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<IF THIS IS THE FIRST TIME YOU HAVE READ ONE OF

THE BOOKS THAT RECORDS THE ADVENTURES OF

CHILDREN FROM THE TWENTY FIRST CENTURY IN A

TIMEZONE DIFFERENT TO TODAY. YOU NEED TO KNOW>

> That SHARP stands for The Scientific History and 

Art Reclamation Programme.

> That STRAP stands for the Scientific Testing and 

Recording of Aggression Programme.

> That time slip is something that you might suffer if 

you travel through time and space, in a similar 

way to how some people get jet lag when they fly

long distances on a jet air liner.

> That if you travel through time and space you are 

a xrosmonaut.



CHAPTER 1

First Contact

Alex woke earlier than usual. It was six o’clock.

The summer sun was already slanting through his

bedroom window, but he kept his eyelids closed for as

long as he could; getting up was always the hardest

part of the day for Alex. But today there was a buzz of

excitement at the back of his mind. What was it? Of

course, it was Saturday and he was going to do the ad-

vanced climb. If all went well, he would finish the day

qualified to go with the club on adult outdoor climbs.

He could hardly believe that he had got this far: climb-

ing was his passion.

About eighteen months ago Alex’s dad had been

made redundant. At first, when redundancy notices

had been issued by his dad’s firm, things were really

awful. Jock, his dad, had gone from being a normal

cheerful bloke, always ready to take his son out on the

park to kick a football about, to a morose, grumpy guy

who hardly spoke. When he did, it was to snap at

those around him. Alex had taken to reading in his

bedroom, sending friends long texts or sloping off to
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full-time now. Remember, I’m to be upgraded to sister

next month. That’s going to be my real challenge... and

lots more dosh!’ His mum had smiled a little wickedly

when she added: ‘So you can be a rock-climbing

house-husband till you land another job.’

Alex had watched his dad hesitate for a moment,

battling with his macho pride. ‘Househusband’

sounded like one of those modern namby-pamby

phrases that he hated. But the dream won.

‘Maureen, you’re a star! I’d love that. And I think

so would Alex. What do you say, son?’

‘Me?’ Alex had queried, not really knowing what

he meant.

‘Yes – if I’m doing a rock climbing course, Alex,

you are as well. It can be my Christmas present to you

this year – I was wondering what to get you. What do

you think?’

Alex had been over the moon. Now, six months

on, both he and his dad had learnt a great deal about

indoor rock climbing and were seriously hooked.

A sudden shout from downstairs broke into

Alex’s meandering thoughts.

‘Alex… it’s time to get up.’

‘OK, Mum, I’m getting up now.’ Alex stretched

out, yawning. A few minutes ticked by. His mum
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his mate Alistair’s house. His mum, Maureen, had

been wonderful, but even she had sometimes not been

able to take it, and had answered back at an unfair jibe.

Then there would be horrible rows, banging doors and

icy silences for days. The odd thing was that when the

redundancy actually happened, everything took a turn

for the better.

First off, dad got the redundancy money. As soon

as the money was there, sitting in his bank account,

Jock seemed to regain his old self. He joked, laughed

and chatted endlessly with Maureen about what they

might spend some of it on – of course, after stashing a

good bit of it away for what he called ‘a wee nest egg.’

Then one evening, dad called a family conference.

They were big on conferences in his family, even if

there were only three of them.

Apparently, dad had long held an ambition to

take up rock climbing. Uncle Martin, his dad’s younger

brother, lived in the Highlands; he was part of a moun-

tain rescue team. Alex realised that his dad must have

been envying his brother for years.

‘What do you think, Maureen?’ Jock had asked

his wife.

‘Go for it, Jock,’ his mum had said. ‘You’ve

slogged all these years and I’m more than happy to go
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‘My memory’s just fine – I don’t remember be-

cause I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve

got the wrong person. I‘ve never met Kaz...er... what-

s’is name in my life, and the last time I was in the Cas-

tle Museum it was with my junior school doing some

boring history project, and I don’t think I’d be meeting

any dodgy contacts with my teacher looking over my

shoulder.’

The girl looked a bit worried.

‘You are Danny Higgins, aren’t you?’

‘No, I am not. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve a

breakfast waiting for me. And anyhow, how did you

get my number? Was it that idiot Alistair?’ Alex was

just about to close his phone when the girl said:

‘Don’t go. I’ll not keep you long.’

Alex paused...she was a very bonnie girl.

‘I’ve hung you in a time warp, so your breakfast

won’t get cold. Your mother won’t notice.’

‘Wha....t!? Fruit cake!!’ Alex snapped off the mo-

bile’s power and stuffed it firmly under his pillow.

Then he was out of bed, shoving his feet into his

slippers and pulling on his dressing gown before

bounding down the short stairway that separated the

first and second levels of their small flat. His mum had

put his breakfast on the table in the kitchen-cum-living
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called again:

‘Alex, I know you’re still in bed! Get up! Your

breakfast will be ready in five minutes. I’m doing you

a fry up to boost your energy levels for the climb!

Don’t let it spoil!’

‘OK, Mum, I’m on it’ Alex called down. But still

he didn’t move: just one more minute, he promised him-

self.

His mobile fired off under his pillow. Languidly,

he dragged it out, tapped the speaker to loud and held

it away from his head, expecting a message from Alis-

tair. He looked at the screen, then shot upright in sur-

prise. An image had emerged of a girl, about his age.

She was smiling at him. Alex had never seen her be-

fore in his life!

‘Sorry to wake you.’

‘I wasn’t asleep.’

‘Good. You remember when you met with

Kazaresh at the Castle Museum last week, he told you

that you would be contacted, didn’t he?’

‘Did he?’

‘You do remember, don’t you?’

‘No.’

‘Surely your memory’s not that bad!’ She was

laughing at him.
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the work to stop dangerous rock falls had been com-

pleted only a few years ago.

As he was just about to eat his last mouthful of

breakfast, a shrill ringing went off on the table. He put

his fork down and traced the din to a bump under a

drying-up cloth flung down behind the cornflakes

packet. He snatched the cloth off. Underneath was…

his own mobile! It was going off, but the sound it was

making was definitely not his carefully selected ring

tone!! What the heck was going on? He knew he had

left it upstairs. He glared at it. Then he did a double-

take. There was an additional button down the side

and it was glowing red! Alex felt the hairs on the back

of his neck stiffen.

He heard his dad’s footsteps thundering down

the stairs and looked up, expecting to see him come

through the door. But he didn’t; the footsteps stopped

abruptly as if in mid-air, half way down the stairway,

or so it seemed. At that suspended moment exactly,

Alex’s hand jerked across the mobile and he watched

as his index finger pressed the glowing button with-

out him meaning to do any such thing. Now fear

coursed through his veins. His mouth went dry. He

could scarcely breathe – he knew that something mas-

sive was about to happen. The screen was expanding,
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room.

‘Smells absolutely great, Ma!’

‘Did I hear you talking to someone on your

phone just now?’

‘Just that daft Alistair,’ Alex replied through a

mouthful of breakfast. Then he wondered why he had

lied.

‘I’m off, Alex. I’m a wee bit late for work and

we’re short-staffed on the ward this week. All the best

with your climbing test, son. Your dad’s had his break-

fast and he’s getting dressed now. I’ll see you both

later, then.’ A quick peck on his head and she was fly-

ing out of the house.

‘Bye, Mum, thanks...’ Alex called to the retreat-

ing back view of his mum. Poor old ma, having to

work weekends, he thought, munching happily on the

sausage stuck on the end of his fork.

From his seat at the table, Alex could just glimpse

through the wide window the northeast face of Edin-

burgh Rock – ‘E Rock’ as it was called by some locals.

Their flat was at the top of an old tenement block that

had been converted in the eighties. The castle was just

visible to the right, stunningly lit by the morning sun.

Alex often daydreamed about scaling this historic rock

face, but it was strictly illegal now, even more so since
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candidates for our Time Travel Programme. It was them

who gave us the incorrect name of Danny Higgins.

We knew they were a bit sloppy in their techniques,

but we didn’t know they were this bad! You know, you

can put the phone down, as I said earlier.

Alex, as if mesmerised, carefully placed the

phone on the table beside him, never taking his eyes

off the floating screen. Am I dreaming? He wondered.

But no, it couldn’t be – there on the table beside him

was the last mouthful of his breakfast cold on his plate,

the packet of cornflakes, the tea towel, and of course

his phone. As he looked at his phone, a sudden burst

of anger flushed his cheeks.

‘I left my phone upstairs in the bedroom! How

did it get down here?’ he shouted at the floating

screen, not knowing whether he could be heard. ‘And

how dare you mess about with it – and what… what is

this extra button?’

Clearly the girl heard him because the answer to

his last question came back straightaway on the screen:

There’s not just one extra button; after we’ve finished

communicating, look at it carefully and you will see that

there are three..
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sliding away from the base and hovering in the air a

metre or so away to the side. It was at least 24 inches

wide, the edges defined by a small black rim. A mes-

sage was appearing in black letters on the background

of swirling colours:

<Welcome, Alex McLean, to STRAP>

You can put the mobile down now. The screen will stay

in place until you press the button again. My name is

Korin Katanya and, as you can see, I’ve got your cor-

rect name this time.

Then an image appeared. It was the girl who had

spoken to him that morning. Her face was there on the

floating screen, smiling at him; her very pretty face

framed by a mass of black curls held back by a broad

silver band. Then she faded and more text appeared.

I’ve just managed to block you from stopping our

transmission. I am sorry I alarmed and irritated you so

much. I was as surprised as you were that something

seemed to have gone wrong with the recruitment

process. We use an agency called SHARP – a similar

name to us but a different outfit – to identify suitable
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peared.

Are you still angry?

‘No. no I’m not. But who are you? Are you some

weird government agency… or…or…’

No, nor are we aliens – that’s what you are thinking,

isn’t it? And we are certainly not anything to do with

your government. I am a representative of an organi-

sation called STRAP – the Scientific Testing and

Recording of Aggression Processes. We work mainly in

war zones.

We are people from the earth’s future – far into the fu-

ture. We are contacting you for a very good reason,

and, as I have just said, I think that when you have

heard all I have to say, you’ll be very interested.

Your home is on the site of a humble dwelling where

a daring plot was hatched in the 14th Century. If you

accept our invitation to travel back in time, you will

meet the people who lived in the space of your own

home in that time period. It will be a great adventure, I

can assure you. Do you have any questions so far?
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This information fuelled Alex’s anger even more:

‘What a nerve – messing about with my phone

without my permission! I don’t let a soul touch my

phone.’ But even as the words blustered out, Alex

could feel his anger evaporating, giving way to the fear

he had felt a moment before. After all, if this person,

who ever she was, was able to stop time, what else

could she do?

Then another message appeared.

I am sorry. I can see that your phone is the latest

model for your time, so I know how you must feel – I

love my gadgets too – but if you just listen to what I

have to say, I think you will be really interested. We

should have done this differently, but that can’t be

helped now. There is a very important reason why we

have got in touch with you. I am here today to ask

you to travel back in time for us. We are a scientific

agency based in your future. Our work, based on very

advanced scientific principles, is vital to the continued

safety of the planet Earth.

Alex said nothing. The words ‘travel back in

time’ had completely stunned him. A new message ap-
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challenge, and the wonderful opportunity, to travel

back in time for us.

The pause came again and Alex said quietly: 

‘But, why pick me, ordinary old Alex McLean, to

do this time-travelling stuff?’

Well, not so ordinary, Alex. Firstly, as I said, you live

right on the spot we have identified for a future project.

It is possible to transport someone back to a place on

the earth’s surface where they have never been be-

fore, but it is much easier if the person has been there

at some point in their lives. It’s something to do with

the time/space co-ordinates.

Secondly, and most importantly I might say, you’re

pretty good at climbing. We need someone who

knows how to climb. Do you think that when we get in

touch with you again and ask if you will take part in

the project you might say yes?

Alex stared at the word ‘climbing’ on the screen

and felt a thrill of excitement replace the fear. They

wanted him because he could climb! He found himself

saying:
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‘Well, for starters, nobody in their right mind be-

lieves in time travel.’

I’m glad you’ve said that Alex. Of course, it seems very

strange to you, but think about it. How is it that your

dad is stuck half way down the stairs right now and is

not aware of it at all. Time travel seems like fiction to

you; I think in your period it was called science fiction.

But then, just think what someone in the 14th century

would think about your mobile phone. They would be

frightened of such a device, wouldn’t they? And so

you are feeling frightened about what we, in our time,

think of as almost commonplace. Time travel is ordi-

nary for us – the only thing is that we can only reach

back as far as the 21st century ourselves.

As I said earlier, we come from a time in the future, way

in the future. It is after a terrible period that lasted a very

long time called the Dark Chaos. This was when all

records of humanity’s history were lost in constant

wars and destruction. Our science is very advanced

compared to that of the twenty-first century, but for rea-

sons too complicated to explain now, it is essential for

us to find out as much about the past as possible. We

need boys and girls from your time to take up the
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Alex raced upstairs. He felt high with excitement.

He quickly got dressed into his climbing gear and

checked that he had everything he needed. Then he

went back down the stairs, forcing himself to calm

down; all the while the face of the girl from the future

swam in front of his eyes.
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‘I’ll…I’ll think about it – yes. I’ll think about it.’

That’s great. Well, good luck with your test on the ad-

vanced climb today. I will contact you again in a few

days. Goodbye for now, Alex. It’s been great talking to

you. Oh, and, by the way, don’t talk to anyone about

our conversation. Korin.

The screen shrank back to its normal size and set-

tled on the surface of his phone. Then Alex heard his

dad thud his way down the remaining stairs. He came

through the door and appeared to have no idea that

he had been suspended for quite some time. The

thought tickled Alex so much, he couldn’t resist grin-

ning.

‘What’s so funny, son?’

‘Oh…I was just thinking that Ma’s filled us up

with so much breakfast, I’ll not manage to climb the

stairs, let alone a rock face.’

‘Aye, she likes to feed us men-folk up. But come

on! It’s almost time we set off. I’ll get our sandwiches

ready – you remember they said bring lunch – you sort

yourself out.’

‘Thanks, Dad. Give me ten and I’ll be back

down.’ 

14



level-six climbers.

Jock and Alex were always the first to be picked

up, so they bagged the front seats and for a short while

they were the only ones on the bus except for Mary,

Zac’s wife. The bus began to fill quickly at its next three

stops as small groups of people, all dressed for climb-

ing, came aboard. 

Despite the chatter and jokes, there was an un-

dercurrent of excitement, with everyone keyed up to

face the coming challenge. Then Zac switched on his

on-board address system:

‘Good morning to you all.’

Shouts of: ‘Good morning, leader,’ came from the

occupants of the minibus.

‘Today is the big day.’ Zac said. ‘We will be tack-

ling what is called the ‘north face’ of the quarry. Its dif-

ficulty level is six, which, as you know, is as hard as it

gets at the club. You’ve all passed the earlier levels on

the indoor climbs, and well done for that, but I have

no doubt that some of you will be pushed today to

your strength and skill limits – so don’t be disap-

pointed if there is a request for you to repeat the level. 

Zac went on and on about the time it should take,

technical points to remember and safety regulations.

His voice, always a bit of a hypnotic drone, lost Alex,
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CHAPTER 2

The Level Six Climb

After rushing down the flats’ communal stair-

way, they both ran the 200 metres or so to where the

club’s minibus was just pulling up. The doors swished

open and the two of them, puffing and panting,

climbed on board.

‘Hi Jock and Alex. Were you two a bit late out of

bed today?’ asked Zac, the man behind the wheel, with

a grin. He was a tall chap with piercing blue eyes and

wisps of flyaway hair. He was their calm and very

knowledgeable course leader.

‘Don’t know where the time went,’ mumbled

Jock. Mmm, thought Alex, maybe that time suspension

thing did use up some of our 21st-century time.

‘Well, it’s a big day for you two today. Are you

ready for it?’

‘You’d better believe it, Zac,’ said Jock.

‘Can’t wait,’ added Alex.

‘Great stuff, I’m counting on you two to keep up

the club’s record.’ Zac, eased the gear stick in and

pulled out en route to pick up the rest of the club’s
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best climber on the bus. She was too good for him even

to be jealous of her, but then her parents had climbed

some of the toughest mountains in the world. The fact

that Ruth came to Zac’s climbing school was, Jock said,

proof enough that they had chosen one of the best

climbing schools in Edinburgh.

As they jumped out of the bus onto the sandy

floor of the huge quarry, Alex could see another rea-

son for choosing Zac’s school: their bus had the sim-

ple words, ‘South Edinburgh Indoor Climbing Club’

printed on the side, whereas the minibus parked next

to them was: ‘Rocks Are Us.’

‘Glad you didn’t choose that outfit, Dad,’ Alex

said to Jock.

‘Well naff,’ agreed Jock. ‘How are you feeling,

Alex?’

‘I’m OK, Dad – I’m fine.’

‘Well, now comes the test! You take care, son.’

‘You too, Dad.’

The club had been built within the huge scooped

out area of the quarry. The indoor climbs were de-

signed to provide various levels of difficulty for eight-

year-olds and upwards. Now they were going to go

for the only climb that was completely out in the open.

For a moment, as he looked up at the ragged quarry
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who couldn’t stop thinking about the unbelievable

events of the morning. He fingered the mobile phone

in his pocket and wondered how and when they had

managed to add the extra buttons. 

Then for some reason Zac’s words broke into this

thoughts. He heard:

‘...standing on a massive volcanic…the castle

buildings on top of the rock vary from the 14th cen-

tury to the recent upgrade with the restaurant. But the

first scaling of the treacherous North Face was in the

14th century, when just 20 foot soldiers and 10 or so

archers and knights in the service of the Earl of Moray

took the castle by stealth...’ He had heard it all before

in junior school.

A nudge in his back made him whip round. It

was Ruth. She had moved down a few seats into the

empty ones behind Jock and Alex.

‘Day-dreaming again, Alex,’ she teased.

‘Oh I’ve heard it all before,’ he said.

‘So have I, but I’m not as rude as you as to close

my eyes and apparently drop off to sleep!’ Ruth gave

him a cheeky grin. 

Normally this would have got an angry reply

from Alex. But Ruth was different. She was a year

younger than him and simply the tops – probably the
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time they were roped together – Zac at the front, fol-

lowed by Ruth, then Alex and then the other eight

adults, with Mary the all-important back marker. Soon

they were all feeling for their first foothold and mov-

ing along the approach ledge, itself scarily narrow. 

When the climbers were a few feet off the

ground, Alex felt his mind empty of all but the rock

face in front of him. He was always like this. Whatever

distractions filled his mind, as soon as he started to

climb, he would focus. Although there was a breeze,

they had only been climbing a short while before Alex

felt too hot in the hard-hat; they had to wear them at all

times because of health and safety regulations. Today

the sweat fell into Alex’s eyes and blurred his vision.

With no free hand he could only brush the trickles of

sweat away with the wristband of his jacket.

Halfway up, Zac allowed them to take a three

minute rest, clinging to whichever ledge was nearest.

The luxury of turning away from the rock face for a

few moments was bliss. Then, quick as a blink, the

three minutes were over. 

Off and upwards again at ever-steeper angles

until they reached a reinforced wall overhang. Zac had

warned them of this, and one-by-one the climbers ne-

gotiated it safely. But suddenly, with a jerk, there was
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face above him, Alex felt his stomach flip over. 

Jock went with Mary and Zac to the rear of the

minibus to unload ropes, pegs, and other various bits

of climbing equipment. Within a surprisingly short
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round congratulating him for regaining his calm.

‘Jock, you did very well, but I’m afraid that a pass

eludes you this time. But I know you’ll be proud of

Alex. He and Ruth are the two youngest members of

the club ever to complete and pass this level-six climb,

but...’ Zac was interrupted as a cheer went up from the

others. Alex grinned, dead chuffed... so did Jock. 

‘Well done, son – you’ve more than rescued the

family honour!’ 

Zac smiled at them and continued: ‘But, next

time, Jock, I’m sure you’ll make it – anyone can make

the mistake you did at that particular overhang. It is

only a bit more tricky than the others, but as climbers

near the top, they tend to get a bit careless. It’s the rea-

son this is a level six. Total focus on the face a hundred-

per-cent of the time is essential.’

Alex went up to his dad and gave him a friendly

push. ‘You got me worried there for a moment, Dad.’

‘I was worried myself – I’m passing all climbing

ambitions on to you right now. I’m not sure I ever want

to see a rock face again.’

‘Don’t say that!’

‘Just banter son, just banter!’

Zac called the club members together to let them

know that they had an hour for their picnic lunch there
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a tautening of the ropes that linked them. For Alex that

was a first – it meant someone must have dropped off

a hold! They would be dangling in mid-air! Alex

glanced down briefly and spotted the figure, second

from the end. Dad! Jock was struggling to regain a

hand and foothold. Zac shouted down: 

‘Don’t panic, Jock! Take a few breaths. Regain

calm. The rest of you stay still, on your ledges. Jock,

the link out to the overhang is to your right.

I want you to slowly feel for it… now... good…

you’re close... you’re below it directly, five centimetres

more, no, more... try again, now.’

Alex listened intently as Zac talked his dad back

onto and above the tricky overhang. A cheer of en-

couragement went up from the others. Alex was just

too fazed by the scare to join in, but huge relief swept

over him as he realised Jock was OK. He focused in-

tently on the remaining climb ahead.

At last the low boundary wall came within reach.

Zac was there to clasp and high five each one of them

as they came up and over at its lowest point and onto

a long, low ledge which ran in a wide curve around

the outer rim of the quarry.

Zac called encouragement to Dad as he helped

him up and over, and all the other climbers gathered
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Edinburgh and the Firth of Forth estuary in the dis-

tance. Then Alex broke the silence:

‘We’ve done it! We’ve passed – I can’t believe it!’

‘I know, it was an amazing experience,’ Ruth

agreed, turning to smile at him and sending his stom-

ach into a spin. ‘It was such an amazing feeling – get-

ting it right, getting to the top of such a climb; knowing

you can actually scale something that looks impossi-

ble from the ground.’

‘I’m glad we did this together… I mean the climb

and everything,’ said Alex, wanting to say more; to say

that he thought she was pretty amazing and the best

climber ever for her age. But he didn’t. 

‘Nothing else could ever be this thrilling,’ Ruth

added.

‘Mind you,’ Alex grinned, turning to open up his

lunch box, ‘amazing sandwiches, stunning crisps and

thrilling drinks... could come close!’

‘Idiot!’ Ruth thumped him in the chest and they

both fell about laughing before starting to munch.

They shared, of course: ‘Can’t beat variety,’ Ruth com-

mented contentedly. 

The truly glorious summer weather, the light

breeze off the North Sea and the thrill of having

achieved an adult climb made them both high. The
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on top of the quarry. ‘But stay well clear of the closure

wall’, he said. ‘Then you can, if you wish, abseil down,

or, if faint-hearted, walk back down the steps to the

minibus in the car park.

‘What are you doing, Dad?’

‘Oh I’ve had enough thrills for one day, I’ll go

back down the steps. I bet I know your choice.’

‘Definitely – I’m abseiling down.’

‘Me too,’ said Ruth. 

The adults scattered into two groups, leaving

Alex and Ruth together. They grinned at each other a

little awkwardly, and then Alex spotted a great place to

eat lunch. 

‘Look – there’s a viewing bench over there. We

can eat our sandwiches without getting any spiders

crawling all over them. And for starters, we can take

these awful hard-hats off!’ 

They raced up the slope to the bench, chucking

the hard-hats underneath. Ruth shook out her hair; it

was light brown, cut in a short bob, and amazingly

straight and shiny. She didn’t have fabulous looks, but

her smile lit up her whole face. Alex found himself

watching for her smile.

For a few minutes they both just stood in silence

staring out towards the stunning outline of the City of
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taunted.

‘Oh you annoying boy!’ Ruth aimed a punch at

him and Alex dodged to the side. Then Zac started

calling for those who wanted to abseil down to join

him. They quickly stuffed their lunch boxes into their

light back packs, picked up their hard hats from under

the bench and raced over to Zac.

To Alex’s surprise, he and Ruth were the only two

up for abseiling. They joined Zac, who was waiting

over by a sign that said: ‘Out of Bounds’, where there

were abseiling drop ropes permanently set up, at-

tached to a firm, flat rock platform on the edge of the

quarry. 

Harnessed safely into the abseiling gear and with

hard-hats back on, Zac saw them launch safely into

space, one-by-one. They had both done abseiling be-

fore, and so had little trouble in light-footing it down

the face to the bottom. Mary was waiting for them,

beaming at their faultless descent. Here were two

young climbers, no doubt ‘hooked for life,’ she thought

as she unhooked them. 

‘Brilliant ascent and descent, both of you. You’re

ready to progress to the next level, which can take you

onto quite a few outdoor cliffs and mountain sites. But,

of course, never go without your parents, or their ap-
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hour flew by, but not before they learned quite a bit

more about each other. 

Ruth’s dad spent a good part of the year climbing

in distant places all over the globe. He carried out sci-

entific tests and gathered information for the univer-

sity. Her mother used to go with him, but now stayed

at home to look after Ruth and her two younger broth-

ers, who were only seven and nine – still at primary

school. Ruth had started at an exclusive girls’ second-

ary a year ago. Alex, now nearly at the end of his sec-

ond year at St Phillip’s Comprehensive, felt so

street-wise in comparison, especially as Ruth felt

obliged to text her mum to let her know everything

went well with the climb.

‘Aren’t you going to text your mum?’ Ruth asked.

Alex shook his head.

‘It’s funny how much my mum worries about

me,’ said Ruth. ‘She used to do really dangerous stuff

herself, so why is she so fussed about me?’

‘Well, I expect she just worries because you’re

pretty young to be climbing at this level.’

‘You’re only a year older.’

‘Makes all the difference,’ Alex teased, straight-

ening his shoulders and showing how much taller

than her he was. ‘Older wiser, taller, stronger!’ he
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assembling near the minibus.

Alex and Ruth sat together on the way back, but

somehow, surrounded by the chattering grown-ups,

the magic slipped away. As the minibus approached a

suburb on the outskirts of Edinburgh, where all the de-

tached houses were hidden behind the bushes of ex-

tensive front gardens, Ruth got out onto the central

aisle. She turned to Alex and queried:

‘See you sometime soon?’

‘Yes, sure, see you soon,’ Alex replied.

As soon as she was off the bus he was kicking

himself. Why hadn’t he asked for her mobile number

and given her his? What was the matter with him?
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proval. I’ll issue you with your certificates next time

you’re at the club.’

‘Does this mean we can scale the north face of

Edinburgh Castle?’ Alex asked, knowing what the

reply would be.

‘No, it does not! Try that and you’ll have half the

Edinburgh police force on your track.’ Mary was about

to go on about the cameras covering every section of

the Rock when she realized Alex was grinning.

‘You cheeky thing – you knew that already did-

n’t you?’

‘Of course he did, Mary,’ said Ruth, ‘it’s just that

all the excitement has gone to his head. He knows per-

fectly well it’s illegal.’

‘Sorry, Mary, I just couldn’t resist winding you up

a bit. But you know, it’s because I can see the Rock

from our windows at home, I can’t help dreaming of

climbing it.’

‘Well, you had better stop dreaming. Sometimes

people do get tempted, but it’s not worth it, and you

would lose your membership of our club if you did

have a go.’

‘Well I didn’t know that! And, of course, I would-

n’t want that.’

People were starting to drift back down and were
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