drank: no coffee, no tea, no soda, not even much milk. He felt a little more cheerful, so he sat again on the kneeler and tapped out a few rhythms on his bodhran till, bored, he drank the rest of the ale. Shortly after, curled up in a corner with the bodhran under his head, he fell asleep. “Wake up, boy. Wake up.” “Wow, Mom, I was having this weird dream...” “Don’t babble, boy. Stand.” Lady Mary looked him up and down in the flickering light of a candle. “That you could sleep so soundly in my oratory speaks well for the state of your conscience ... except ... perhaps a heathen Moor would have no such qualms? No matter. Have you anything else to tell me?” Kevin shook his head. “The minstrels were heard to quarrel over your disappearance.” Lady Mary said. “The dark one...” “Bertram.” Kevin interrupted “...blames the other...” “...John.” “Be silent,” Lady Mary frowned. She turned to place the candle on the shelf of the kneeler. Kevin could smell both her perfume and the burning candle. “Sorry, ma’am.” “I will continue speaking if you hold your tongue. Bertram thinks you ran away because of the other’s cruelty, but is puzzled why you didn’t take the donkey.” “Is Sarah all right?”
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 The Time Drum Lady Mary’s frown drew closer to a scowl. “Boy, you try my patience.” “But what about Sarah? He doesn’t like her.” Kevin insisted. “I have bought the donkey.” Lady Mary’s tone was curt. Kevin stared at the woman. She seemed to have taken care of everything. “Will the Duke be safe tonight?” “Yes, he will be quite secure.” Lady Mary smiled. Kevin wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t find the smile comforting. “When everyone retires, my servants will take you to William’s room and bring him here. If the minstrels do come to murder William, it will be you in the bed, not him.” Kevin had read somewhere about a goat being tied up as bait for a tiger ... Now he knew how the goat must have felt. Surely Lady Mary didn’t mean to let him be murdered. She must have a plan. “I must discover whom they serve.” “Someone will rescue me?” Kevin heard in his own voice the pleading tone he used when he wanted something from his mother. “Wouldn’t it be easier to have a guard hide in the Duke’s room and jump them when they come in?” “No, I must be certain they intend to kill William and not simply take him for a hostage.” Lady Mary’s tone was grim and final. The simplest way to be sure of that would be for Kevin to be found dead in William’s place. Kevin shivered as the reality of the plan hit home.
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 Hugh McCracken If John found out it was him and not the Duke in the bed, they wouldn’t smother him slowly. A quick thrust of a knife would end the attempt, and Kevin, before there was any chance of a rescue. For the first time since he’d arrived in this strange time, or place, he felt truly afraid. Perhaps he’d been in shock before. At first aid class they said shock had strange effects. If he hadn’t told Lady Mary, John would have killed him later. By trying to do the right thing and give a warning he was to be sacrificed in place of the Duke William. Either way he’d end up dead. There was no way out!
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 Chapter Thirteen
 
 After
 
 Lady Mary’s visit, Kevin couldn’t make up his
 
 mind if he wanted time to pass slowly or quickly. The idea that he was to lie in bed in the dark of a strange room, waiting for Bertram and John, scared him more than anything in his life before – even more than his worst nightmares. There was nothing in the room to take his mind off what lay in store. The floor was hard and cold and the kneeler wasn’t designed for sitting on for long. He dragged it to the window wall, but even on tiptoe on top of it, in the dark he couldn’t see anything out of the slot except shadowy outlines of the battlements against grey sky. Like a tongue to a missing tooth, his mind returned repeatedly to the questions: Where or when was he? How had he got there? Would he ever get back to his aunt and his mother? For the first time since his arrival he was alone and lonely, without even Sarah to comfort him. All at once his situation flooded in on him and he huddled in a corner and wept. 88
 
 Hugh McCracken Is this how you face danger? the voice in his head sneered. My father was a warrior. I would not so shame him. Kevin sat up and rubbed his eyes. ‘Don’t you start. You’ve been a fat lot of help so far. You were in this before I came along. How about something useful?’ Again the presence was gone. Was there anything he could do? He had wished for adventure and excitement, and he’d got it with a vengeance. Wishing himself back at his aunt’s place hadn’t worked. The bodhran was at the root of all this! Had he wished for excitement before he got it or after? In any case it had already protected him once, so perhaps his only hope was to keep near the drum. The same two servants came back, this time with a wicker basket under a cloth. Kevin found he was really hungry. He gulped down the black rye bread, the slabs of meat, and gnawed on a chicken leg. The food was a good sign. It showed Lady Mary was concerned about him. In mid-bite he stopped. When had the tradition of giving a condemned man one last good meal started? It was fully dark and the oratory was really spooky before Kevin heard sounds from the other side of the door. Finally it opened and the light from the other room cast long, flickering shadows. A servant advanced with a candlestick that he placed on the level part of the kneeler’s book ledge. He said nothing. Minutes later, Lady Mary came in. Kevin bowed, but Lady Mary ignored him. She knelt facing the Madonna and Child in the niche and crossed herself.
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 The Time Drum When she reached for the book, Kevin leaped forward. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I think I lost your place.” “You touched my book?” He remembered his history lessons. Books would be valuable, expensive. “There was nothing else to read or to do.” “You can read?” She sounded as if she didn’t believe him. “Yes, ma’am.” Without another word she opened the book, glanced through it, and handed it to Kevin. “Read.” Kevin read the first few lines of the prayer. Lady Mary rose and gripped Kevin by the shoulder to turn him to face the candle. For a long time she studied him. When she spoke, Kevin wasn’t sure she was speaking to him. “Somewhat finer features than most peasants, but he is, of course, a Moor. Could be quite presentable if clean. Mm, there is some mystery here. You have two names as my son says?” The question was in a louder voice. “Three actually. Kevin Roderick MacDonald, ma’am. my friends call me Kevin.” “These would be grand names for a peasant boy, and three of them, indeed. How came you, a Moor, by such names? Names more fit for a Duke.” Kevin sighed. This body wasn’t called Kevin! What sort of explanation could he give that wouldn’t sound either crazy or like witchcraft? “Speak up, boy,” Lady Mary said sharply. “My father was one of Saladin’s warriors...” It was the voice in his head actually speaking out loud! 90
 
 Hugh McCracken “...taken in the Holy Land by Crusaders and brought back to this land for ransom...” “Ah, that could explain it.” “My father converted and went back to the Holy Land to fight. My mother, his lady, stayed in this land, but died of a fever when I was eight years. The Lady of the Manor liked me not, so I was sold to a passing peddler, who sold me and Sarah but two days ago to John and Bertram. Sarah is mine from before my mother died. She will not work for anyone else.” “Your names are still passing strange for the child of a Moor. However, no matter for the present. Well, Kevin, we must think carefully of your disposition when this night is past.” Lady Mary left, but let him keep the candle. Kevin sat, pondering what had just happened. The last statement about thinking of his disposition sounded encouraging. Perhaps Lady Mary had a plan after all. Mayhap the lady hoped to cheer you, the voice in his head said. You dispose of corpses too, you know. Pleased to have some contact at last, Kevin responded: ‘Let’s hope for the best. That was quite a speech. What about sticking around now and helping out? ‘For a start what’s your name?’ Abdullah. my mother called me Abdullah. The voice in his head sounded sad. ‘Right, thanks for stepping in and telling Lady Mary about us. Don’t scoot off now and leave me alone. Talk to me.’
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 The Time Drum You may yet do honour for our body. You have some pride. Foolish, mayhap, to challenge John and Bertram by revealing their plans. ‘You just sit back and be a slave!’ As you have done, or so your – our? – mind tells me. I bide my time, but I ignore the jibes of those not like me. I do not let them dishonour me in my own mind. Regardless of what happens, or what I have to do, I am still the son of an honourable man. ‘My Dad is honourable. Our neighbours look up to him, respect him, respect his opinions. He knows all sorts of stuff. He helps anyone that needs help. Mom is a Zulu. They were ... are ... will be? Darn! I’m all mixed up. Zulus are a proud people with a great history. But me ... I’m not white and I’m not black. At the same time I’m both, yet I’m neither. I’m different. Calder calls me a mongrel.’ You remembered earlier a people called Moors, Abdullah said. Descendants of both Saracens like me and Africans like your mother. In your memory they were a proud race. ‘So..?’ They were different, as you are different. Why should you be a slave to the demands of others just because you are different? Is not every person different? You have parents to be proud of. Make them proud of you. If need be, bend, but do not break. With patience we can wait. Our time will come. ‘If we live long enough! How about something concrete for now?’ But there was no answer.
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 Hugh McCracken The candle Lady Mary had left was well burned down before the door opened and the now familiar two servants came in. “It’s time boy.” They led him through to the room next door where he saw William seated on the edge of a large bed with his mother beside him. A circular wooden tub stood in front of the fireplace with a servant Kevin hadn’t seen before standing beside it. “If you are to occupy William’s bed in his place, we must have you look a little more like him,” Lady Mary said. “Sit there.” She pointed to a three-legged stool beside the tub. Kevin opened his mouth to object when the servant flourished a pair of sheep shears. But at a glare from Lady Mary he remained silent. The servant snipped industriously, before finally combing Kevin’s hair and turning to Lady Mary for approval. She nodded. “Much better. Now, strip off those rags and climb into the bath.” When Kevin hesitated, Lady Mary pursed her lips, frowning. “We don’t have time for niceties. Do as you’re told or the servants will do it for you.” Kevin went to the far side of the tub to strip. When he glanced up, Lady Mary had moved to the other side of the bed, drawing the curtain in front of her. About to step into the tub, suddenly, Kevin couldn’t move. His body wouldn’t respond to his commands. My mother bathed me often before she died. The others laughed at us. I have not bathed thus since the peddler took me. It was Abdullah. 93
 
 The Time Drum His muscles unlocked and he climbed into the tub. The water was warm, not hot as Kevin had his bath at home, but it felt good. Kevin examined himself. His legs were thinner. There were old scars and marks he couldn’t recall. The soles of his feet were tough, with thick leathery skin. His whole body looked thinner – no; tougher and more wiry, rather than just thinner. Now that he was clean, he could see he was distinctly many shades lighter than he was used to. The water was like the water in Largs. It didn’t smell of chlorine the way Toronto water did. He cupped it up in his hands and splashed his face. The servant dumped a bucket over his head, then held up a large towel. After drying him, the servant handed Kevin a fine linen night-shirt that came to below his knees. Lady Mary nodded, smiling. “Not at all like the donkey-boy minstrel of yesterday. Almost a gentleman.” William turned Kevin around and studied him. “Your own mother wouldn’t recognise you.” He held up a square of highly polished metal. The face that stared back at him had steely, greyblue eyes, not brown, the hair was black and straight, not black and tightly curled, the teeth were uneven, not the straight regular line his mother was so proud of. The lips were thinner – the whole face was thinner, harder, determined looking, not a bad face. It fitted somehow with how Abdullah sounded in Kevin’s head; proud, thoughtful. Kevin turned his head to see how Wat, the servant, had cut his hair. It was a Beatle cut like Joshua’s and 94
 
 Hugh McCracken William’s, not the no-nonsense, short back and sides his mother insisted on, even when school was out.
 
 Nothing more was said. Kevin snatched up his bodhran before the two servants hustled him off through an anteroom, down a spiral staircase, along a dark corridor, up another spiral staircase and pushed him into a tower room. Embers glowing in the fireplace gave the room an eerie, dim, red light. They thrust Kevin under the bedclothes, telling him to lie still. When 95
 
 The Time Drum they drew the heavy curtains around the bed, Kevin lay in silence and darkness. The door creaked when it closed behind the two servants. It is soft, isn’t it? And so grand. I haven’t been in a bed since I was sold to the peddler. Abdullah said. ‘A great re-acquaintance – we’re waiting to be murdered.’ If you had kept silent we wouldn’t be here, Abdullah argued. ‘No, those two would murder William now and kill us later.’ Kevin couldn’t believe it. He was having a debate in his head in a nightmare. Tense and wide awake with apprehension, Kevin lay, the bodhran clutched tightly to him. In the short time it had taken to cross from door to bed, Kevin had seen there was no place to hide. The canopied bed and a wooden chest were the only furniture in the circular room. The window niche, although big enough for two men to stand in, was bare and empty. He had been right. Lady Mary planned to arrest John and Bertram when they left the tower after they had killed him. His body would be the definite evidence she would need that they intended to kill the Duke. What was it the guard had said last night? If he heard a noise, he would raise the alarm. That was the answer! So Kevin would make sure there was enough noise to raise the dead. Every sound, every rustle brought Kevin to full alert. At last the door creaked. He clasped the bodhran, but there was no answering tingle. He strained his ears, but heard no
 
 96
 
 Hugh McCracken sounds after the ominous creaks, until the curtain rustled. They were here! “Set the lantern down,” John’s voice whispered. “I need to see where he is, how he lies, you fool,” Bertram responded. “If I don’t get the pillow right on his head first go, he could scream.” The curtain parted. Through slitted eyes Kevin could see dim shapes. They had a dark lantern. “He’s right on the other side of the bed, facing us,” Bertram said. “We’ll move to that side. When I draw the curtain you pin him on his back. I’ll have the pillow out from under his head and over his face before he wakes.” The curtain closed. Kevin wriggled over to the side they’d been at and loosened the bedclothes. This time when they parted the curtains, he slipped out of the bed through the drapery. “He’s gone.” “He’s on the other side of the bed, quick.” One of them ran around the foot of the bed to tackle Kevin. “Help, murder, help!” Kevin screamed in the time before he fell onto his face. A hand clamped over his mouth. He bit as hard as he could. The hand withdrew. “Murder, the Duke’s room!” Kevin shrieked. He tossed his head to avoid the hand that groped for his mouth. “Keep the dratted boy quiet, can’t you,” John said. “You try.” Kevin wriggled around onto his back. He kicked up hard at the figure over him. The kick connected. With a string of oaths the hands let go. As fast as he could, 97
 
 The Time Drum Kevin scrambled back crab-like, only to be grabbed again. This time the bodhran was between him and the man. With both hands, Kevin pushed the drum against the chest above him. The scream came at the same time as the tingle in Kevin’s hands and arms. Both cut off at the same time. The man fell on top of Kevin. All at once, the room was alive with shouting men. “Lights, bring lights!” Someone held a flambeau over Kevin. “It’s not the Duke! Where’s the Duke?” “The Duke is with his mother, the Lady Mary,” Kevin shouted. “The two minstrels were going to kill him.” “This boy is one of the minstrels. He must be part of the plot.” “No!” The men fell back and bowed. “My Lady.” “Leave the boy. He acted on my instructions. Take the minstrels and hold them till morning. We will settle with them then.” Another figure stood in the doorway. “What is all this confusion?” “Sir Hugo, the two minstrels crept into Duke William’s chamber to kill him.” “Where is the passage guard?” “Dead, Master,” a voice from the passage said. “We did not kill him, that wasn’t the plan...” Bertram’s voice cut off and he slumped to the floor. “Boy, Kevin, come with me.” Lady Mary moved to the door. Sir Hugo, after a brief hesitation, stepped aside and bowed. Kevin tried to edge past Sir Hugo, but a hand shot out to grip the boy by the upper arm.
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 Hugh McCracken “My lord nephew is fortunate indeed you chanced along.” Released, Kevin ran after Lady Mary. When he caught up he said, “Ma’am, I know that voice.” He shivered.
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 Chapter Fourteen
 
 At the door to her room Lady Mary dismissed all but her personal servants. William dashed towards his mother and Kevin. “Did they come? Did they try to kill you? What did you do?” “William, be silent. Kevin, you said that you recognised a voice.” “Yes, ma’am, it was the man who spoke to John in the stable, the master who was laying the plan, the man who was paying gold to John and Bertram to kill the Duke. “Well, Kevin, whose voice was it?” Kevin hesitated, licked his lips and cleared his throat. “It was Sir Hugo.” “Uncle Hugo? No, it can’t be! Why would he?” Lady Mary snapped. “Be quiet, William!” She sat in a straight-backed chair, the only seat in the room, her lips pursed. Quietly, almost to herself, she said. “The passage guard was alive when I arrived. It was he who raised the alarm.”
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 Hugh McCracken “He said he would if he heard a noise. That’s why I shouted.” She waved Kevin to silence. “But Hugo arrived after I did, and his man reported the guard dead even later. So the minstrels did not kill him.” “Why would Uncle Hugo want these men to kill me?” William whimpered in a low voice to Kevin. “I am the Duke.” “That’s exactly why. You may be the Duke, but you’re just a kid.” “But he’s my uncle.” “And wouldn’t he be Duke if you were dead?” “Who sent you here, Kevin?” Lady Mary said. “No one, ma’am.” For a moment, Kevin considered telling her about the bodhran, but decided against it. In his history books they didn’t treat witches at all well in days of yore and the bodhran, even to him, smacked of magic. “You have twice now been instrumental in saving the Duke’s life...” She stopped when a loud voice outside said: “Stand aside for Sir Hugo.” The door opened and Sir Hugo strode in. “Sir, why this intrusion in the middle of an already disturbed night?” “Intrusion, Madam? I have come to inquire after the welfare of my nephew, my ward, my Duke.” Lady Mary looked hard at William and Kevin. “He is well, as you can see.” “It was fortunate you were not in your bed, My Lord nephew.”
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 The Time Drum “This Boy with Two Names heard his masters talk of a plot to kill me and took my place.” Sir Hugo smiled, a cold humourless smile and Kevin stared at his feet, unwilling to meet the cruel glance. “Why was I not informed, Madam? My ward’s health and safety are of paramount importance to me.” “Yes, I know that,” Lady Mary said. “But you have other weighty matters to concern you and time was short.” “I will take charge of the peasant boy.” “No! He will stay with my son.” “Madam, he was with the minstrels. He may well have other information. He must be put to the question.” “Quite. But Kevin stays with William. And I will question him.” They stared at each other in silence, while Kevin held his breath. It was Sir Hugo who spoke first. “You think that is safe or advisable, Madam?” “Oh, yes. The assassins are held. While we might not yet know who their paymaster is, I am sure no harm will come to the boys tonight. So soon after such a public attempt, another accident would be very suspicious. Would you not agree, Sir Hugo?” “I will have my men protect them.” “One of yours was on guard tonight.” Lady Mary smiled. “And died performing his duty, Madam.” “Died failing in his duty, Sir Hugo.” “But...” William started and stopped when his mother glared at him.
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 Hugh McCracken “William, you and Kevin may leave now. Return to your room and go to bed.” William bowed to his mother and returned Sir Hugo’s curt nod. Kevin bowed to the adults and ran after William. In William’s room, the servant who had come with them, the same servant who had seen to Kevin’s bath, pointed at the dead fire. “Shall I make a fire, Master?” “No, we’ll go to bed.” Kevin looked around. He thought the room was even darker without the red glow of the embers. The one candle carried by the servant made the shadows even inkier. “Where will I sleep?” Kevin said. “You may sleep in my bed for tonight. After all, I suppose you did save my life,” William said in a condescending voice. Kevin had never shared a bed before, but it was well after midnight and he was tired. The memory of how soft and comfortable the bed had been earlier, compared with heaps of straw on the stable floor invited him. Before, he’d been too tense to enjoy it properly. William stripped quickly, dropped his clothes, donned a night-shirt like Kevin’s, and jumped under the covers. The servant picked up the discarded garments, folding them. Kevin slipped into the other side of the bed. “This castle has three great beds,” William said in the dark after the servant closed the curtains around the bed. “This is, of course, the Duke’s bed. My mother
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 The Time Drum has another of almost equal state. Uncle Hugo has the third, a lesser bed, naturally, as suits his position.” Kevin shook his head. The Duke was a puffed up little twit. Aloud he said: “It sure is big. My bed at home isn’t so lumpy, though.” “You must be very rich peasants if your family owns a bed. Why would they ’prentice you to minstrels?” William laughed. “You are telling a tall tale to amuse me, as minstrels do. That’s it! I shall enjoy having a story-teller of my own, but not tonight. I’m sleepy.” William rolled over and soon breathed deeply and regularly. Kevin found he couldn’t sleep. The events of the last few days buzzed in his head like a swarm of angry bees. That was well done! Abdullah for once sounded pleased. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed it. I meant to ask you; with all your fancy talk, why can’t you read?’ Most cannot read. My mother could not read. The Lady of the Manor would not let me be instructed with her children. Again Abdullah vanished. Kevin found it irritating that his Saracen could pick and chose when he was available. Quietly, he swung his legs out of bed and stood, still inside the heavy curtain. He pushed it aside and stepped out. Faint moonlight lit the room. Kevin padded over to the window niche, kneeling on the stone ledge. They were high in a tower, overlooking the central courtyard. He could see the roof of the present great hall and the unfinished walls and roof timbers of the new one William was so pleased about. When a cold hand 104
 
 Hugh McCracken touched his bare leg, Kevin barely managed to hold back a scream. “You are the boy with the donkey My Lord met earlier today,” the servant said. “Yes, Kevin MacDonald.” Kevin held out his hand which the servant ignored. “I be Wat. You will be the master’s new companionservant.” “I haven’t said I would yet.” Wat laughed. “You’re here. You’ve no more choice than me or any of the other serfs before you.” “What happened to them?” “You saw the accident that took the last boy.” Wat shrugged. “The others ran away or were sent back to their families, or sent below as kitchen skivvies.” “Did none of them stay long?” “No. The young master tires of them.” Kevin scratched his head. “What does the Duke’s servant-companion do?” “Amuse the Duke. Do as the Duke tells him. See to his needs.” Wat chuckled. “Get whipped.” Kevin shivered but ignored this last. Puzzled, he asked: “But isn’t that your job? I mean looking after him? Like tonight with the fire and picking up his clothes?” Wat drew himself to his full height. “I am Duke William’s personal body servant. Of course, I see to these needs. You will attend him where a body servant would not be proper: at meals, in public, on all occasions outside private apartments. You walk a pace behind the Duke on his left side, except when he asks
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 The Time Drum you to walk with him. You stand behind him at table ready to serve.” “When do I eat then?” “After the gentlefolk, of course. There is plenty for all in this household.” Kevin sat quiet. He remembered on a visit to Edinburgh Castle with his dad seeing the Medieval kitchens display. There, it had been explained that the nobles were served with more food than they could possibly eat. What they left was passed down to those of lesser rank, and so on down the chain to the lowest skivvies. He had always imagined himself as sitting in state being waited on, not being the servant behind. With a sigh Kevin asked: “What about tournaments, jousting and stuff?” Wat nodded. “Yes, you would accompany the master to serve him, but there has been no jousting hereabouts since the Duke’s father died last year. Mind you, I hear tell that there may be celebrations if the King’s court travels this far. Then you would see jousts and grand banquets.” “Would the Duke not travel to where the King does visit? For a moment Wat sat with a frown on his face before he shrugged. “Mayhap he would, but it would be a great expense. I fear Sir Hugo would not countenance it.” “Why would Sir Hugo have to approve?” “Sir Hugo and Lady Mary sit in council as the master’s regents now. The Duke is but twelve. When he is fifteen he can take his powers.”
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 Hugh McCracken “I’ll bet he will, and sparks will fly.” Kevin felt sleepy again. “I guess I’ll turn in. Where do you sleep?” Wat looked at Kevin with an expression of wonder on his face. “Where did you sleep as the minstrel’s donkey boy? “On the floor, in the straw with my donkey.” Wat nodded. “You’ve got that right,” he said and pointed to a pile of rushes at the foot of the bed.
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 Chapter Fifteen
 
 Kevin
 
 wakened with a groggy feeling the next
 
 morning. It was still dark, but he was in bed and his head was on a pillow, not a donkey’s flank. He pinched his thigh hard. Yes, he was awake for sure. He stretched. His hand touched another body and he snatched it back. He was still in the past. The bed was William’s bed not, as he hoped, his own. Kevin sat up carefully so as not to waken William. He sat in the dark, wondering what to do. Where were his clothes? The curtain opened a crack, letting a shaft of daylight stab in. “Lady Mary had me take your garments and burn them,” Wat said. “I can’t wander ’round the castle like this.” Wat laughed. “You’re almost of a size with the Duke. His mother sent his last year’s clothes.” William wakened, stretched, yawned then, leaping out of bed, ran to a narrow arched opening in the wall opposite. Kevin hadn’t noticed this passageway the
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 Hugh McCracken night before. When William came back, Kevin scurried to the arched opening, guessing at its purpose. It was a narrow passage cut into the thickness of the tower wall and ended in a stone ledge with a circular hole, a garde-robe or toilet. The first private bathroom Kevin had seen since he arrived. Finished, Kevin stood, peering around the open doorway. Spotting Kevin, Wat gestured at a pile of clothes lying on one side of the bed, while he continued to hand articles to William. The clothing was a vast improvement over what he had been wearing: a pair of breeches like boxer shorts, leggings or hose, one for each leg, which went all the way up to his crotch and up the outside of the legs over the breeches to tie at the top, a triangular piece that laced to the top of the hose and covered the gap between them at the front, a collarless shirt that hung to just below his waist, a tunic that buttoned from the neck to flair out slightly at his hips and a pair of soft leather shoes. The hose were without holes, the tunic had sleeves, and he had shoes. Everything was clean. Seeing the polished metal mirror lying on top of a wooden chest, Kevin lifted it to see how he looked in his new finery. “Kevin!” William snatched the mirror and handed it to Wat. “My mother has summoned us. You can admire your face later.” Kevin opened his mouth to protest it wasn’t his face. He snapped it shut again without speaking. How would it have sounded to William, or to the adults, if he had 109
 
 The Time Drum said: “Please, I’m Kevin MacDonald, but this isn’t my body. I’m in possession...”? Possession, demonic possession? Didn’t they burn you alive for that, or at least torture you? Since he wasn’t sure, silence was likely the best course. At the door Kevin stopped and turned back. The bodhran lay on the floor at the head of the bed. He grabbed it, and the satchel with the pipe. Checking for pockets, he once again found none. He’d need the pouch. He hurried down the spiral staircase after William, slinging the bodhran, bandoleer fashion, over his left shoulder, and tying the satchel to his belt. “Much more presentable,” Lady Mary said when they bowed to her. “Turn ’round, Kevin. Yes, I think we shall keep you. See you serve the Duke well and faithfully.” Wat grinned and mouthed, “I told you so,” at Kevin. “What about John and Bertram?” Kevin said. Lady Mary frowned. “They are both dead. They died under questioning without a word of who hired them.” Her voice dropped. Kevin had to strain to hear her as she continued in a quiet thoughtful tone. “Sir Hugo’s torturer is not usually so inept and both rascals were strong, lusty men.” Kevin could certainly vouch for John’s strength. Ask her for news of Sarah, Abdullah said. Is she being well looked after? ‘I was just going to when you interrupted,’ Kevin retorted. “Is Sarah all right?” he asked aloud. “Your donkey is quite safe. Now be quiet!” Lady Mary studied William, nibbling at her lower lip. Twice 110
 
 Hugh McCracken her right hand rose as if to pull William to her, but stopped short of completing the action. With a sigh, she clasped her hands in front of her, straightened her shoulders and smiled at her son. “Come William, Sir Hugo has called a council.” Wat tugged at Kevin’s sleeve. “Walk to My Lord’s left and half a pace behind. When he sits, stand behind him ready to serve.” This is better than being donkey boy to minstrels, Abdullah said with joy. ‘You were brought up in a manor house – ’ Kevin started. Only till I was eight. Four years ago. ‘Okay, but try to keep me straight in what I should do.’ It certainly was better than being barefoot and badly clothed, but how long was Kevin going to be stuck here? If the bodhran had brought him back in time to rescue the Duke, then he’d done it. Why hadn’t it sent him home? Wat prodded Kevin. “Follow the Master. I stay here.” Kevin trotted to catch up on William and his mother. The council met in the great hall, seated around the high table. The men all rose when Lady Mary and William entered. William swaggered to the only chair with a high back, the Duke’s chair, and returned the bows of the councillors. Immediately, everyone sat. Sir Hugo stood again. “My Lord nephew, Lady Mary, gentlemen of the council, the accident with the beam which killed the Duke’s boy-servant, and the attempt on his life last night...” 111
 
 The Time Drum “Mercifully, unsuccessful, thank God,” one councillor interrupted, crossing himself. “Amen,” the others chanted. Sir Hugo scowled. “Quite so. As I was saying, these events make me fear for my nephew’s safety.” He paused and glared around the table. Some councillors, Kevin noticed, did not meet his gaze. “Until I am certain he is in no further danger, I intend that my nephew live in seclusion.” There was a babble of voices. Lady Mary took William’s hand. “In whose custody, Sir Hugo?” Sir Hugo raised his voice, forcing the others to fall silent. “The Duke, properly attended, will occupy the top chamber in the North Tower. To free these accommodations, I will, for the time being, take the Ducal chamber.” Several councillors rose to their feet, hands on their sword hilts, but slowly sank back into their places when they realised the table was now surrounded by Sir Hugo’s men-at-arms. “Any who draw swords in the Duke’s presence betray themselves,” Sir Hugo said. He turned and bowed to William. “My Lord, will you accompany my men to your new quarters?” Lady Mary touched William’s arm. “Go now, William, this is not the time to fight.” William and Kevin left the great hall surrounded by six armed men. At the door Kevin glanced back. Sir Hugo had moved to the Ducal chair.
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 Chapter Sixteen
 
 The room at the top of the North Tower could only be reached by a narrow spiral staircase that continued past the room to the turret roof. Kevin and William were thrust in and the sergeant-at-arms stopped in the doorway. “Your man-servant will see to your needs, My Lord. There will be a guard on the roof and men in the room below at all times.” He bowed, stepping backward. The door closed with a very solid thunk. They heard the key turn. They were locked in! “Well, what now, My Lord?” Kevin meant the “My Lord” to sound sarcastic, but William either didn’t notice or ignored it. He paced around the room that wasn’t all that different from the Duke’s own quarters. It was about the same size, five or six metres in diameter, but with no windows, only cross-shaped, arrow slits in alcoves cut into the thick walls. The bed wasn’t as grand, but it was still a good size. A table and two stools stood in front of the empty fireplace with a low wooden chest beside it.
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 The Time Drum They heard the key rattle in the lock and Wat came in, followed by some other servants. “Your personal linen, My Lord,” Wat said. He directed the servants to put breeches and hose in the chest, while others made up the bed. The last servant carried a square board and a box that he set on the table. “I will bring your meals to you,” Wat said when the servants withdrew. He bowed and they were again alone in the room. “My people will not allow this indignity to continue. We will soon be free.” William glanced around the room. “I shall teach you to play chess. It will pass some time, if you are not too stupid.” Kevin already knew how to play. He beat William, who overturned the board in a temper, scattering the pieces. “Pick those up, boy.” “You p...p...pick t...t...them up. You kn...kn...knocked th...th...them d...d...down.” William glared at Kevin. He ran to the door, where he pounded hard and shouted: “Guards, guards. Come here at once.” Now we’re for it. Servants do as they’re told. They don’t argue with their masters, Abdullah said. ‘You’re a big help,’ Kevin retorted. ‘How about some useful advice?’ You are a servant now. Act like one. Pick up the chess pieces. Abdullah was gone again. Kevin had a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach, a foreboding of doom.
 
 114
 
 Hugh McCracken What would the guards do to a disobedient servant? Sighing, he started to retrieve the chess men. When the door opened, the sergeant and two men stepped in. “This boy disobeyed me!” William stamped his foot. “You seem unharmed, My Lord,” the sergeant said. “I am the Duke. I require respect.” “And I require some peace and quiet, My Lord.” William stamped his foot. “You and your boy will be here together for some time. I suggest you learn to live quietly together. I will not have you disturb me.” His face an angry red, William made a fist and punched at the sergeant. The blow didn’t land. The man grasped William’s wrist, then pushed him. William fell heavily on his bottom. “See to your master, boy.” At the door, the sergeant turned back to the boys. “A friendly word: I’d be very polite and manly when our master, Sir Hugo, calls on you later today.” He bowed, but his grin made a mockery of the courtesy. “With your permission ... My Lord.” The door slammed shut. The key rattled. Laughter sounded clearly from the outside. Kevin knelt on the floor beside William. “Come on, My Lord, get up. I’ve picked up the pieces.” William stood, an angry frown on his face. “I’ll have that man scrubbing pots in the kitchen for the rest of his miserable life. You were witness. He pushed me! He pushed his Duke!” Kevin didn’t want to worry William, but the phrase, “Out of the frying pan into the fire,” sounded dreadfully 115
 
 The Time Drum apt. Sir Hugo had wanted William dead. His plan hadn’t worked, but the sergeant’s lack of respect for William wasn’t a good sign. He must have been pretty sure he’d get away with it. William threw himself onto the bed and lay with his back to Kevin. He didn’t respond to any of Kevin’s overtures, so Kevin sat on one of the stools, playing his flute and drum quietly. Why did you stutter when you defied the master about the chess pieces? Abdullah asked. Kevin sighed. ‘I can’t help it. I always do when I’m embarrassed.’ But why were you embarrassed? William is your master. You are a servant. ‘He was more like a spoiled kid.’ Abdullah laughed. William has lived his life ’til now with servants who obey in all things without question. You cannot expect him to change immediately just because we are locked up with him, or because you do not choose to be a servant. The way Abdullah put it made sense. William had been raised to command. It wasn’t really his fault – although it was still darned annoying. Kevin’s stomach told him it was well past dinner time before the door opened again to admit two servants and Wat. Quickly, Wat set the table with the food the servants brought before he went to the bed to shake William’s shoulder gently. When William sat, Kevin stood behind him as Wat had earlier suggested.
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 Hugh McCracken Wat cleared his throat. “Master, I am here to serve. This is not a formal high table. Need Kevin also wait?” In mid-bite William turned his head. “You may leave us.” He waved a hand at Kevin. “I will tell you when your service is required.” Wat coughed. “Master, that is not quite what I meant. I have food here for both of you. May I not serve you both now?” William frowned, then laughed. “Have him sit with me?” “Yes, master. If you will permit. Surely it is better to have company, than to eat alone.” William helped himself to more food before he waved his hand at the stool opposite. “Sit, then,” he mumbled, his mouth full. “I suppose there is enough. Here in private, Kevin may join me.”
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 Chapter Seventeen
 
 W hile they ate, Wat told them that Lady Mary hadn’t appeared at dinner. Sir Hugo announced she had withdrawn into seclusion. Wat thought she, and two of her ladies, were now locked in the South Tower. Sir Hugo was in sole charge of the castle and the Dukedom, since he had dismissed the council. After the meal, William took one of the stools and set it in an arrow-slit niche. He sat with his back to the room, his head in his cupped hands. Wat cleared the table, loaded the baskets ready for the servants to remove, and squatted minerstyle against the wall. Kevin, who had never been able to sit like that for any length of time before, squatted on the floor beside Wat. He told him about his mistake over the chess pieces and the sergeant’s response when William called for the guard. Wat sat silent, his face contorted. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t like the sergeant pushing him. It means the sergeant thinks the Duke has already lost and is powerless.” “Will you stick by him?” 118
 
 Hugh McCracken “Oh, yes. I was your age when my folks sold me to the castle, the year after Duke William was born. I’ve been part of My Lady’s household ever since – body servant to the Duke just after he started to walk. There’s naught for me if the Duke and My Lady are gone.” Wat sat blank eyed, with his hands folded on his knees. Kevin, after a while, played gently on the drum, singing softly some of the songs that came into his head when he let the body go on autopilot. When the jab in his ribs wakened him, Kevin thought he was back in the stable with Sarah but, although he was lying in rushes, it was Wat’s thigh he leaned against, not the donkey’s flank. “The sergeant says you two are to go on the roof for a spell of air,” one guard said. Both guards climbed the stairs behind Kevin and William, but only one came out onto the roof with them. A low crenellated wall edged the flagged walk that circled the conical, slate roof. Kevin stared over. The wall-walk of the main wall was a long way down on two sides. The beach was a good three stories down on the third side. Chimneys from the tower rooms blocked the view over the castle’s inner wards on the fourth. There was no easy way off the roof except the single staircase. “Bet you can’t catch me.” Kevin tugged William’s arm, and ran. William laughed, chasing Kevin around and around the roof while the grinning guard watched, until they both lay back on the slope of the roof, faces towards the late afternoon sun, and gasped for breath. 119
 
 The Time Drum The second guard stuck his face through the doorway. “Sir Hugo is here. We must return.” While they’d been out, someone had lit a fire. Sir Hugo stood at the fireplace, his back to the boys. His bow when he turned was little more than a curt nod and William bowed back. “I fear, William, I have some grave news for you.” “Is my mother ill?” “The Lady Mary is well. No, the news concerns you more directly. After you left, the council discussed who could possibly wish to harm you. One councillor was unwise enough to suggest that I might wish to see you dead, since I would then be Duke.” “Oh, no, Uncle Hugo, you have always been most kind.” Sir Hugo smiled and Kevin shivered. “Quite so. It is well known that until your birth my brother’s children were born dead or died shortly after birth.” He cleared his throat and carefully examined the fingernails of his cupped right hand. “At the time of your birth, one of Lady Mary’s serving women also gave birth – to a still-born girl-child. Lady Mary’s child was a lusty male, whereas all her previous children had been sickly girls.” William stood motionless, staring at his uncle. “You are an intelligent boy, I’m sure you understand what this means.” “I am the Duke,” William said, but for once he didn’t raise his voice or stamp his foot. “I’m no changeling! No son of a serving wench!”
 
 120
 
 Hugh McCracken “Naturally, I will support you, but now the question has been raised – that the babes may have been changed at birth and you are nothing more than ... well ... all who might have knowledge of this possible fraud on my brother and the Dukedom will be put to the question.” “What happens to me?” “You will be afforded every courtesy due your rank. If the allegation proves true, you are an innocent party and, gently brought up as you are, I’m sure I can find you a suitable place in some noble household. Perhaps even here, as page to My Lady wife.” Chalk white, William, tears glistening in his eyes, seemed about to cry. “I will take my leave now. There are many pressing affairs of the Dukedom that require my attention. The sergeant will see to your needs and comfort.” Sir Hugo nodded at William and left. Even before they heard the key turned in the lock, William threw himself face down onto the bed. His hands drummed on the pillow. He sobbed loudly. Kevin didn’t know what to do. It was Wat who moved to sit on the bed, patting William’s back. After a few minutes William turned, and buried his head in Wat’s lap to hug him hard.
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 Chapter Eighteen
 
 Embarrassed for William, Kevin took one of the stools and withdrew to an arrowslot niche where he sat with his back to the bed. He would have been mortified if Calder had ever seen him crying like that. You are not a coward, Abdullah said. Why do you fear others where you came from? ‘I’m not afraid of being hurt,’ Kevin protested. Having said it, even just in his head, Kevin realised it was true. What he feared was being embarrassed or shown up in front of others. Why should you be embarrassed? Are you not proud of who and what you are? They’d talked about this before, Kevin remembered. Maybe that was his problem. What had Calder needled him about? Not about being black – there was another black boy in his class and Calder didn’t bother him. No, it was about being half black and half white – a ‘mongrel,’ Calder called him. Why did that bother you? It is true, is it not? You are like the Moors. Abdullah sounded puzzled.
 
 122
 
 Hugh McCracken How could he explain? Mixed race obviously didn’t bother Abdullah. Maybe that other black kid in the class would have been okay about it too. Maybe Kevin shouldn’t have brushed him off without giving him a chance to be friends. Had he spoiled his own chances of making friends by being too defensive? After all, only Calder and his cronies bullied him. The other kids in the class had ignored him after the first few weeks. Had he blown it with Joshua too? Joshua had tried to be friends even after Calder made them fight. When – if – he got back to his own time, maybe he’d try not to be so quick to put kids off in case they were going to make fun of him. Mom always said he had his dad’s sharp tongue, but Dad used his to make people laugh. If you have the quick wits and tongue of your father’s race, what have you from your mother’s? Kevin considered the question. He had long legs. He could run! He could run faster and longer than any other kid in his class. Mom had told him the Zulu warriors of the past had been famous for being able to run long distances and still have the energy to fight at the end of the run. The track and field coach at the school had wanted him to train with the team, but he had turned that down too. If he got back home he’d join and use his talents. Why, then, are you ashamed of your parents? Abdullah had obviously followed his thoughts. I’m not – Kevin stopped abruptly. He loved both his parents, but ... He felt himself flush hot all over. When out of the house he preferred to be with only one of them – not both together, when other people stared.
 
 123
 
 The Time Drum Abdullah was right, he was like the Moors. He should be proud of being descended from two noble races. He wasn’t different! He was unique! A touch on his leg startled Kevin, interrupting his thoughts. Wat smiled at him. “The Master is asleep. He is much troubled in his mind about Sir Hugo’s words. I suspect he will be out of temper when he wakes. Try to calm him. I must go now.” Kevin heard a noise at the door. He glanced over to see one of the guards holding it open. With a half bow Wat moved to the door. “I will return towards evening with the Master’s supper.” The door slammed shut, leaving them alone again. Kevin turned back to the bed. William faced Kevin ... staring. “Can I get you something, My Lord?” William frowned, sitting up. He rubbed his eyes “Why did Wat bow to you? You are just a servant like him. Come here, by the bed.” At the bedside, Kevin stood silent, not sure what he was supposed to do next. After studying Kevin’s face, William said, “Turn ’round.” This was horribly like the way Calder started to bug him. Kevin felt himself flush. He was not going to let himself be embarrassed! He had nothing to be ashamed of. A servant he might be, but even servants could be dignified. Wat could be – was, infact. Kevin drew himself to his full height and turned back to face William.
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 Hugh McCracken “You are to pay no attention whatsoever to what my uncle said – if you understood it at all. My people will not let my uncle unseat me! I am the Duke!” Unsure how to respond, Kevin nodded. William scowled. “Why should Wat think to bow to you? Mother did say there was something strange about you. That you were not like other peasants...” “My father was one of Saladin’s knights...” It was Abdullah talking! “He was taken, wounded after a battle, and brought to this land as a hostage held for ransom.” William nodded. “Then why were you donkey boy to those peasants who tried to kill me?” Kevin explained, as Abdullah had done to the Lady Mary earlier. With a grin, William said, “A much more suitable servant companion for a Duke than the serfs I had before. Gently born, but fallen in station. Much more suitable. Is there water?” The servants had brought a ewer and beakers with the meal. Kevin glanced around to see if Wat had removed them. He spotted them on a ledge beside the fire. “Yes, My Lord, would you like some?” “Yes, come, set the stools by the fire.” With William seated, Kevin filled a beaker and handed it to him. Just in time he stopped himself from sitting. He felt, rather than heard, a chuckle in his head, then: Good, you are learning. Servants do not sit uninvited in the presence of the master.
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 The Time Drum For a long time William stared in silence into the flickering flames, ignoring Kevin. When William sighed, Kevin asked: “Can I get something for you, My Lord?” “What is there here for you to fetch? Oh, sit, sit. We are private here.” Totally at a loss what to do next, Kevin blurted out: “Look, we’re in this together, whether we like each other or not. Can’t we be friends?” William’s expression almost made Kevin laugh. “Friends? How can I, the Duke, have friends? I have servants and vassals. Above me is the King.” “Whether you know it or not, Wat is your friend.” The expression on William’s face was now more puzzled than annoyed. “Wat is my body servant. He is far below me in station.” Kevin persisted. “I’m not very good at this. In fact I know now I’ve been downright awful at it in the past, but friends look out for each other. They care for each other. Wat cares for you.” “It is his duty to do so. If he did not he would be punished.” “I don’t mean that kind of care – mechanical care. I mean he likes you. He’s unhappy when you’re unhappy – like when you were crying.” Oh! That was a mistake! Abdullah said. I don’t think he’s going to like that. William’s eyebrows drew down to single line. He took a deep breath. “It was a mistake to permit you to sit. To become familiar. You may leave us!” Kevin stood. Then, unable to control himself, he giggled. “How, My Lord? We’re both locked in.”
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 Hugh McCracken William turned red, half rose from the stool, then he too laughed. “We are, aren’t we? Oh, sit, sit. Amuse me. Tell me a story.” “What about?” All the stories that came to Kevin’s mind were the ones his dad told him. They were all about history. Some were about the wars between Scotland and England. Would they be interesting to William? Would they be in his future? Kevin swallowed hard. “There were once two young princes, brothers, whose father died. Instead of the older one becoming king, his father’s brother took the crown. The princes were sent to live in a tower in the royal castle. A rival to the throne began a rebellion. In a great battle, the prince’s uncle was killed...” “So the prince regained the throne?” “No. The rival claimed the crown. The two princes disappeared and were never seen again.” William scowled. “I don’t like that story. Did you just make it up to annoy me? It is very like what is happening to me now!” “No, My Lord.” Kevin said. “It’s a true story. It’s been told for ages after it happened. People still argue about who murdered the princes, the uncle or the new king who defeated the uncle in battle.” “How can it be true story? I’ve never heard of it.” Kevin was saved from having to answer by the arrival of Wat and two servants with the evening meal. When Wat had set the table William scowled at him. “At dinner you had Kevin sit with me – even dine with me. When you left you even bowed to him. Why? He is a servant. A donkey-boy!”
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 The Time Drum Wat bowed, then smiled. “A donkey-boy who can read? Who plays chess? Who beat you at chess? Look at him. A donkey-boy with two names? A donkeyboy who has saved your life twice.” William pouted. “He is still my servant.” He paused, turned to look at Kevin, then smiled. “Yes, he is unusual. Of gentle birth and appearance though fallen in station. He says his father was a Saracen knight.” “Then, Master, surely I was right to bow to him. He is more suited to be companion than servant. You are both here in more danger than I like to think. You need each other.” Kevin coughed and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but more important than all this, can we get away? Will any of the council help? Can you get us a rope? We’ll need a long one.” Wat clapped his hands. “You were sent to rescue the master. I knew it.” “No, I wasn’t,” Kevin started, but he felt the bodhran quiver under the hand that rested on it. “Well, maybe I was, but I’m darned if I know who or what sent me, or how, or why me.”
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 Chapter Nineteen
 
 Next morning, William’s attitude was different. Kevin noticed, but couldn’t put a finger on the change. Are you blind? Abdullah said. He’s trying to be friendly, but doesn’t quite know how. ‘That makes two of us,’ Kevin retorted. ‘I’ve not had much practice either.’ So your – our – mind tells me! Don’t be rude or sarcastic, just because he’s dropped his guard. Kevin protested angrily: ‘I’m never rude or sarcastic.’ There was no reply. In a rush, Kevin remembered the early days at his junior high. He felt himself flush hot at the number of times he’d used his sharp tongue. Afraid to expose himself to others in case they ridiculed him. As I said; Abdullah sounded sad rather than gloating. Defence can come later if needed, but you must be open to friendship. “I asked you if you slept well?” William’s voice had a decided edge to it.
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 The Time Drum “Sorry, My Lord, my mind was elsewhere. Yes, I did sleep well.” Ask him if he slept well. Abdullah’s voice was almost a snarl. Do you know nothing? Kevin raised himself on one elbow. “I trust that you also slept well, My Lord?” “Thank you, I did. It is a cold morning.” “Shall I light the fire?” Kevin asked. “No, we will stay in bed ‘til Wat comes. The fire is servant’s work.” Without prompting from Abdullah, Kevin said, “If you are really cold, My Lord, I don’t mind lighting the fire for you.” “Thank you, no. We are warm enough under the covers.” A good start, Abdullah complimented. You must try to make conversation. Our master has opened the way. “It will be a long day locked in this room, My Lord. Will the guard allow us something to read, do you think?” William was silent for so long that Kevin wondered if he had been too forward. “As a son of a Saracen knight have you learnt to fence?” The question surprised Kevin. As a boy in Toronto he certainly hadn’t been taught to fence, but Abdullah answered for him. “No, My Lord. If my father or his captor had stayed in this country, I would surely have been trained in the arts of war after my eighth birthday. Alas, they returned to the Holy Land and, as you know, I was sold to the peddler.”
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 Hugh McCracken “Good, my companion, my squire, should be able to fence. We will ask the guard if we can have practice swords. I will teach you. Good, I hear the key in the lock. Wat is here.” The guard who opened the door for Wat escorted them, one at a time, to the garde-robe on the wall-walk, after which they splashed water on their hands and faces from the basin of water the servants brought. “My Lady would have you wash more thoroughly than that,” Wat commented. “But she’s not here, is she?” William said, glancing at Kevin. They both laughed. “Guard! Before you go, would you ask the sergeant if we may be permitted practice swords? Time will hang heavy with us.” The guard nodded, ushered the two servants out and closed the door. Wat, when the other servants had gone, raised his baggy tunic and unwrapped a length of thin rope from around his waist. Kevin stowed it under the breeches and hose in the chest. Kevin was surprised when the guard appeared with two wooden swords in his hands. “The sergeant will not permit practice swords, My Lord, but mummers, some time ago, left these.” He held them out, hilt first, to William. “He will allow such weapons.” After examining them, William nodded. “These will do to keep us active. Thank you, guard. I will remember your kindness when I return to my place.” He handed one sword to Kevin. It was slightly longer than his forearm, about two thumbs-breadth wide, with the business end rounded. It was nothing
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 The Time Drum like the swords he’d seen in TV shows and films about the Middle Ages. “These are somewhat like short broadswords,” William said. “Not like the swords my gentlemen wear every day. They are battle-swords. I will teach you to use them.” Fighting with the broadswords bore no resemblance to the ballet-like movements Kevin had seen on film. Blunt as they were, they did not cut, but the blows stung when they landed. A good athlete, Kevin picked up the technique of defence fairly quickly, but was still bruised and breathless when William called a halt. “Yes, you will learn,” William said. “I have been training these last four years. Do you know any skills?” “I can wrestle, My Lord.” “Wrestle?” “Fighting without weapons. Only hands, feet and body.” “You may show me when we have rested. Chess for now?” Later that day, in the long interval between dinner at about ten in morning and supper sometime after six, Kevin showed William how to wrestle. Kevin marvelled at how inept William was at first. In short order, he had William on his back and was sitting astride his chest. For a moment, Kevin felt great. He was in charge. William didn’t even try to buck him off. Then, as quickly as the sensation of pride had come, Kevin felt ashamed. Had he appeared this helpless to Calder? Immediately, he rose and put out a hand to William. “That’s called a fall, My Lord. Both shoulders on the 132
 
 Hugh McCracken ground for a count of three. After that we start even again. Three falls to one person wins the match – sometimes just two out of three. Once you’re down, it’s okay to squirm and wriggle to keep from having both shoulders on the ground at the same time.” William grinned, dusting himself down. “We shall have to practice. You will show me some tricks. That was too easy for you. Again?” After the third fall, Kevin again pulled William to his feet. “You know, you’ve a weight advantage and a bit more reach. You really ought to win.” William scowled. “Of course, I should win. I am the Duke!” Startled, Kevin stared at William, who continued to scowl, then grinned. Kevin laughed. “You made a joke! You actually made a joke, Bill.” “What did you call me? I am addressed as...” “I know: My Lord, Sire, Your Grace, Master. But we’re stuck here like the Princes in the Tower. Bill is short for William. It’s what your friends would call you where I am from.” Not a good idea, Abdullah cautioned. Much too familiar, much too soon, if ever permissible. William stood, frowning. Kevin wondered if Abdullah was right. Would William go back to being all stuffy? “Very well, while we are private then,” William conceded at last. “After all, I could not possibly allow a mere servant to touch me as you have in wrestling.”
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 Chapter Twenty
 
 Over the next two weeks a routine was established. The boys stayed in bed until a guard came to escort them to the garde-robe on the wall-walk. Wat, and usually two servants, appeared with ewers of water and a basin. After they had washed, they were allowed onto the roof. Kevin trotted around the walk. After the first morning William joined him. They varied their exercise by running up and down the slope of the roof. After dinner, they played chess, practised fencing, wrestled, and Kevin even started to teach William to play the three-holed flute. He started William and himself on push-ups and chin-ups on the bar which held up the curtain around the bed. Each day Wat brought more rope. No other adult visited them, not even Sir Hugo. About the middle of the third week, Wat had news that Sir Hugo had called an assembly to discuss his findings on the Duke’s legitimacy. It was called for a week hence. It would be a farce, since only Sir Hugo’s supporters would attend. Those who supported the Duke had withdrawn to their own holdings. Several of 134
 
 Hugh McCracken Lady Mary’s household, who had been with her when William was born, had fled before they could be questioned. Many of the lesser gentry of the Dukedom opposed Sir Hugo. They were trying to raise support for William, but the majority simply waited and watched. “Sitting on the fence,” Kevin said. “Wouldn’t it be simpler for Sir Hugo just to knock the Master off – kill him?” “Thanks a lot, as you say.” “No, Bill ... My Lord, I don’t mean he should, only that if you’re not about for his enemies to rally around, he’d have it made.” “Kevin’s right, Master. But Sir Hugo’s not strong enough yet for that. If he can get the assembly to say they think you were swapped for the old Duke’s real child, then...” “Then, what?” Kevin said. “He’d be Duke. To show everyone how fair he is, he’ll take the Master into his service. A little later, there’ll be an accident.” “Curtains for Bill and home free for Sir Hugo.” “You have the strangest sayings, Kevin,” William said. “What can we do? Think of something. Now!” Kevin made a mock bow, grinning. “Yes, Master, at once.” He turned to Wat. “We’ve been doing push-ups and chin-ups. Show him, Bill ... My Lord.” William jumped onto the bed, pushing the curtains aside. He grasped the rail underhand and chinned it. Kevin fetched a rope from the chest and tied it to the curtain-rail to demonstrate their rope climbing.
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 The Time Drum “We should have enough rope now to reach the beach. I think we’re strong enough to climb all the way down.” “If the two of you could get to the roof that might work,” Wat said. “You should get away before the assembly. After that the master will be on his own.” “Whoa! What has Sir Hugo in mind for me?” Kevin asked. “Gossip says you will vanish as you came. The master as a page or even perhaps as a servant, won’t be allowed a servant-companion. Some say Sir Hugo will put you to the question as a witch. John the Minstrel told some of your magic drum and the donkey the night he meant to beat you.” “Is Sarah all right?” “So far. But if they burn you, she burns with you as a familiar – a witch’s demon assistant.” “If we can’t get to the roof to escape, could we squeeze through the arrow slit?” William said, pointing. “Brilliant, My Lord.” They pulled back the shutters which kept some of the breeze out and examined the cross-shaped slots. Kevin, standing on the stool, could get his head and shoulders through the space where the crosspiece and the upright met. “Fine, if they’ll go through, so will the rest of you. Feet first, then butt and you’re out.” Kevin put his head back out. It was a long way down, and he didn’t like heights. Wat studied William. “The master’s a bit bigger, Kevin. It was a tight fit for you.”
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 Hugh McCracken William put his head through the hole then pushed a little further. “I’m stuck!” “Lord, his ass looks as big as Sarah’s stuck out like that.” Kevin giggled. “I’m stuck! Pull me in! At once do you hear?” Kevin laughed. “Yes, My Lord. At once, My Lord.” But he did nothing. Wat, his eyes round, stared at William’s backside. “I daren’t touch him ... especially ... you know ... there.” “In that case how are you going to feed him?” Kevin giggled again. “Pull me in!” Kevin, doubled over, helpless with laughter, then tried to control himself. Wiping tears from his eyes with a sleeve, he said: “We’d better get him in before the guards hear. If we’re to have any chance of escaping that way we don’t want them to see him stuck by the...” Kevin collapsed again, gripping his middle to ease the pain of laughter. Wat still hesitated, but Kevin recovered, put the second stool behind the first and climbed onto it. When he tried to grip William’s hips, William shrieked and wriggled his butt wildly, knocking Kevin off his stool. “That’s all we need. He’s ticklish, too.” Kevin picked himself up. “Look, My Lord, ticklish or not one of us has to pull you back,” Kevin shouted through the arrow slot. “Then hold my tunic.” Kevin climbed back onto the stool. The tunic didn’t seem like a good idea so Kevin instead grasped William’s breeches, one hand on each side. Taking a
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 The Time Drum good grip, he pulled. Instead of William popping out of the slot, his breeches came alone. Kevin once again landed on his bum. He held William’s pants and convulsed in laughter again, rolling around helplessly on the stone floor. Pulled to his feet by Wat, Kevin clung to him laughing, while William shouted: “This is not funny! I’ll have someone flogged.” “Wat, you stand as close to the slot as you can get. Put your hands up to support the Duke’s chest so he won’t fall and hurt his face. I’m going to pull his legs.” Gripping each ankle tightly Kevin pulled and at last, William popped out like a cork from a Champagne bottle. Almost purple in the face, William snatched his breeches. “I’ll have you both whipped!” “No, Bill,” Kevin said. “You’ve got to see the funny side...” Kevin doubled over with laughter. “The funny side ... oh, we had the funny side ... didn’t we, Wat? Just a ducal ass sticking out a wall.” William’s face slowly resumed its usual colour. But, still very much on his dignity, he scowled at Kevin, rubbing his bruised shoulders. “That idea won’t work.” Of course, he won’t go through with an undershirt and heavy tunic. Flesh, fat is easier to press into shape without clothing. Kevin laughed. ‘You’re right, Abdullah. I should have thought of that.’ When Kevin started to squeeze William’s shoulders and upper arm, William tried to push him away. “Stand still, Bill ... My Lord,” Kevin said. “Wat, feel, there’s plenty of give, isn’t there?” 138
 
 Hugh McCracken “What have you in mind?” “If Bill strips and goes first, I can push from inside and put butter or some other grease on bits that look as if they might stick.” “You want us to escape in the ... in the...” “...yes, in the altogether.” “And smothered in butter?” “Only the best butter, My Lord. Full cream.” They argued for some time, but finally agreed it could work. “When do we go? We can’t leave you here, Wat,” Kevin said. “Surely the important thing is that I, the Duke, am safe?” Kevin turned to stare at William. He opened his mouth to argue. “Now, Masters, let’s not quarrel. The Duke is right. It is my duty to see him safe. I’ll think of something.” Two days later, Wat didn’t appear all day. The next day the sergeant showed the servants in with the dinner. He grinned at the boys. “Your faithful servant, Wat, is wiser than he seems, if more cowardly. He has run away and stolen a donkey the Lady Mary bought recently.” “Wat wouldn’t run and leave me,” William said. Kevin tugged at his sleeve to try to shut him up. “If Wat left the castle he must have...” “...Been really frightened. True, My Lord. We’re better off without him.” The sergeant grunted, then withdrew, without even the pretence of a bow.
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 The Time Drum “Did you see that?” William’s voice quivered with rage. “Insolence, I should ask to speak to Uncle tomorrow and report him.” “We won’t be here tomorrow,” Kevin said. “Tonight we leave.” “Why tonight?” “Wat left and took Sarah. That’s our sign. Hey, don’t eat that butter. You’ll need it later.” They played the drum and the flute while darkness fell, waiting for the castle to settle for the night. For eyes to close and for guards to drowse. Kevin had been miserly with the wood for the fire, barely even keeping it smouldering. At what he thought would be close to midnight, he put more wood on the fire to give them light. He checked the knots joining their lengths of rope one more time before he tied one end to a leg of the heavy bed and fed the other through an arrow slot. Both of them pulled hard on the rope. The bed didn’t move and the knot didn’t give. “Okay, let’s do it. Take off your tunic and shirt.” William squirmed and giggled while Kevin smeared him with butter. That done, both wiped their hands carefully and thoroughly. Kevin set a stool in the niche to let William get high enough to crawl backwards through the wider part where the horizontal opening crossed the vertical. With William’s legs and bum out, Kevin reached through the vertical slot and grabbed the Duke’s ankles. He guided the feet to put the toes on the ledge. “Feel that? Can you put your weight on your feet?” Kevin asked. “Yes.” 140
 
 Hugh McCracken “Right, you hang on tight to the rope. Whatever you do, don’t let go, and keep your feet still.” Kevin prayed the desperate scheme would work. Anyway, it was bit late to worry Bill with his doubts. “Stretch your arms over your head. No! Don’t let go of the rope.” Kevin’s heart pounded. He gripped William’s wrist. The stretch thinned William’s upper body and the butter did the rest. “I’ve banged my head.” “You’re out, Bill. Now one hand at a time, walk down the wall.” “I’m scared, Kevin.” “Too bad, it’s a one way street. I couldn’t get you back in if I wanted to.” Anxiously, Kevin watched the rope. When it went slack, he stuck his head out, but he couldn’t see the beach. He heard nothing. Bundling William’s tunic and shirt together, he threw them out of the slot. Since there was no tension on the rope, Kevin assumed William was on the ground. The bodhran and his satchel he tied on a line around his waist to hang at ankle level. Pushing them through the slot ahead of him, he wriggled out. William was right. It was scary. His feet on the ledge, Kevin squirmed out. He gripped the rope tightly. Out, he clung like a limpet. As he’d told William, it was a one-way ticket. He was past the point of no return. What came first? Did he move his hands or his feet? Always assuming he could move at all. The moon had come out from behind a cloud. Kevin could see the rough wall in front of him, the rope snaked down below, and way down, the beach. 141
 
 The Time Drum He’d forgotten how scared he was of heights. There was no safety line. If he let go, he fell three stories to a rocky beach. ‘Abdullah! You take over and climb us down.’ Kevin shut his eyes tightly, but the trick didn’t work this time. He had frozen again. ‘Thanks a lot for nothing,’ Kevin grumbled. You didn’t ask me if I could climb, Abdullah said. I’m afraid. A tree’s one thing, but not halfway from heaven. Kevin screwed up his courage to the maximum. He willed one hand to slacken its grip and inch down the rope, followed by the other. Slowly, his butt stuck out, his legs horizontal, he clutched again with both hands. At last he managed to persuade his legs to walk backwards down the wall. When one foot found no purchase, Kevin almost shrieked. He opened his eyes only to see an arrow-slot opening. After all that time and sweat he hadn’t moved! But the rope stretched taut above him. Kevin looked up to see the opening he’d left a good three body-lengths up. Clenching his teeth, he closed his eyes so hard it hurt. He lowered himself hand-over-hand till his feet found solid wall again and could continue his death defying walk. The angle of the wall changed. Kevin wondered briefly why, but all that really mattered was to finish. His arms couldn’t possibly take much more strain. When the last of the rope slithered past his crotch, Kevin froze again. How far was there to drop? Cautiously, he opened his eyes. 142
 
 Hugh McCracken It was pitch black again. For the last time, he walked his feet down then hung against the wall, arms stretched over his head. Maybe the slope of the wall here, close to the main gate and gently curved outward at the base to deny a footing for scaling ladders during siege, would help break his fall. Swallowing hard, he let go. Kevin dropped all of five centimetres. Tensed for a longer fall, his knees buckled and he fell backwards onto the rocks. He looked up and a scream of terror froze in his throat, almost choking him. Two faces, grotesque in the livid moonlight, twisted in hate, stared down at him, the faces of the men who only a few days earlier had tried to end his life, John and Bertram. But he gazed, not into eyes but empty sockets. The heads were not attached to bodies, but rammed onto rough wooden poles. A crude, bloodspattered sign was hammered a few inches below John’s severed head: “In this realm, so die all murderous vermin.” A cloud crossed the moon and the hellish faces disappeared into the gloom like departing ghosts. Rough hands grabbed him from behind and shook him back to reality as they hustled him down the beach to the water’s edge away from the horrific scene of Medieval execution. The moon came out once more, revealing a large row boat. One of the two unknown men, half lifted, half threw him into the boat. He tumbled to the end, huddling against William on the bottom. The men pushed off quietly and climbed aboard. The oars dipped and rose 143
 
 The Time Drum slowly, without splashing while the boat swam gently away from the shore. “What kept you?” William whispered. “I ... I stopped to admire the view.” William had obviously not been treated by the moon to the scene which had greeted Kevin at the foot of the castle walls. He heard Wat laugh quietly. Wat’s arm circled his shoulder, giving a firm gentle squeeze. We’re not ever climbing down a castle again, Abdullah said. Kevin shivered. But not from the cold.
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 On the far shore of the inlet, the stretch of water Kevin had trudged around with John and Bertram so long ago, men waited for them. When the boat was beached, hands helped them ashore. One man stepped forward and bowed. “We must ride at once, My Lord. No alarm seems to have been raised, but shortly after dawn you will be missed.” “Sir Richard.” William returned the bow. “How is my mother?” The man laughed. “Unable, I fear, to repeat your brave but somewhat undignified feat, but she is well. Sir Hugo will not harm such a valuable piece in his game.” Kevin whispered to Wat: “Who is this Sir Richard?” “He is cousin to the Lady Mary. A friend and supporter of the Duke’s father when he was alive. He is no friend of Sir Hugo’s. He came the moment my messengers reached him.” “Messengers?”
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 The Time Drum “Not like ducal heralds, sir. But we servants pass from castle to castle. We pass news and gossip and urgent messages. We have a ... a...” “Grapevine?” suggested Kevin. “A grapevine. What a novel idea. To hear news on the grapevine. An interesting...” Kevin broke in: “Where is Sarah? Is she all right?” “She’s at our camp, and in great form. Eating her head off. She kicked one groom who dared slap her rump.” “How did you know we’d try tonight?” “I didn’t, but I knew you’d understand what to do when I left. We waited from dusk till dawn last night too. We would have been there every night till the assembly. After that the master’s supporters would need to try a different tack.” There was a horse for William, but not for Kevin. William said, “Kevin, you take Wat’s horse. He can walk.” “I beg your pardon, My Lord,” Sir Richard said. “Normally, of course, I would agree, but we must ride harder tonight than your servant could run.” “Wat, boost Kevin to sit in front of me,” William said. “This saddle is big enough for two of us.” “Would it not be more fitting for the two servants to ride together?” “Kevin Roderick MacDonald is my companion and my friend, let none forget. He is to be treated with all the respect due the son of a third rank noble of my domain.” In Kevin’s head there was a feeling of pride. We’re declared a gentleman now! Abdullah said. 146
 
 Hugh McCracken ‘Gee, I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be declared officially third class,’ Kevin commented, but Abdullah didn’t laugh. The feeling of pride continued. Kevin settled into the space between William and the pommel. A city boy, Kevin had never ridden before. When the horse moved off at a canter, he clung to the pommel, afraid he would be jolted off at any moment. Relax, Abdullah said. Let me do this. The sensation still felt strange and awkward, but no longer quite as scary, as his body now moved with the horse. Kevin even began to enjoy the ride. Before long, a camp appeared in a clearing. There, tethered to a small tree, was Sarah. Kevin swung his leg over the pommel. He slid to the ground even before their horse stopped, to rush over to her. When he threw his arms around her neck, she brayed, nuzzling him, while he rubbed her snout. “Have you missed me, Sarah? Have you had enough to eat?” “Your donkey eats enough for three horses and does no work.” The groom who spoke held the reins for William to dismount. Sarah snorted, rolling her eyes to show the whites. “Careful, Master,” the groom said when William walked up to Sarah, “that beast kicks.” “Oh, she won’t kick me, will you Sarah?” William said. The donkey tossed her head fluttering her long eyelashes at William. For a moment Kevin felt jealous when Sarah allowed William to scratch her head and rubbed herself against him.
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 The Time Drum “My lord, we should ride.” Sir Richard hadn’t dismounted. He had issued orders to his servants to break camp from the saddle. “Wat, help Kevin up again,” William said when he was boosted into the saddle. “No, I’ll ride Sarah.” “Hah, that’ll be the day.” The groom snorted. “It wouldn’t even let us load a pannier on it.” “Sarah’s a she, not an it, aren’t you Sarah?” Kevin took Sarah’s lead rope in one hand, clutched her mane, and climbed onto her back. “Can it, can she, keep up?” Sir Richard said. “Yes, Sir Richard, she’ll keep pace with the Duke’s horse.” Kevin spoke without thinking. ‘I don’t know that ... ’ he said to Abdullah. But I do, Abdullah said. Sarah can keep up with any fat war-horse. They moved on, the same group as before, leaving the servants to break camp. “How do you guide her?” William said. “She’s not wearing a bit like the horses, only that single head rope.” Kevin laughed. He had wondered himself, but again on autopilot he found Sarah responded to pressure from his knees and heels. He told William and demonstrated: faster, slower, turn right, turn left, stop. “Warhorses are trained to do that, to leave hands free for weapons, you know. How did you train her?” “We grew up together. She’s the same age as me. I don’t remember her not being with me. She doesn’t like to carry packs, but she’ll do it for me, sometimes.” 148
 
 Hugh McCracken ‘Wow, Abdullah. you made another speech. This could get really tricky if we both try to talk at once.’ For the first time, Kevin felt relaxed laughter in his head. They kept up a steady pace, not the wild gallop Kevin had seen on TV, but a fast walk with the occasional trot or canter when the trail through the forest was clear enough. Kevin was almost asleep, his hands buried in Sarah’s mane when he thought he saw a movement in the brush where the trail widened. It was full daylight now and quite bright compared to the dim moonlight earlier. There it was again – sunlight reflected off a knife or a sword. “Sir Richard,” Kevin shouted. “Men in the brush. Armed men, all around us.” Even as Kevin called out, men swarmed into the clearing. Sir Richard and his men were dragged from their horses before they could draw their swords. One man managed to get his dagger out of its scabbard, but he was immediately clubbed from behind. He slumped to the ground. Sir Richard slashed at the attacker who held his horse’s reins before he too was dragged off, and thrown to the ground. William fell when his horse reared, prancing in fright at the figure, which sprang up in front of it. Kevin slid off Sarah to run to William. It was all over almost the second it began. Sir Richard and his men stood in a ragged line. One captor moved along the line to cut their purse strings while another emptied saddlebags onto the ground and swore. “There’s little of value here, Harry,” one man said.
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 The Time Drum The man in charge glanced at the articles strewn on the ground, raising his eyebrows. He turned to the cutpurse, who held out one hand. “A waste of effort. Some gold crowns from the gent, the rest a few groats.” Harry stared at them, scratching his full, black beard, and turned to look at the horses. He stirred with his toe the unconscious man-at-arms. “There is some mystery here. Why would a gentleman, four men-at-arms, a servant and two boys, all mounted, be abroad at this hour?” He scowled and examined the hilt of Sir Richard’s sword and dagger. “Little gold and not even jewelled weapons.” Sarah had wandered over to stand with Kevin, edging aside one of the robbers. When he slapped her rump she promptly lashed out sideways. Without a pause, she kicked straight back, following with a kick to her other side connecting solidly each time. Harry laughed as the men staggered to their feet. “At least one of you is a fighter. Collect their weapons and aught else of value and let’s be off.” One man spoke to Harry and they argued briefly before Harry raised his voice again. “Take the boys.” Sir Richard protested loudly, but was clubbed down. Kevin felt his arms grabbed and his wrists tied behind his back. A rope halter dropped over his head was snugged around his neck. At a sharp tug he followed out of the clearing into the brush around it.
 
 150
 
 Chapter Twenty Two
 
 In some parts of the forest, the canopy met overhead so very little light got through even in daylight. There the forest floor was clear between the trees except for deadfall. A thick carpet of dead leaves and moss covered it. In other parts where the trees didn’t meet at the top, thick brush of thorn and briar made it difficult to move except along narrow trails, which Kevin thought might have been made by animals. Kevin and his captor caught only very occasional glimpses of other members of the band while they wove their way through the deep forest. They didn’t seem to be following any definite path, so Kevin was surprised, after what seemed a very long time, to find himself in another clearing where many members of the band had already gathered. “What kept you, Alf?” a voice said. “The boy was slow.” Alf gave a tug on the halter. Kevin staggered. “Where’s the other boy?” William lurched into the clearing. A piece of coloured cloth hung down one side of his jaw held in place by a rope gag. His guide gave an impatient tug 151
 
 The Time Drum on the halter and a push. William stumbled over to join Kevin. “He wouldn’t stop yammering.” The robber walked over, untied the gag rope, and removed the cloth. Immediately, William started to shout. “You can shout all you want to now. There’s no one to hear but us.” “I’m not listening to that, though.” Another robber walked up to William and slapped him hard. “Shut up, or I’ll give you aught to shout about with a rope-end.” At the same time, Kevin whispered: “Be quiet, Bill, shouting isn’t doing any good.” William opened his mouth, but Kevin whispered again. “Not now.” The robbers drifted away. Kevin and William sat on a stump. “Who are these men?” Kevin asked. “Wolfsheads, outlaws, bandits. Soldiers back from the wars in France. Some are minor nobles whose manors have been taken for taxes while they were away. They rove the forests in bands. They live off the land, on what they can steal.” “Do you know what they want with us?” “I’ve heard they steal boys to sell as bond servants. They’ll take us out of my domain.” “If you knew about bands like this, why didn’t Sir Richard have more men with him?” Kevin said. “There hasn’t been a wolfshead band in this forest since my father hanged half the last lot and had the rest branded and sold off.”
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 Hugh McCracken “I don’t think they know you are the Duke,” Kevin said. “Let’s keep it that way, okay?” The bandits obviously reached an agreement. Some started to fade into the forest again. Alf, who had led Kevin in, came over to the boys. He took another piece of rope and tied it around Kevin’s neck. This wasn’t a noose knot like the halter, but a knot leaving some slack around his neck but not enough to allow the rope to slip over his head. The other end of the rope he tied around William’s neck with two paces of slack between the boys. That done, he removed William’s halter, untied their wrists, and picked up the free end of Kevin’s halter. “Let’s go, lads. I’m not as soft as Martin. A gag will slow us down if you can’t breathe, but I’ll not listen to you shout. Do you want a lesson now before we start?” “Bill will keep quiet, won’t you, Bill?” William nodded and they set off. Several times Kevin thought he heard a noise in the forest behind them. He hoped it was Sir Richard’s men in pursuit. Alf saw him looking back after one of these sounds and grinned. “A forest beast. Your master’s men wouldn’t follow us on their own and, by the time he woke up to order them, we’ll be long gone. Anyway, you’re only two boys, worth less than a horse between you.” “Why didn’t you take the horses?” Alf grinned again and waved a hand at the forest around them. “You move faster on foot than on horseback here. A horse would leave a trail a mile wide, a trail a blind man could follow. Anyway, a horse is harder to sell.” William stumbled and fell. 153
 
 The Time Drum “Can we stop for a spell, please?” Kevin said. “You said no one will follow, and we were awake all last night.” Alf grunted, but when they came to another clearing he let them stop. He glanced up at the sky. “It must be nigh on noon. Sit. Have a bite.” He handed each of them a chunk of hard cheese and allowed them a drink from a leather water bottle. “We can rest here. I won’t get as good a price for you if you don’t look strong.” William lay down and in seconds was asleep. He didn’t stir when Alf tied his hands. “Just in case,” Alf said when he tied Kevin’s wrists. “You’d be foolish to run now. You’d be lost, but better safe than sorry.” He lay down himself after he tied the end of Kevin’s halter to his own wrist. When Kevin wakened, he’d no idea how much time had passed. A delicious aroma of roast rabbit filled the air. He struggled to sit up. Alf squatted beside a small fire. “You’re awake, are you? About time.” He stooped, untied Kevin’s wrist, then sat on his heels again. A rabbit was skewered on a stick over the fire. Alf prodded it with his knife before he lifted the stick off the two Y-shaped twigs that supported it. He tugged at one leg, pulled it loose and handed it to Kevin. “Here, eat.” The rabbit was hot, burning hot and Kevin tossed it from hand to hand. Alf grinned. “Why were you people on the move so early? We were on our way to take 154
 
 Hugh McCracken your camp, to surprise you before you were prepared to leave.” “How did you know Sir Richard was camped there?” “A slavey from the inn told us, but she didn’t say aught about boys: a gentleman, five troopers, three servants, a servant from the castle, and a donkey. That was her count, no boys, no pages.” “Maybe she didn’t see us.” “No, she saw the parties arrive.” Alf scowled at Kevin and the still sleeping William. Almost to himself he said: “The travelling tinker says Sir Hugo has taken his brother’s place. The young Duke is imprisoned and to be removed.” Alf’s eyes narrowed. “Why would that gentleman be on that road? You said you’d been awake all night. Why would pages of a gentleman in camp be awake all night?” William stirred. Alf untied his hands and pulled him up. While William chewed hungrily at his rabbit, Alf studied them. Kevin worried as Alf peered at each boy in turn. “Let me see your hands.” The boys held out their hands. Alf examined them, back and front, then sat back scratching his head. “Turn your backs to me. Take off your tunics and pull up your shirts.” Alf stepped closer, staring at both backs. Kevin squirmed at the touch of the man’s hands on his back. William wriggled when Alf touched him. “This back has never been whipped.” He let them lower their shirts again and put on their tunics while he watched them, rubbing his chin. When they were dressed, Alf checked the tightness of the knots at their necks. He tied Kevin’s halter to a tree before moving to the other side of the clearing. 155
 
 The Time Drum “What do you think that was all about?” William whispered. “How should I know?” Maybe Kevin shouldn’t have encouraged the escape from the tower. There they would have been safe until after the assembly. Sir Hugo would want to be able to produce William alive and more or less unharmed to show that he had been just and fair in his dealings with the false Duke. However, now they’d escaped, if he could claim William had been killed out of his keeping, in the forest, it wouldn’t matter if William had been the true Duke or not, Sir Hugo would be Duke. His hands would be clean. Kevin had blown it. What was Alf thinking? Which would bring him in more money? To sell both boys as bond servants; to hold William to ransom for sale to the highest bidder – Sir Hugo or Sir Richard; to kill William and sell the proof to Sir Hugo? If Alf did decide to kill William, would he sell Kevin before or after the deed? No, Kevin knew too much about everything. Sir Hugo would want Kevin disposed of and so would Alf. Kevin shivered at the thoughts that chased through his head. “I thought I heard noises in the forest,” William said. “Do you think Sir Richard’s men have followed us?” Impatiently, Kevin shook his head, his attention riveted on Alf. What was he thinking? Would the same thoughts be racing through his mind? Kevin watched Alf chew on a straw, scratching himself. Perhaps racing was the wrong word, but the man would have to be really slow not to see more advantage in killing the boys than in simply selling them. Sir Hugo had the 156
 
 Hugh McCracken upper hand right now, and William’s supporters, if there were any besides Sir Richard, were no place. Alf dropped the straw, spat, wiped his hands on his sleeveless leather jerkin and walked towards the boys. After untying Kevin’s end of the rope that joined him to William, he tugged at Kevin’s halter. “Come with me, lad. We have to talk.” Kevin dug his heels in. “Where? What for? We can talk here.” Alf tugged savagely on the halter. Kevin staggered after him. Out of sight of William, Alf gave a final tug, before letting go. Hands outstretched, he moved toward Kevin, whose hands fell to the bodhran. He held it out between them. “Behind you,” Kevin said. Alf laughed. “No one followed us. I’m not an idiot. I only want to talk to you about your master, the young Duke.” When Alf grasped the edges of the bodhran, Kevin felt the familiar tingling sensation he had hoped for. Alf’s eyes widened, he gasped in pain, his face flushed, all colour drained out of it. He was about to drop to his knees. Kevin pushed him away, let go of the bodhran and dived for the ground. Alf staggered back, Sarah’s quick, double, back-kick connected, middle of the back, and head. Without a sound, Alf fell over Kevin. Kevin scrambled to his feet. Grabbing the bodhran, he ran to Sarah. “The one and only tracker donkey! You’re beautiful and intelligent.”
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 The Time Drum Sarah fluttered her long eyelashes at Kevin and pushed her head forward to be scratched. “What’s happening? Is there anyone there?” William’s voice sounded frightened. “Just a minute,” Kevin shouted. He slipped the halter off his neck and used it to tie Alf’s hands behind his back, although the robber lay still, showing no signs of regaining consciousness. Kevin took Alf’s knife from his belt. He ran back to William with Sarah close behind. Kevin cut the rope around William’s neck. “Where’s the wolfshead?” William said “Out cold, back there.” They went back to look at Alf who still lay motionless. “Is he dead?” William said. “No, I don’t think so.” “Then cut his throat.” Kevin stared at William. “I couldn’t do that. Let’s tie his feet and leave him.” “I’ll have him hanged later, just see if I don’t. I’ll have his head on a pikestaff.” Kevin shivered. He shook his head, insisting they should go before the man woke up. William shrugged. He gazed at Sarah. “Where did she come from? Is she enchanted? Are you a wizard and Sarah your familiar?” “Don’t talk rubbish. Sarah’s a donkey. She followed us. Remember we kept hearing noises behind us? I told you, she’s mine. Now, which way?”
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 Hugh McCracken William shrugged. He still watched Sarah very warily. When she advanced on him head lowered, pushing his chest with her flat skull, he squealed. “For heaven’s sake, Bill! Scratch her ears and tell her she’s a good girl. It’s the least you can do after the trouble she’s taken.” Hesitantly, William scratched between Sarah’s ears. He giggled when she snorted, blinking at him lazily. “West should take us to the shore, eventually,” William said, but at Kevin’s question of which way was west, he shrugged. “I think this is back the way we came,” Kevin said. He took Sarah’s lead rope and they set off.
 
 159
 
 Chapter Twenty Three
 
 Hours later when it got dark, Kevin had to admit they were completely lost. He had hoped to come across one of the broader trails which passed for roads in this time, like the one he had travelled with John and Bertram and the one they had been caught on by the outlaws. “I’m tired and hungry,” William announced. He sat on a fallen tree trunk. “I’m not going any farther.” “Okay, we’ll sleep here.” Kevin produced a kerchief, unfolding it to display the remains of the rabbit. “I brought this and the water bottle, but I’ve nothing for Sarah,” He opened his satchel to let Sarah snuffle inside it. “See, Sarah, it’s empty, sorry. I usually keep a handful or two of bran or maybe a couple of carrots.” William grunted. He didn’t seem interested in Sarah’s problems, just in his own, but when Kevin persuaded Sarah to lie down, he curled up with Kevin against her comforting warmth. When the early dawn light came at last, Kevin was hungry, still tired, and frightened. He had to find a road soon. William wasn’t used to roughing it or living off the 160
 
 Hugh McCracken land. Neither was Kevin. Autopilot didn’t work either, no ideas came. Until John and Bertram bought me from the peddler, I’d never been on my own away from towns and villages. I don’t like this forest, Abdullah said. It was cold and William grumbled at Kevin. “Get us out of here, Boy With Two Names.” “Hey, I’m your friend, not your servant, remember?” “Get us out of here, friend.” Kevin started to move them out, but Sarah sat down, her forelegs splayed. She wasn’t going. “Okay, okay Sarah. Which way do think we should go?” Sarah scrambled to her feet, braying. “Well? Lead on. Move.” “Stupid beast, she won’t even let us ride.” William sounded arrogant and contemptuous for the first time since the early days in the tower. “She will too. Come on.” Kevin climbed onto Sarah’s back, then held out a hand to William. With both boys aboard, she brayed again and set off on a trot. In a short time they crossed a trail. Without hesitation the donkey picked a direction, continuing to trot. When a small stream crossed the trail, Sarah stopped. She drank while Kevin filled the water bottle before they walked on. Shortly after, they came in sight of three buildings. Sarah knew exactly where she was going. She trotted straight to the barn. Inside, she looked expectantly at Kevin, then at the hay rack. Kevin slid off, laughed, and forked down feed for the donkey. 161
 
 The Time Drum “She is enchanted,” William said, backing away. “Don’t be daft, Bill. She’s a donkey. They can smell water a long way off and she was thirsty. As for the food, Sarah always was a greedy guts.” A shadow crept across the barn floor. “What are you boys doing in my barn?” It was the landlord of the inn Kevin had performed at with John and Bertram the night before they reached the castle. No wonder it had looked familiar on their approach. William drew himself to his full height. “I am Duke William.” “And I’m the King. I’ll take the cost of the feed out of your hide, and keep the donkey.” “Landlord,” Kevin said, stepping forward, “he really is the Duke. Remember me? I was here with two minstrels a while ago. I’ve been at the castle.” The landlord peered at William. “Aye, you could be. I’ve seen you from a distance in the town. But why are you here alone, dirty? What do you want of me?” “A meal, your best meal and your best room,” William said. “I’ve seen the inn, My Lord. Take it from me, we’re better off here in the barn with Sarah.” William turned to the landlord. “Have someone send food out. Do you have someone you can really trust?” The landlord nodded. “Send now to Sir Richard. Let him know we’re here.” When the landlord hesitated, William snapped in his most arrogant voice: “Do as I say. Now, man. You will be suitably rewarded.” 162
 
 Hugh McCracken “At once, My Lord, at once.” The food, when it came, was edible and plentiful. Although William grumbled ferociously at its quality, he ate heartily. Kevin stood at the barn door looking out. The second building was also a barn, obviously the horse barn. Kevin saw one man ride out down the trail he had followed with the minstrels. A short time later, a second mounted man rode off in the opposite direction. Kevin searched his memory, that trail forked just beyond the inn. “Bill, which direction is Sir Richard’s manor?” “From here? I don’t know. It’s on the sea coast this side of the inlet. Why?” “How would you get there from here? Come on, think. It’s important.” “There must be a trail down the inlet shore to the sea coast, but it would be quicker to cut across inland. That’s what we were doing when we were captured.” The day Kevin had walked to the castle, had the trail they joined gone in both directions up and down the inlet? He couldn’t remember. The inlet had been on their left as they walked. He was sure of that. When Sir Richard picked them up after the crossing in the rowboat, they had ridden with the inlet on their right before they turned inland onto the trail where they been ambushed. That must have been the trail the inn lay on. The outlaws must have got their information from someone at the inn. “Bill, wrap up what’s left of the food in a kerchief. I think we’ve been doublecrossed. We have to move. Quick, while I get some bran for Sarah.” “Why the rush?” 163
 
 The Time Drum “Two riders left the inn in different directions. I think the landlord is hedging his bets. He’s sent word to both Sir Richard and your uncle. The castle by land and Sir Richard’s manor must be about the same distance from here. We should know who gets here first before we show ourselves again.” Kevin checked that no one was in sight before he led Sarah and William out of the side of the barn away from the inn. They scampered across a small paddock back into the forest. “What now?” William asked. “Remember the stream Sarah found? It’s this way.” When they found the water they followed it up to the trail, then across. Slowly, through the brush bordering the trail, they worked their back until they were close to the inn. Kevin walked Sarah back some distance into the forest and tied her to a tree branch. “You stay here and be quiet. We’ll be back soon.” Sarah fluttered her eyelashes at him. He gave her a handful of bran before he and William made their way back towards the trail. “Let’s try this one,” Kevin said. “You can climb a tree, I hope.” Kevin wasn’t satisfied with the first two trees. He wanted to be high enough to have a clear view of the space in front of the inn and to be able to see down the trail to the inlet, plus see the fork on the inland side. “Now we wait,” he said. “I don’t think we can be seen from below.” “How long?” Kevin shrugged. “When I walked it with the minstrels we took all day from here. Well, from a bit after dawn 164
 
 Hugh McCracken until about an hour before supper. Horsemen should halve that, but we’ve got to think on both ways.” “Fine. So when?” “Late today, or sometime tomorrow morning.” “Then why are we perched up a tree like two crows now?” A short time later William had his answer. Several men arrived. They were met outside the inn by the landlord. The young serving boys and girls who had obviously been sent for them danced around till the landlord cuffed several and they fled into the inn. Though they were too far away to hear, the gestures were easy to read. Guard the main door and side door of the barn while the boys inside are caught. When the man sent into the barn came out empty handed, the landlord shouted and swore, but the men shrugged. They started to drift off in the directions from which they had come. “I’ll have him hanged.” William could hardly talk through his anger. “He was going to hand us over to the first comer, I think,” Kevin said. “Either way he’d get his reward.” “Oh, he’ll get his reward all right.” “Can you hoot like an owl?” William’s jaw dropped open. “Why should I want to?” “I want to visit Sarah and check out some escape routes. If you see anything, hoot like this.” Both boys giggled while Kevin instructed William how to hoot. Then they worked out a set of signals. Finally, satisfied that William knew what to do and could make the signals loud enough for him to hear, 165
 
 The Time Drum Kevin climbed down. He scouted out ways to get to the trail quickly from the tree and from where Sarah was. Before he went back to William, he made blaze marks on some trees, while he checked that he could run the escape routes. William had nothing to report. The landlord had screamed in rage, but no one had entered or left the inn apart from them. They stayed up their tree ‘til dusk when Kevin decreed they should join Sarah during the chill of the night. As they huddled against the donkey’s warm flank, Kevin wondered as he’d done every night since his arrival if he would ever get home. Strange, Abdullah could obviously sense Kevin’s thoughts and feelings, yet Kevin only knew what Abdullah chose to tell him. How must Abdullah feel with somebody else taking over his body? How would Kevin feel if someone took over his body? He shuddered even just imagining it. You should try it sometime, Abdullah said. ‘A joke, yes?’ Hah, some joke. You get us beaten, locked up, dangled between heaven and earth, stolen by wolfsheads, and now the Duke’s uncle will get us again. If we’re lucky, he’ll just hang us. ‘Hey, I didn’t ask to come here – anyway, we’re doing okay. We’ve survived everything, haven’t we? If we hadn’t interfered, Bill would be dead. So would we, or you, by now. With any luck Sir Richard’s men will get here first.’ Will you go home then and leave me? Adbullah asked.
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 Hugh McCracken ‘Yes, I’d like to go home again, but not until Bill is safe.’ Oh yes, you worry about him. What about me? ‘The castle life as the Duke’s companion will be better than being a serf in a village or a wandering peddler or minstrel, won’t it?’ The silence in his head stretched so long that Kevin thought his host had retreated again. Will I still be able to read and know the things you know? Abdullah sounded very wistful. ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know. I hope so. I hope I’ll be able to carry back with me the things I’ve learnt here.’ What can you have learnt here? ‘That I can be proud of who and what I am, of my parents. I’ve got the best of both sides. That I need friends. That to make friends you’ve got to be friendly – maybe make the first move.’ “I’m hungry.” It took a minute before Kevin realised Bill had spoken and not the voice in his head. “We don’t have anything, only bran for Sarah.” “Can’t we sneak into the inn and steal some food?” Kevin looked around. It was barely sun-up. Perhaps it might be possible.
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 Chapter Twenty Four
 
 At
 
 the tree Kevin sent William up as look-out. If a
 
 hurried retreat was called for he could run much faster than William. The inn was quiet as Kevin scouted around. At the kitchen area he climbed in through a narrow window whose shutter was unlatched. Before he made another move, he unbolted the door to the outside. Kevin stuffed anything edible that came in easy reach into a coarse sack he found on the pantry floor. Only minutes after he entered, he was ready to go. At the door he turned. A thin, small boy stared wide-eyed at him. Kevin smiled, putting his forefinger to his lips. The boy smiled back: a faint, fleeting smile. “Cook and the landlord will blame me when they find stuff gone.” Kevin sighed, the kid probably had enough problems without that. He and Bill could go hungry for a day. He held the sack out to the boy. “Here, put it back.”
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 Hugh McCracken “Cook was drunk when the hams came,” the boy said. “He couldn’t count, so he won’t miss one or a loaf.” “Thanks.” Kevin stuffed the ham shank and the loaf into his tunic and ran. Wedged into the fork of their tree, William and Kevin tucked into the food. It was after noon before Kevin spotted riders. “Darn it, that’s the trail I went on with John and Bertram. Those must be your Uncle Hugo’s men.” “It might not be. Remember there is a coast trail to Sir Richard’s castle too.” Anxiously, they watched the riders approach. William sighed. “It is uncle’s men.” When the troop approached the open space in front of the inn, the small boy ran out then immediately trotted back in. The landlord bustled out, wiped his hands on his apron, bowing. “Isn’t that your uncle himself? Look, the third horseman.” Kevin pointed. “The one the landlord’s grovelling to.” “Yes, that’s him. So it’s back to the tower for us.” “Don’t give up the ship yet, Bill. He has to find us first. Let’s watch for a minute or two. The landlord hasn’t told him yet that he’s lost us – oops, now he has.” Even from where they were, the boys heard Sir Hugo’s shout of anger. His whip arm rose and fell twice. The second blow opened the landlord’s cheek. He doubled over, backing away. “Let’s move on. They’ll start to look for us soon,” Kevin said. 169
 
 The Time Drum They were about to climb down when William said: “There are more men on the same trail.” “They’re moving a lot faster than the others.” “Aren’t they,” William said. “They’re not Uncle Hugo’s men.” “How do you know from this distance?” “Same way as last time. This lot isn’t wearing his livery.” The sixteen men with Sir Hugo turned their horses to face the eight newcomers and the boys heard the ominous rattle of swords being loosened in their scabbards. “It’s all over now,” William said, “Sir Richard’s men are outnumbered.” “Not so fast, Bill.” Kevin pointed in the opposite direction to the trail they could see from their vantage point. More men galloped towards the inn. “More than twenty men.” William laughed. The boys clambered down and ran through the bush to intercept the new arrivals. They made it to the trail a short distance before the bend brought the inn into view, only minutes before the contingent was about to pass. “Sir Richard, Sir Richard,” William shouted. Kevin jumped up and down. The troop slowed and stopped. Sir Richard dismounted and ran to the boys. “My Lord, thank God you’re safe. A thousand apologies for the disaster on the trail.” “We don’t have time, Sir Richard,” Kevin interrupted, “Sir Hugo’s at the inn with sixteen men. You can catch him.” 170
 
 Hugh McCracken At a snapped order, one man dismounted. Willing hands boosted the boys into his saddle, and the troop resumed its advance. Kevin squirmed in the saddle and counted. “Great, thirty men.” “Even better, I recognise eight as men of rank and property who swore allegiance to me when my father died.” William said. “Didn’t Sir Hugo?” Kevin asked. They cantered up to the inn to join the eight others who confronted Sir Hugo. “I had not expected you here, Sir Hugo,” Sir Richard said. His face flushed, a vein ticked in his left temple. Sir Hugo scowled. “I was concerned for the safety of my nephew.” “Ah, so you now acknowledge him nephew ... therefore Duke again?” “That matter is still open.” “The Duke and his companion are here with me now. The priest who was present at his birth has sworn a sacred oath that the Lady Mary gave birth in his presence to a healthy male child. He is prepared to so swear in person before his majesty the King, from whom we all hold our place.” “Is that priest with you?” “No, he is in a place of safety, as are the witnesses before whom he made his declaration.” Sir Hugo sighed and shrugged. He turned to his men. “Sheath your weapons. Withdraw a little and dismount.” Sir Richard smiled and waved his men back. “Landlord, a table and two benches here, now.” 171
 
 The Time Drum Servants from the inn rushed to set up a trestle table, placing a bench on either side. “My Lord, will you sit?” Sir Richard bowed. William grinned. Kevin stood behind him. Sir Richard sat on William’s right, two other gentlemen sat on his left. Sir Hugo sat by himself on the other side of the table. “You will return my nephew to my custody if I recognise him Duke?” Sir Hugo’s face twisted in a parody of a smile. “You are not in a position to make terms Sir Hugo,” Sir Richard said. “His Lordship will return to the castle under our protection. You will surrender the castle and its garrison to him. Any men who owe personal allegiance to you must withdraw from the castle. A new minority council will be formed, on which you may sit if you publicly acknowledge William the true Duke and swear allegiance to him.” “And if I don’t?” “We will withdraw to my manor, with the Duke. From there we will petition the King to have you banished. In the meantime, in possession of the Duke’s person, we will gather a force of those loyal to him ... Shall I go on?” Kevin looked from one hard, determined face to the other. Sir Hugo and Sir Richard were well matched. They were like two boys toe to toe, each daring the other to back down. Sir Hugo blinked first. “I accept the terms.” William whispered to Sir Richard, who replied: “We have no scribe with us, a document must wait.” “Kevin can read and write.” 172
 
 Hugh McCracken We can read AND write! Abdullah shouted in Kevin’s head. We can be a gentleman scribe and be rich! Sir Richard turned to the landlord. “Have you parchment and ink?” “Yes, indeed, my lord. Some taken from a wandering scribe who could not pay his bill.” Kevin sat at the table to pen an agreement. Sir Hugo signed and threw the quill down angrily. Kevin laughed. It was not a very effective gesture with a pen made from a feather. He picked it up to hand to William. Quill in hand, William hesitated and frowned. “Is this all, Sir Richard? He had us locked up and beaten. My mother is imprisoned. He tried to steal the Dukedom and he goes free?” “My lord, you are free, you are the Duke, and you are alive. Sir Hugo is at present the heir to your line. Sign. We will be with you. We will be more watchful in future.” “And so will Kevin, won’t you, Kevin? You’ll be with me always.” “You’re safe now, Bill ... My Lord,” Kevin said, but felt the bodhran quiver. He put both hands down to it. The world started to spin around him. He was seeing double – no, it was the fade/dissolve thing again. ‘Abdullah. Look after Bill and Sarah. I’m going home.’ Will we ever meet again? Abdullah sounded distant. Be proud! Live well! The world spun faster and faster and Kevin felt himself drawn into a vortex. 173
 
 The Time Drum Like bath water going down the drain.
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 Chapter Twenty Five
 
 Kevin staggered slightly. He shook his head. The park solidified around him. It smelled fresh now that he was no longer surrounded by horses and men who spent half their lives in the saddle. He was home – at least, he was back in Scotland. Would anything be changed? Had he come back to his own time? He stared at the hands holding the bodhran. They were his own dark hands! So he was back in his own body. Kevin relaxed with relief, tension draining out of him. Had any time passed? Not much, he guessed, surprised by Campbell’s face. It had been weeks since he’d last seen it! Campbell leered at him. “Is that all you can play? Just that one piece. Give it here.” Campbell put out his hand to take the bodhran. Kevin clutched the drum to him. It had stopped John beating him. It had saved him from being murdered twice: once in the Duke’s bedroom, and again in the forest with the wolfshead. Would it stop Campbell? For
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 The Time Drum a moment Kevin was tempted to shove it towards Campbell, but the feeling passed almost at once. Kevin pushed his shoulders back, straightening and drawing himself to his full height. The bodhran had only interfered in life and death situations. No, he had to do things for himself. He put the bodhran behind his back. “Bug off, Campbell. Let me past.” Campbell advanced half a step. Kevin didn’t move. He stared Campbell straight in the eye. Campbell stopped. The tableau held for what seemed like ages. “I don’t have time to mess with you now,” Campbell snarled. “I’ll deal with you later.” He turned, shuffling slowly down the path. Kevin let out a sigh of relief. “Fine.” Then, before he could stop himself he shouted: “Call me if you want to kick around a soccer ball. I’ll teach you Canadian soccer rules.” Campbell glanced around briefly, then muttered: “I might.” As he hurried back to Aunt Kayla’s, anxious to make sure everything was still the same there, Kevin was full of his adventure. He’d made a friend – no, four friends, Bill, Abdullah, Wat, and Sarah. He’d learnt a lot about himself. Standing up to Campbell hadn’t even been hard! Calder wasn’t much different. Maybe Kevin could even help Josh when he got back to Toronto. They could be friends. It would be good to have a friend like Bill, especially without the Duke business.
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 Hugh McCracken Kevin ran and jumped to touch the low branches along the path. The sun shone. A gentle breeze fanned his face. Even the sea sparkled. He felt great. All at once his feeling of elation evaporated. Kevin’s eyes filled with tears. He hadn’t even said goodbye to Sarah. Would she be well looked after? He felt something in the pocket of the oilskin – the three-holed flute and an ancient carrot! Kevin tried the flute. He found he could still play it well and remembered all the tunes. So Abdullah should still be able to read and write, to help Bill, to see that Sarah was well looked after. He made his mind go blank, but there were only his own thoughts. It felt kind of lonely. Then out of the empty air he heard the voice of the old man from the antique shop. “There’s many a lad like you has played that bodhran. Take it, laddie, it’s yours, or maybe you are its, until you no longer please it or grow too old. You have all of time in your hands, Kevin, all of time.” Kevin hugged the bodhran to his chest. This holiday was okay, after all, but maybe he’d watch the tide come in and go out – for a day or so anyway.
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 Chapter Twenty Six
 
 The rest of the holiday passed quickly. Too quickly. Kevin found there were several boys his own age living near his aunt’s house. His first tentative contacts made his heart pound and his hands sweat as he tried to follow Abdullah’s advice: to make friends you’ve got to be friendly – maybe make the first move. Defence can come later if needed, but you must be open to friendship. Don’t be rude or sarcastic. It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t how he’d behaved with new acquaintances in the past, but it worked. Sure, he didn’t become instant bosom buddies with anyone, but he was accepted as part of the group. No one looked on him as a potential victim. Perhaps because he no longer thought of himself as one? A week after Kevin’s return to the present, his crowd was trying to set up a five-a-side soccer game, but could only find nine players. Campbell appeared, walking past the soccer pitch. “What about him?” Kevin said. 178
 
 Hugh McCracken Two of the group frowned and shook their heads. “He doesn’t usually play with us.” Kevin shrugged. “I’ll ask him.” Campbell stared at Kevin as he approached. “We’re short a man for a five-a-side game,” Kevin said. “Want to play?” For a long moment Campbell said nothing, then, “I’m not much of a footballer...” “So? It’s just a knock-about game. Nothing serious.” “Oh, what the heck. Okay.” Campbell certainly wasn’t a great player. Kevin playing against him could dance rings around him with the ball and could outrun him easily. After Kevin flicked the ball away from Campbell’s feet for the fourth or fifth time, Campbell kicked Kevin’s ankle bringing him down. “Dirty play, Campbell,” Kevin’s team shouted. One of Kevin’s players spat on the ground in front of Campbell. “That’s it, Campbell. Bog off. We don’t need you.” “No,” Kevin said. “Let’s not spoil the game. I’m okay. It was a foul. Penalty kick?” The other team hesitated before their captain said: “Okay, a penalty kick.” He scowled at Campbell. “And it better not cost us a goal.” Kevin’s team won. As they trooped off home, one of his players said: “It’s too bad you’re going away, Yank, before school starts. You’d be great on the school team.” Just for an instant Kevin felt his old annoyance about accents, but it subsided as quickly as it rose. He wasn’t being needled or deliberately annoyed that was
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 The Time Drum just how he sounded to these kids. The compliment was sincere. That was what mattered. The journey home to Toronto was tiring but uneventful. Next morning, Kevin walked slowly to the apartment block Joshua Reynolds had pointed out that morning, now so long ago. Joshua himself answered the door. He stared at Kevin, unsmiling. “Yes? Are you selling something?” “I’m s...s...sorry...” Kevin cursed himself. He hadn’t stuttered for a long time. After a deep breath he went on. “I’m sorry about that day at school. I was stupid to brush you off. Can we still be friends?” Joshua laughed. “As long as you’re not going to punch my nose again.” Kevin almost lost his nerve and turned to leave. “A joke, Kevin, a joke. Come on in and tell me about your trip.” Joshua didn’t believe Kevin’s tale of his trip to the past, treating it as a great story, but pretty far fetched. He was impressed by the bodhran itself when Kevin showed it to him and by Kevin’s ability to play the three holed flute, but the story was still a tall tale. Kevin was quite prepared to leave it at that. Even to him now the whole adventure assumed dreamlike qualities although Wat, William, Abdullah, and Sarah remained real, concrete persons in his head. For the remainder of the summer holiday, Kevin and Josh hung out together. As they walked to school on the first day, Josh reminded Kevin of their first meeting and they laughed. 180
 
 Hugh McCracken At the school everyone was full of the events of the summer and for the first time Kevin didn’t feel himself on the outside, although he wasn’t about to confide his story to anyone other than Josh. Abdullah was right. He had cut himself off in the past. In the yard Calder and two of his followers came up to them. “I hear you two have kissed and made up,” Calder said. Josh started to say something, but Kevin cut in. “Right. What’s it to you?” “Don’t you get uppity with me, Scottie.” “Are you deaf or just stupid? I’ve told you before, the name’s not Scottie. It’s Kevin ... K.E.V.I.N ... Got it?” Calder moved to stand inches in front of Kevin and glared at him. Kevin didn’t move and stared steadily up at Calder, who didn’t seem as tall as he had two months ago. “I could beat the crap out of you.” “Oh yeah, you and whose army?” As with Campbell, the tableau held for what seemed like an age to Kevin. He didn’t dare move or shift his gaze. God, don’t let me blink, he thought. Abruptly, Calder blinked, looked away and moved back half a pace. “You’re not worth bothering about.” “Right,” Kevin said, still standing his ground. He didn’t move till Calder was well clear. “That was something else,” Josh said. “I wish I could do that. Would you fight him?”
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 The Time Drum “Not if I could help it. He’d still beat the living daylights out of me.” “But, you didn’t back down. I would have.” “Anyway, he blinked first.” Just like Sir Hugo did at the inn, Kevin thought. “Come on, Josh. It’s a whole new ball game.”
 
 THE END
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