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Prologue




This cellar is dark, damp, and endless. Its brickwork arches and passageways extend 

in a twisting maze for what seems like miles in all directions. Somewhere in the distance 

water drips, and the sound echoes hollowly through rooms filled with forgotten artifacts 

slowly gathering dust. Only those who know where they are going venture down here, and 

because such people are few and far between the place is usually deserted.

The darkness and silence do not scare the boy. He has been coming here for as long as 

he can remember, down to his sanctuary, far from the noise and bustle of the crowded 

halls above. It is peaceful here, and peace is rare where he is from. He likes to come and sit 

in one of the abandoned store-rooms, imagining himself to be somewhere else, somewhere 

far away where no-one knows him and no-one can reach him.

But not today. Today he is not alone. Today he is scared.

“Worm!” His brother’s voice booms down the corridors, echoing so that he cannot tell 

where it is coming from. “Worm, I know you’re down here! Come out and face me like a 

man!”

He does not reply, but huddles further into the dirt and prays that he will not be 

found. He is a slight boy, not old enough to be bearded, his dark hair falling in tight curls 

about his narrow shoulders. A childhood of leisure has made his hands soft like a woman’s; 

these, with his long hair and slight build, mean he is often mistaken for a girl. His brother 
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takes offence at this, but rather than punishing those responsible he turns on the boy and 

beats him. "To make a man of you!" he says. The beatings are more frequent when his 

brother is drunk, and today he is more drunk than usual.

“Worm!”

The boy can hear footsteps now, scraping through the dirt as his brother staggers 

nearer his hiding-place. He is near enough to hear any movement, so the boy holds his 

breath and clenches his hands together to stop them from shaking, and pleads with Iescwd 

to keep him hidden.

A light appears around a corner, wavering and flickering uncertainly. His brother 

follows close behind it, sweeping a flaming brand back and forth as he peers into doorways 

and down passages. He is muttering through his beard, oaths and curses against all boys. 

In his free hand he carries a drawn sword. At the sight of the steel the boy goes cold. He 

has felt its blows before — the flat of the blade, never the edge — blows that raise ugly welts 

on his legs and back. If his mother and father see the bruising and broken skin they refuse 

to acknowledge it. They consider the beatings to be part of his education.

He begins to edge away along the wall, ignoring the dirt that smears itself on the back 

of his embroidered jerkin. When he considers himself to be far enough away not to be 

noticed he turns and breaks into a run.

It is a mistake. Immediately there is a bellowing roar behind him, and heavy footsteps 

pounding down the corridor.

“Come here, you brat! I’ll teach you to creep around like a chambermaid! Come here, 

I say!”

The boy hardly hears him. All his attention is given to running. He darts this way and 

that down barely-glimpsed passageways, scraping his knuckles and banging his elbows in 

his haste. He does not notice the pain. He does not have the time. His brother is drunk, but 
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he is still fast, and it is soon clear that the boy will not be able to outrun him. A quick 

glance confirms his fears: his brother is closing on him steadily.

Panic takes over. He darts into the next doorway he sees, thinking only to hide. A 

length of wood stands against the wall by the door. Without thinking he grabs it, steps back 

into the corridor, and swings it as hard as he can at his brother’s head. The wood connects 

with a loud smack; the force of the impact wrenches the plank from the boy’s hands, and 

his brother tumbles to the floor, instantly unconscious, as his firebrand skitters away into a 

corner.

Silence descends. The boy does not move. His hands sting, but he does not rub them. 

He is numb with the shock of what he has done. His brother lies unmoving at his feet. The 

firebrand gutters and wavers in the corner. He does not move to pick it up.

After a while his heartbeat slows, and he gathers the presence of mind to bend down 

and feel his brother’s chest. It is moving, though slightly. Relief rushes through him. He 

does not stand, but remains crouched by his brother’s prone form, his mind racing with 

thoughts of what to do. Should he leave him? He certainly deserves it. But he cannot. It 

goes against his nature. On the other hand, he cannot wait here for him to wake. That 

would mean an even worse beating than usual.

He looks around, as if an idea will present itself to him, but none does. The flame still 

flickers in the corner, and for want of anything else to do he gets to his feet and stumbles 

over to retrieve it. He bends down to pick it up, but as he straightens he stops. Something 

has caught his eye, something hidden in the shadows. He raises the torch for a better look, 

and sees a curtain, ragged and dusty, hanging limply across a doorway set into the cellar 

wall: the posts and lintel of the doorway are rough-hewn stone, and the heavy wooden door 

is closed fast.

The curtain crumbles away at his touch. He drops the remains, his eyes flickering 

over the door. Symbols are carved into the lintel, strange to his eyes. He shivers, but he 
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does not back away. He is afraid, but at the same time curious. What is this place? He 

knows there are many parts of the cellar he has not yet explored, many strange things 

hidden away down here in the darkness — but even so the doorway feels out of place, as 

though it does not belong.

He has already forgotten about his brother. He is too filled with curiosity. He reaches 

out with his free hand and lays it on the door. To his surprise the wood is warm. He 

pushes. The door does not move. He pushes again, harder, and this time it scrapes back a 

fraction. He lays the torch on the floor behind him and sets his shoulder to the wood, 

heaving at it with as much force as he can muster. At first it resists him, as though it is a 

living entity that does not want to be disturbed, but gradually it yields, inch by inch, until it 

has opened wide enough that he might slip through.

He hesitates, but only for a moment. Curiosity draws him on. He picks up the torch 

and edges his way through the gap, leaving his brother unconscious in the dark.

Beyond the door is not a passageway, but a tunnel. Its walls are not brick-lined, but 

hewn into the rock itself, carved by ancient tools in some long-forgotten age. The tunnel 

descends gradually, twisting and turning so that the boy cannot see further than a few feet 

before or behind him. He proceeds with caution. At times he has to duck his head to avoid 

jagged protuberances, or clamber over piles of fallen earth, but never once does he think 

about turning back. Something draws on him onwards, something that began as curiosity 

but is now much stronger.

The passageway ends in a round portal, beyond which is darkness so dense the 

torchlight cannot penetrate it. Here, at last, the boy stops. He still feels the compulsion to 

continue, to venture deeper into the dark; but now the compulsion is tempered by fear. He 

does not know what may lie beyond the doorway; the darkness seems to suck at the 

torchlight, making it flicker uncertainly. It feels like he is standing before a gaping mouth, 

opened and ready to swallow him. An unfamiliar sensation is building inside his head: a 
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slow and steady pressure, constricting his skull so that he finds it hard to concentrate. A 

thousand thoughts flash through his mind, grotesque images from children’s tales, 

nightmares dredged up from the depths of slumber. He knows he should not step through 

that doorway, that to do so would be foolish, maybe dangerous.

Then he takes a deep breath, and steps through.
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Part I:

The Village
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1

The Torc




In the hushed stillness of the clearing the stones rested, like old men sleeping though 

the long afternoon. They stood as they had for centuries, in two wide circles: an outer circle 

twelve feet tall, and an inner circle half as high, twenty pillars hewn from grey marbled 

rock. Some had fallen on their sides in the grass, and were half-covered by mossy blankets; 

others leaned drunkenly, about to fall but never falling. In the middle of them, alone, a 

black stone lay, shining dully in the dappled shade. All were chipped and worn down by the 

ravages of time and the elements, the rugged scars they bore evidence of their antiquity.

It was said by some that the stones had stood for thousands of years. Certainly, no-

one living knew who had quarried them and brought them here, and not even the trees 

remembered the hands that had wielded the tools, or the arms that had hauled on the 

ropes, or the sweat that had dripped from the brows of the men who consecrated the 

ground.

Trees grew for miles around, and brambles hemmed the clearing in on all sides, but 

the plants knew better than to take root on the holy ground itself. Animals did not come 

there. Birds did not fly over head. The place was quiet and still, with the stillness of the 

grave.
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There was a rustling from the brambles at the edge of the clearing, breaking the 

sacred silence. A moment later a small voice cursed under its breath. More rustling, then a 

boy’s head appeared at ground level and looked both ways before breaking into a grin.

“We’re here!” he whispered over his shoulder.

The boy wriggled the rest of the way out of the undergrowth and scrambled to his 

feet. He was short and stocky, with cropped black hair and dark brown skin the colour of 

chestnuts. A devil-may-care light glinted in his eyes as he surveyed the clearing before him.

“Banac!” Another voice called out from the bushes behind him, this one smaller and 

less sure of itself. “I think I’m stuck!”

Banac rolled his eyes. That was the problem with bringing little brothers along on an 

adventure. All they did was complain.

“Wait a second,” he said.

He crouched down and groped around under the lowest branches. When he found 

what he was looking for he gripped it and heaved backwards with all his strength; there 

was a ripping sound, a brief cry of pain, then another boy burst from the undergrowth like 

a newborn foal, tumbling awkwardly over his brother and landing with him in a heap on 

the grass.

Banac quickly untangled himself and stood up, brushing himself down and leaving 

his brother to sit on the ground nursing a long scratch on his arm.

“It’s bleeding,” the younger boy said after a moment. “And my smock’s ripped.”

Banac ignored him. This was his usual attitude towards Balor, who at three years 

younger than him was naturally far less interesting than most other things in the world. 

The only reason he had let him come on this adventure at all was because Balor had 

pestered him to distraction about it, and because none of the other boys in the village had 

enough imagination to be interested.
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He left Balor to tend his wound and looked round the clearing again, taking in every 

detail. They had been looking for this place for weeks, spending countless hours tramping 

in circles round and round the forest, and now they had found it Banac was in no hurry 

either to leave or to explore. Such a find it was not to be wasted either way. It was to be 

savoured.

Their search for the stones had begun two weeks ago, when their grandfather had 

accidentally mentioned them in one of the stories he so often told. They were hidden, he 

had said, in a forbidden place deep in the forest near the village, where the evil galac-men 

had once made sacrifices to their heathen gods. He had stopped short then, and clamped 

his lips together as though he had said something he ought not to have; but the words were 

out, and the idea of such a place had fired the boys’ imaginations so that they had pestered 

him for more details for the whole evening. Eventually Father had sent them to bed and 

threatened to beat them if they did not hold their tongues, and they had obeyed, 

grudgingly; but the next morning they had set out with the sole intent of finding the place 

and exploring it thoroughly.

Banac sniffed; the air in the clearing was still, and though it was a hot midsummer 

day gooseflesh pimpled his arms. He listened. No birds sang, and no crickets chirruped. 

But was not an atmosphere of peace — it was claustrophobic, and the air was thick in his 

mouth.

“I don’t like it,” Balor said, appearing at his elbow. “Father said the standing stones 

are evil.”

Banac looked down at him. Balor was clenching and unclenching his hands, the way 

he did when he was nervous.

“Father just wants to scare you,” Banac said. He strode up to the nearest stone and 

laid a hand on it, resting his fingers on faint carvings and runes worn smooth by the ages. 

“The galac-men were all killed a hundred years ago. That’s why the stones are all ruins 
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now. They haven’t been used since before Father was born. He doesn’t know what he’s 

talking about.”

He jumped up on another stone that lay nearby and spread out his arms, smiling. 

“See?”

“I still don’t like it.” Balor repeated, gazing round wide-eyed. His hand was still 

clenching and unclenching. “Can’t we just go?”

Banac craned his neck for a better view. “You can wait here if you like," he said. "I’m 

going to look around.”

He jumped down on the other side of the stone, making a mental note not to bring 

Balor along on the next adventure — little brothers, it was clear, did nothing more than 

ruin the atmosphere.

As he made his way towards the centre of the stone circle he gazed round at the 

ruined remains. The stones were stern and silent, their blank faces seeming to stare at him 

as he passed. Privately he conceded that Balor had a point — the stones were eerie in a way 

that he could not explain — but it would not do to lose face in front of his little brother, so 

he turned and flashed him a grin to show how unafraid he really was.

As he neared the centre of the circle the background noises of the forest — the wind in 

the trees, the rustle of the leaves — gradually faded to a whisper. Banac shook his head. A 

faint pressure was building behind his eyes: it was not painful, but it was uncomfortable 

enough to make him stop some way from the the very middle of the clearing where, in a 

space all by itself, lay a black stone. It was long and thin, and it lay on its side in the grass 

as if it had been placed that way rather than fallen. Its surface was black and smooth, and it 

gave off a polished sheen.

Banac looked over his shoulder. Balor was still standing at the edge of the clearing, 

clenching and unclenching his hands. The look on his face was the one he always wore 

when he thought they were about to get into trouble; like the time they had sneaked into 
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the Long-Hall to look for the dragon’s teeth one of the other boys swore Agwaen the Elder 

kept hidden there; or the time they had tried to take Father’s boat out on the Sea, and he 

had caught them at it and thrashed them with a leather strap.

Balor saw him looking. “Please can we go?” he said again, his voice trembling. “I don’t 

like it here. Please?”

“Fine. Have it your way.” Banac took one last look around the clearing, then turned 

and started making his way back through the stones. He would come back another time, 

when he could slip away without Balor noticing.

As he neared the outer circle of stones something caught his attention, and he 

stopped. It was a glint, nothing more, a flash of reflected sunlight in the corner of his eye. 

He turned and looked, but whatever it was had gone. He moved his head back and forth, 

trying to catch sight of it again.

“What are you doing?” said Balor. “I said I want to go.”

Banac ignored him. He peered under one of the fallen stones, looking for what could 

have glinted like that. The grass was bare, save for a few chunks of rock, but just as he 

straightened up he saw it again — a flash of sunlight reflecting off something in the 

undergrowth at the edge of the clearing.

“There’s something there,” he called to Balor. “Under those trees. I’m going to have a 

look. Wait here.”

The undergrowth was dense, and it bristled with long, sharp thorns. As Banac peered 

in he could just about see something lying half-buried amongst the brambles. It was by 

sheer luck he had seen it in the first place, for the narrow shaft of sunlight that had fallen 

upon it had moved away, leaving it nearly invisible in the dappled shade. Even so (and here 

a strange shiver ran through him) he could see that it had the dull, heavy sheen of gold.

He wrinkled his nose. A strange smell hung in the air. It reminded him of the time a 

dead goat had washed up on the shore, filling the village with its stench for days until 
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Father had found it and thrown it back into the Sea. He shook his head to clear away the 

smell, held his breath, and reached a hand in amongst the thorns, taking care to avoid 

being scratched. But the hidden object was too far away, and all he could do was grope 

uselessly.

“What are you doing?” Balor called again.

Banac leaned back for a breath of fresh air. “I’m busy!”

He cast about on the grass and found a strong-looking branch that had fallen nearby. 

He took it and started to push the brambles aside to create a bigger opening. At first the 

bushes resisted, but after one or two thrusts they began to fall away, and Banac realised 

they were not fixed in place at all. They had simply been stacked loosely against each other, 

and after a few more shoves with the branch they fell away completely, revealing a dark 

opening beyond.

For a moment it was too dark to see. Banac peered in, waiting for his eyes to adjust, 

and when they did he made out a long, low hollow filled with tangled brambles and over-

arched by twisted trees. But it was not the brambles or the trees that interested him. What 

caught his eye and held it was the dull gold thing lying half-buried amongst the leaves.

His heartbeat quickened as he reached in to take it. Thorns grabbed at his hand, but 

he ignored the pain and tugged at the thing, twisting it this way and that. It broke free, 

catching Banac off-balance, and he stumbled backwards into the clearing. He held the 

thing up to the light, his heart racing as he saw what he had found.

It was a torc — a twisted band of pure gold that glinted as he turned it this way and 

that in the sunlight. He had seen such things before: Elred the blacksmith made them for 

weddings and other important occasions. The men wore them round their necks or on 

their upper arms just below the shoulder, and the women wore them at their wrists. Banac 

studied the torc, turning it over in his hands, admiring the craftsmanship. He was no 

craftsman himself — anything he turned his hand to was soon broken or spoiled — but he 
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could tell immediately that this was something far beyond the rustic skill of a village 

blacksmith. It was the work of a master.

As he studied the torc something else in the hollow caught his eye. He squinted into 

the gloom, puzzling as he saw something that looked like a pale, withered branch, 

protruding from the brambles where the torc had lain. He stood up to get a better view, 

still not convinced he was seeing properly. But as he leaned forwards he realised what was 

there, and bile welled up in his throat, and he stumbled and fell backwards, scrambling to 

get away.

Lying in the hollow was a man. He was half-buried in the tangled undergrowth, 

thorns and brambles twisting around his prone form, and through the thorns his skin 

showed pale, and his yellow hair fell in long tresses about his head and neck. His right 

hand protruded awkwardly through the leaves that covered him, pulled up in a gruesome 

salute by Banac’s efforts to claim the torc that had been clasped around his wrist. But he 

did not move, and he never would: his wide, glazed eyes stared sightlessly up at the trees, 

and running across his neck was a ragged wound stained dark with dried blood.

Banac gaped for a moment, then the smell of rotting flesh wafted into his nostrils, his 

stomach heaved, and he reeled over in the grass, coughing and retching.

“What is it?” Balor’s voice called to him from the other side of the clearing. Banac 

waved an arm to ward him off.

“Don’t—” He tried to speak, but his stomach heaved again, doubling him over. He 

could only shake his head and wave Balor away from the hollow. He did not want him to 

see what was there.

Eventually the churning in his stomach subsided and he struggled to his feet and 

stumbled back to where Balor was standing; the stones loomed over him as he passed.

“What was it?” Balor asked, but Banac lurched past without a word, grabbed the neck 

of his brother’s tunic and dragged him back to the tree-line, where he threw him down by 
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the opening through which they had come. He started to push him through, ignoring 

Balor’s cries of pain as the thorns caught at his skin and tore long red scratches along his 

arms; and when Balor had eventually scrambled through, bleeding and sobbing, Banac 

followed after him and threw himself down in the dirt on the other side.

They lay like that for a long while, Banac panting heavily and Balor sobbing with pain 

and indignation. When Balor’s sobs finally abated Banac rose and brushed himself off, his 

hands still trembling.

“What was it?” Balor sniffed resentfully from the floor. “What did you see?”

Banac did not look at him. “Nothing,” he said shortly.

“Tell me!”

“I said nothing!” Banac reached down and grabbed the front of Balor’s smock, pulling 

him close. “I didn’t see anything, and neither did you,” he hissed. “And if you say anything 

about this to Mother or Father I’ll beat you so hard you’ll go blind. Got it?”

Balor sniffed and nodded. Banac hit him in the face, making him cry out in pain.

“I want to hear you say it! Tell me you won’t say anything!”

“All right! All right!” Balor sobbed. “I won’t say anything! I won’t tell!”

Banac dropped his brother in the dirt and wiped his hand on his smock. It was still 

shaking. He clasped both hands tightly together so that his knuckles went pale, and as he 

did so Balor noticed something, and pointed at Banac’s wrist.

“What’s that?” he said. “Where did you get it?”

Banac looked down. To his surprise he saw the torc clasped there. He must have put it 

there without thinking, even as he fled the clearing.

“It’s nothing,” he said, putting it behind his back, out of sight. “Forget you saw it. And 

stop crying and get up. You look like a baby.”

Balor frowned sullenly, but he did as his brother said and got up, brushing twigs and 

dirt from his smock.
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“Come on,” said Banac, starting off down the path. “They’ll have noticed we’re gone 

by now.”
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2

The Scholar




They made their way back through the forest, following the same path they had taken 

earlier that day. Banac ignored his brother’s loud sniffs and exaggerated sighs: Balor had 

been known to hold grudges for days, and was sure to continue reminding him of his ill-

treatment for hours yet.

“Keep up,” was all he said. Balor had no choice but to obey.

The air in the forest was stifling, and the trees seemed to close in around them as they 

shoved through the undergrowth. Beads of sweat prickled their backs, and their clothes 

clung to them uncomfortably. It was the hottest summer in living memory, and for the 

better part of a month the skies had been harsh and cloudless. Today felt like the hottest 

day yet.

It was with relief, then, that they felt the ground begin to rise, then steepen sharply, 

and then the path rose out of the stifling trees, winding up the western face of the ridge of 

hills that lay between them and the Sea. A welcome breeze brushed over their skin as they 

climbed, stirring their hair and tugging gently at their woollen smocks.

Halfway up the hillside they stopped for a rest. Balor flopped down on the grass, red-

faced and sweating; Banac stood and looked back the way they had come. A waving canopy 

stretched away below them, rolling westwards for mile upon mile in an unbroken sea of 
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muted green. At the very edge of sight, far away towards the horizon, he could just about 

make out distant mountains rising through blue haze.

Banac’s heart quickened as he gazed at the mountains. There, he knew, beyond the 

edge of sight, lay the city called Padascel, the city of the king, the City of Gold, the greatest 

and strongest of all the strongholds of men on the western shore of the sea. Her towers 

stood tall and proud between them and the Ettenlands beyond, where great giants lived 

who drank the blood of men and wore the skulls of their enemies about their necks. 

Padascel was their only defence, their shield and protector in time of war, mother, sister 

and daughter to all the men and women who lived between the mountains and the Sea.

Banac had grown up on the stories of Padascel. He could not count the number of 

times he had sat and listened to Grandfather’s descriptions of her mighty walls, her 

graceful spires rising to the clouds, or the great hall where the King sat in judgement. 

Banac had always drunk these words in, gorging himself on them, and when he went to 

bed at night he often dreamed that he walked those streets and stood on those walls.

From time to time he had formed half a plan to set out one morning and travel 

westwards to see the city for himself. But the urge never lasted long, and he knew it was 

foolishness. He would never see Padascel; never see the wide lands of the world; never see 

anything beside their tiny village lying huddled on the sea-sprayed shore, where he would 

grow old and die and never know adventure.

Or so he had thought. But today something had changed. He looked down at his 

wrist, at the golden torc clasped there, and he felt something stir deep within him. He did 

not know whether it was terror or excitement, but as the memory of what lay in the forest 

rose in his mind the feeling grew and spread, and he looked up to the distant horizon and 

the half-imagined line of mountains, and dared to think that maybe there was the 

possibility he would see adventure one day after all.
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Then Balor sniffed. “I’m hungry,” he said, and all at once the spell was broken, and 

Banac looked away.

“All right,” he said, standing and stretching. “Let’s get going.”


Soon they crested the top of the hill and were met by the sight of the sparkling blue 

expanse of the Sea lying before them, its wind-chopped waves shimmering like diamonds 

in the midday sun. They stopped again and stretched, breathing in the good Sea air, 

enjoying the cool of the wind on their faces. Somewhere out there, on the vast expanse of 

the waves, their father was hard at work with the other men of the village, chasing the 

shoals of silver-scaled raec and pynde up and down the coast. One day, when they became 

men, they too would join the fleet and spend their days as their father spent his: hard at 

work. Banac smiled to himself. But not yet.

After a moment’s rest they turned south and walked along the high ridge of the hills. 

Ten minutes later they rounded a headland and saw a vast bay curving away from them, 

lined with soft golden sand. A mile away, on a narrow strand of green between the foot of 

the hills and the head of the beach, a tiny collection of high-roofed houses huddled 

together: the village in which they had been born and raised. It had no name. They simply 

called it ‘home’.

They scrambled quickly down the hillside and onto the wide, flat strand, and began 

the long walk to the village. The tide was still out, and the sand was smooth and springy 

underfoot. Balor cheered up, and ran on ahead to draw shapes in the sand with his foot. 

Banac did not join him. He was still thinking about the torc. He was not keen to reveal his 

find so quickly; he wanted to keep it to himself until he knew exactly what it was. The next 

time Balor came within arm's reach he grabbed him and stopped him short.

“When we get near home you’re going to distract Mother,” he said.

Balor shook his hand away. “Why?”
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“Because I need to hide this.” Banac held up the torc. “And remember: if you say a 

word about anything I’ll make you regret it.”

“Why does it have to be me?” Balor protested.

“Because you’re the youngest and because I say so.”

“And what do you want me to do?”

“Be creative.”

Balor did not reply. Banac took his silence for agreement.

When they came near the village, to the first of the houses, the woman who lived 

there looked out of her doorway and scowled at them. The boys had a reputation for being 

wild and untamed, and their absence that morning had been noticed by everyone, 

especially because it was one of the few days when the travelling Scholar came to the 

village to attempt to teach the children their letters and numbers. The woman said nothing 

— the privilege of the first scolding was reserved for Mother, and only after she had said 

her fill and beaten them sufficiently would the other women feel free to voice their opinion 

— but her expression spoke volumes.

More faces appeared as they walked through the village, and the rustle of tuts and 

shaking of heads followed them. When they passed the smithy the ringing of the hammer 

stopped for a moment, and Elred the blacksmith looked out and glowered at them, 

lowering his bushy eyebrows until his eyes were all but invisible. They kept their heads 

down and avoided his gaze.

As they approached their home the door-curtain was swept aside and Mother 

emerged, her hair in disarray and her eyes full of fury. She would never have been called 

beautiful, but she was proud and stern, and regal in a way that had nothing to do with 

noble birth or titles. She swept down on them vengefully.
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“And just where do you think you’ve been all morning?” she snapped as she 

advanced. “Do you know how worried we’ve all been? And missing school, too! You’ve 

shamed me in the Scholar’s eyes — I suppose he thinks I whelped a pair of wolf cubs!”

Banac nudged his brother in the back, and Balor glared at him, but he kept his word 

and said nothing about where they had been; and when Mother reached for them his was 

the first arm that presented itself and he was the first to submit to the beating.

While Mother scolded Balor and Balor howled at the sting of her hand, Banac slipped 

away down the side of the house towards where the hen-hut stood. The hens clucked and 

fussed, indignant at being disturbed, but Banac pushed through their feathery protests and 

dropped to his knees to dig a small hollow underneath the wooden structure. When the 

hole was just big enough he slipped the torc off his wrist and jammed it into the dirt. He 

covered it up quickly, and dashed back to the front of the house.

He was just in time. Mother was giving Balor a last few slaps, and when Banac 

appeared she dumped Balor off her knee and turned her attention on him. Banac bore his 

own beating in stoic silence; it was enough for him that his brief absence had not been 

noticed. The only thing that mattered was that the torc was now safely hidden.

When Mother was satisfied that they had been sufficiently chastised, and after she 

had showered them with dire warnings of worse things to come when their father got 

home, she insisted they wash their faces and join the last hour of lessons with the other 

children. They protested loudly, but Mother was deaf to their pleas. She dragged them to 

the water-butt and scrubbed them until their cheeks were raw and tingling, then seized 

them by their smocks and frog-marched them through the houses to the long-hall.

The long-hall was the biggest building in the village. It was built in the same way as 

the houses, a timber frame with a high thatched roof that reached almost to the ground, 

but it was twice as tall and three times as long as any of the other buildings. Its beams and 

joinery were intricately carved with scenes and figures from the old stories. Its roof, like 
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the roofs of the houses, was regularly smeared with thick black pitch to water-proof it, and 

it gave off a dull gleam in the afternoon sunlight.

In front of the hall was a clear space where, in the evening, those old enough and 

well-behaved enough would gather for food, fire, stories and songs; and, on the days when 

the Scholar was in the village, the children would be gathered and taught. It being just such 

a day, the clearing was crowded with children sitting and listening to the Scholar, black-

robed and white-bearded, who stood on the steps of the long-hall, his cheerful voice rising 

easily above the roar of the sea and the cry of the gulls.

As Banac and Balor entered the clearing one or two heads turned in curiosity, but 

after a glare from Mother they turned away again. She ushered her boys to the back of the 

crowd and forced them down.

“And stay there!” she hissed, then swept off.

Banac settled down and tried to pay attention to what the Scholar was saying, but his 

mind soon wandered off. The image of the white-skinned corpse kept drifting before his 

eyes, and with it came a word, a word that had no place in the waking world. The word was 

beremer.

From the day they were old enough to sit up and listen, every child in the village 

heard stories of the beremen, the wild beast-men who lived in the tangled forests across 

the sea. It was said the beremen had no souls and no king, and that they prowled through 

the sunless gloom with nothing to clothe them but the long yellow hair that sprouted like 

straw from their heads. The mere mention of their name was enough to inspire terror in 

the very youngest, who would sit in horrified fascination as the old men regaled them with 

their gruesome tales, warning them that if they did not eat their supper or go to bed the 

beremen would come to gobble them up; and the children would gasp and giggle in equal 

measure and chase each other round the village, growling and snorting as they acted out 

the stories.

�22



No-one actually believed in the beremen, of course. They were a fiction the children 

were happy to be taken in by, and when they went to bed at night they comforted 

themselves with the thought that such things could never be, and so they slept peacefully.

Until that morning Banac had thought the same. But now as he sat looking at the 

back of the boy in front of him he thought again of the hollow in the forest, and of the body 

that lay there, and of the golden torc hidden beneath the hen hut, and he shivered. New 

and exciting thoughts were filling his mind, mingling with the words galac-men and 

beremen. He sat and let the Scholar’s words wash over him, and did not hear any of it. An 

idea was forming, and he was impatient for the end of class so that he could put it into 

action.

When the Scholar finally wrapped up his lecture and dismissed them with a blessing, 

Banac jumped up and pushed his way through the milling crowd of children to where the 

Scholar had sat down on the long-hall steps to gather his notes together.

The Scholar was busy with his task, and at first he did not notice Banac at all. When 

Banac cleared his throat the Scholar looked up in surprise, squinting at him as though he 

did not immediately recognise him.

“Yes?” the Scholar said, then a glimmer of recognition dawned. “Oh, it’s Banac, isn’t 

it? I saw you slinking in at the back there. Off on another one of your ‘adventures’, eh?" He 

smiled and continued shuffling his papers. "Where was it you were off to today?”

“Just ... out,” Banac said evasively.

“Hmm.” Thankfully the Scholar did not press the matter. He finished his work and 

turned to Banac with his hands on his knees. “Well, what can I do for you?”

“I wanted to ask something. Well, two things, really.” Banac twiddled his hands. “But 

it’s kind of a secret. Can you keep it secret?”

“Hmm.” The Scholar stroked his beard. “That entirely depends on what kind of secret 

it is.”
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“It’s nothing serious. I just wanted to know something. But you have to promise not 

to tell.”

“Very well. I promise to keep your secret, providing ...” The Scholar looked round 

conspiratorially, then lowered his voice to an exaggerated whisper. “Providing it doesn’t 

concern treason or murder!” He gave Banac a huge wink and patted the step beside him.

Banac sat down. He had already decided not to beat about the bush. “I wanted to ask 

about the beremen,” he said.

Immediately the Scholar raised his eyebrows. “Beremen, you say? Well, that is a 

surprise. May I remind you that I am a Scholar, not a minstrel? I deal in facts, not stories.”

“I know,” said Banac. “I just thought you might know something .... seeing as you’re 

so clever and all ...”

The Scholar sniffed and adjusted his robes modestly. “Yes, well ...” he murmured, 

then fell into silent thought for a moment. “Well, of course I know the stories. Beremen ... 

beremen ... The tales abound. It’s said they’re more animal than man; some folk believe 

they have a taste for human flesh. I suppose you’re too old to believe that the beremen will 

eat you if you don’t go to bed or eat your supper, aren’t you?”

Banac nodded.

“Yes, I thought so.” The Scholar looked sidelong at him. “May I ask what has 

prompted this sudden fascination?”

“Well ...” Banac hesitated. “I just wanted to know if there was any truth behind 

them ... the stories, I mean. Father says every story has to start somewhere, and I 

wondered where the stories about the beremen started. Is it true they live in the Bereweald 

across the Sea?”

“I don’t see why not,” the Scholar said. “You’re old enough to know such things. There 

are certainly folk who believe that there is some sort of white-skinned race living in the 

Bereweald. But if there are then they have not been seen in living memory, if that’s what 
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you’re after.” He gave Banac another long, hard look. “Does that answer your first 

question?”

Banac nodded.

“Right. Next question then.”

This was the big one, the question Banac had been most eager to ask. “I wanted to ask 

about the standing stones,” he said. “Do you know who made them, or what they’re for?”

This question certainly had an effect. The Scholar’s smile disappeared in an instant, 

and his bushy brows narrowed suspiciously. “Standing stones?” he said — and something 

in his voice made Banac take notice. The Scholar glanced from side to side. People were 

still milling about, talking and laughing together, but to Banac it was suddenly as if he and 

the Scholar were behind an invisible wall, unseen and unheard. He shifted away from the 

Scholar, who did not seem to notice the movement.

The old man ran a bony hand through his long beard, then spoke as if to himself. 

“What put that idea into your head, I wonder? I wonder ...” He looked round, as if making 

sure no-one could overhear, then beckoned to Banac. For a second Banac hesitated. Half of 

him wanted to leave, warned by the Scholar’s strange tone; but the other half, the half that 

could not forget the torc’s golden sheen, was burning to hear what the old man might have 

to say. He leaned in to hear as the Scholar spoke with a lowered voice:

“Yes, I know about the standing stones. They are ancient, far older than you or I; far 

older than our line of kings, even. They have stood in their place since the Oscemen ruled 

these lands, and since the Dark Times before that. Some even say they have stood since the 

Elder Days before the fall of Andelien and the glory of Ostarun in the South.

“As for their purpose ... The answer is that no-one can say for sure. There are few 

such circles still standing. I myself have seen but a few. The galac-men thought they had a 

purpose — yes, that name still has meaning amongst the Wise, though we use it little and 
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seldom. But the galac–men did not raise them. They could but use what was there already, 

and their heathen magic had no ties to the original purpose of the stones, I am sure.”

Banac barely breathed as he listened to the Scholar’s dark and mysterious words. He 

wanted to ask about what he had seen, what he had found and kept hidden; but something 

checked his tongue. It was still his secret, after all. He would share it when he liked, but not 

yet. Not yet.

The Scholar continued: “Who raised them, then? And for what reason? No-one 

knows. Such things have long since passed out of the memory of common men such as we. 

I have heard it said that the Aldemen once possessed such knowledge; but they are few in 

these days, and seldom do they walk abroad in our lands. This I know: the stones had a 

purpose, once upon a time; and to fulfill that purpose they had within them a power. 

Whether it was innate or imbued I cannot say; but I can tell you that such power is not 

something to be lightly dealt with.

“I said I have seen them — this is true. In my travels through this world I have come 

across them in places you would never have dreamed of. What I have felt in their presence 

I have felt no-where else before or since, and I cannot easily describe it. All I can say is that 

the experience disturbed me — it shook me to the very centre of my being, do you 

understand?”

As the Scholar spoke his eyes widened and his hands began to tremble. Banac leaned 

away from him, unsettled by the change, but suddenly the Scholar reached out and 

grabbed his shoulders, holding him tight.

“What did you see?” The Scholar’s voice was a hiss, and his eyes were wide, staring, 

boring into Banac’s. “I know you have seen something! It is in your eyes. It haunts you 

even now, doesn’t it? I have answered your question, now answer me mine! Tell me what 

you have seen!”
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Banac was speechless. The Scholar had changed from one instant to the next: the jolly 

old man was gone, and in his place was someone new, someone dangerous. His eyes were 

wide and his lips trembled, and his ancient hands dug like claws into Banac’s shoulders. 

He held Banac’s gaze for what seemed like an eternity, until Banac thought he was about to 

strike him in his anger; then a voice broke between them, and with a last burning look the 

Scholar released him and turned away to greet one of the parents with a broad smile.

Banac looked around for Balor: he was talking to a group of boys on the other side of 

the clearing, and had seen and heard nothing. He heard the Scholar’s jovial laugh, and 

turned to see him joking with the woman who had come to speak with him, a changed man 

from one moment to the next. Banac shuddered and scrambled to his feet, eager to get 

away.

He straightened his smock where the Scholar had grabbed it, then pushed his way 

through the crowd to where Balor was standing.

“Come on,” he said, grabbing Balor’s arm. “We’re going home.”

“Hey, hey, hang on.” One of the boys shoved between them, breaking Banac’s grip. He 

was a thick-necked lad named Beon, with thick arms and a deep voice to match. He was 

apprenticed to Elred the blacksmith, and it was rumoured he could split a tree stump with 

his bare hands. “He was talking to us," Beon growled.

Banac gave him a flat stare. “And now he’s finished,” he said. “Balor. Come on.”

“He’s finished when he wants to be,” Beon replied, drawing himself up to his full 

height. He was the same age as Banac, but a full head taller. “We know what you’re like to 

him, always bossing him around. It’s time you learned to do what he wants for a change.”

“It’s all right,” Balor piped up from behind Beon’s massive bulk, but the older boy 

turned and held up a hand.
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“I’ve got this,” he said. He turned back to Banac, but Banac had had enough. He 

wanted to get Balor away from the Scholar, and Beon was stopping him. So as Beon turned 

towards him Banac was already swinging his fist as hard as he could at Beon’s face.

There was a loud smack as his knuckles connected squarely with Beon’s temple. 

Banac jerked his hand back, shaking it against the sudden stinging pain; Beon stood where 

he was for a moment, a glazed expression slowly spreading across his face, then, without a 

sound, he slowly toppled to the ground.

Banac looked up. The other children were all staring at him, their eyes wide.

“What?” he said. “He was in the way.”

Then he realised they were not staring at him, but rather at something behind him; 

another hand landed on his shoulder, and he heard Mother’s voice in his ear.

“And just what in Cafan’s name is going on here?”
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3

The Storm




Mother led them home in grim silence. Banac and Balor avoided each others’ gazes. 

As soon as they arrived Mother handed them sifting-pans and a sack of grain. “Consider 

this the next part of your punishment,” she said. “The rest will come when your Father gets 

home.”

She did not mention the incident with Beon. Beon’s mother had already come over to 

have words, glaring at Banac as she brushed past him into the house. When Mother had 

made sure they knew what they were doing she sighed, straightened her dress, and 

followed her inside.

The boys sat outside in the late afternoon sunshine with the sifting-pans in their laps, 

not speaking, shaking out the grain and collecting piles of rough brown chaff between their 

crossed legs. They could hear the sound of raised voices inside the house. Beon’s mother 

was clearly not impressed with what had happened, and was telling Mother so in no 

uncertain terms. After ten minutes of the heated exchange she emerged from the house 

with her face red and her fists balled. She looked at Banac, and seemed about to say 

something, or maybe even take a swing at him in revenge; but in the end she just made a 

disgusted sound in the back of her throat and strode away, muttering to herself.

Balor watched her go, then turned and looked at Banac.
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“You didn’t have to do that,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Do what?” Banac was still watching Beon’s mother. She had stopped to gossip with 

some of the other ladies, and already they were shooting dark looks in Banac’s direction.

“Punch Beon.”

“He was in the way.”

“I know why you did it,” Balor said. “It’s because of what you found. What you’ve got 

hidden over there.”

These words got Banac’s attention. He looked away from Beon’s mother to the nearby 

hen-hut, then over at his brother.

“It’s nothing,” he said shortly.

“It’s gold,” Balor pressed him. “I saw it. It’s gold, and you stole it.”

“I didn’t steal it!”

“You took it, and it’s not yours. That’s stealing.”

Banac lashed out with the sifting-pan, scattering the grain in a wide arc, but Balor 

had seen the blow coming and ducked quickly out of the way.

“You did steal it,” he said triumphantly, scrambling out of arm’s reach. “You took it 

from that place, and now it’s hidden under there, and you punched Beon because you 

thought I’d tell him about it. Well, I wouldn’t. I promised. I don’t break promises.”

“That's right. Because you know what’s good for you.”

“You’ve got to be careful,” Balor said. “What if it belongs to the galac-men? What if 

it’s cursed?”

Banac had had enough. He leapt up, intending to thrash Balor until he promised to 

forget about the torc. But as he made to grab Balor a cold gust of wind interrupted him, 

and both boys looked up in surprise to see a dark bank of cloud rising up over the Sea 

where there had been clear skies only moments before. A ribbon of lightning snapped 

between the Sea and the clouds, and a few seconds later a guttural snarl of thunder rolled 
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across the sky. Another gust hit them, stronger this time, blowing the chaff up around their 

ears.

“Banac! Balor!” They turned to see Mother standing in the doorway, waving to them. 

“Get the chickens inside! And clear up out here! It’s going to be a bad one!”

They jumped to their feet, their argument forgotten. It was rare for summer storms to 

blow up over the Sea, but when they did they came fast and hit hard. There was no time to 

waste in arguing.

They started shooing the hens into the hen-hut, as all over the village other mothers 

and children did the same. Already the wind was tearing at sheets and tugging at ropes, 

sending anything that was not tied down or stowed indoors tumbling between the houses.

The boys finished their work quickly, locking firm the hen-hut door, then they dashed 

inside just as the clouds swept overhead and a stinging wall of rain descended on them. 

Before he ducked through the low doorway Banac looked back. The rain was already falling 

heavily, obscuring everything as if behind a curtain. Beyond it he could dimly see grey 

swell rising and falling where the calm Sea had been only ten minutes before, and he heard 

the rush of white-tipped waves beginning to cast themselves on the shore. He shivered, 

already soaked to the skin, and turned and went inside where it was warm and dry.


Inside the house Mother was seeing to the stores, making sure they had enough food 

and firewood. The last such storm had lasted for nearly a week, keeping everyone battened 

down in their houses, able to venture out only for water when it was needed. There was no 

way of knowing how long they would be kept inside this time.

Once again the boys were put to work, sorting and stacking firewood. They did not 

complain. They knew from Mother’s industrious silence and grim face that the situation 

was serious. No-one wanted to mention the thought that was at the forefront of their 

minds: none of the men had yet returned from the Sea, and Father was with them.
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Soon all the work was finished and the house was in order, and there was nothing 

more to be done but sit, and wait, and try to pass the time.

Grandfather sat off to one side with Mother, talking to her softly. Banac could not 

hear what they were saying. He sat silently with Balor by the fire, a great cloak cast round 

them in the sudden chill, listening to the sound of the wind groaning and howling round 

the smoky room like a wild animal. The rain beat a fierce tattoo against the side of the 

house. Water had begun to leak through the thatch, dripping into a slowly spreading 

puddle on the floor.

When Grandfather had finished talking with Mother he came to sit with them by the 

fire, grasping them tightly by the shoulders. He began to tell them stories in his soft, 

cracked voice, to take their minds off the wind and rain. He told the tale of the making of 

the world, when Cafan’s words formed the seas and the land and cast the sun and moon 

into the sky; he told the tale of the adanen, and the fall of Auglir Gedion when he tried to 

take the world for himself; of the Unetar, the first children of Cafan, and their long wars 

with the children of Auglir; of the Anodarin and the Aldunar, of Tiran and Twmbaela, of 

Twlyn and the Dragon, and all the other stories that usually made Banac sit up and pay 

attention and imagine himself in the middle of them.

But today Banac hardly heard him. His ears were open only to the sound of the wind 

and the rain, and in the background the low, shuddering detonations of the waves 

pounding again and again on the beach. He tried to imagine Father out there upon the 

heaving Sea, wet to the bone, climbing up great ridges of water in his tiny boat before 

racing down the other side into deep gullies that threatened to swallow him up and drag 

him down to sunless depths.

Then he thought of buried gold beneath the hen hut, and pale skin and staring eyes 

beneath the trees, and he shook his head and tried to push the image away. This was no 
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time to think of adventures. He sat with Grandfather and Balor and prayed to Cafan that 

he would bring Father home.


The storm dragged on for an hour, then two, and before long they had lost count of 

time entirely. As the endless hours passed they could not even tell whether day had passed 

into night. Grandfather’s voice died away as he ran out of stories, unable to dispel the chill 

of fear that had settled over them all. The only sound in the house was the constant 

battering of the wind and the creaking and straining of the timbers; from outside came a 

cacophony of clattering and crashing, as anything that was not tied down was caught up by 

the wind and flung about the village.

Banac sat upright, ears open to every sound. Whenever he closed his eyes he saw only 

the hollow in the forest, and the dead body lying there with its dead eyes staring. He began 

to look over his shoulder, imagining movement in the shadows, seeing figures in every dim 

shape scattered around the room.

And, however hard he tried, he could not forget Balor’s words: What if it belongs to 

the galac-men? What if it’s cursed?


They had long since slipped into dull-eyed resignation when, in a rare and strange 

lull, a sudden cry came from somewhere nearby. It was swiftly followed by another, then 

another, whether of joy or despair they could not tell. Mother jumped to her feet and ran to 

the door, and just as she reached it the door-curtain was thrust aside and Father staggered 

in, wet from his head to his feet, still clothed in his oily fishing-smock and bleeding from 

cuts all over his body.

“Banac! Quick!” Mother shouted as Father collapsed against her. Banac ran and 

thrust his head under Father’s arm, and together they bore him to the bed and laid him 

down.
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Father protested that he was all right, and struggled to rise; but Mother would not 

have it. She forced him to lie back and rest, ordering Banac to build up the fire and set a 

pot of water on to boil.

When Banac returned from the task Father was leaning up on his elbows. They 

waited until he had recovered enough to recount what had happened to the fishing fleet. 

There was not much to tell.

“The winds came up from the east and caught us by surprise,” he said. “We managed 

to start turning back to shore before the worst of it hit, but we were too far out, and soon 

we were broken up and it was every man for himself.” He stared off into a corner, as if 

reliving the events. “I thought I saw Erod and Caeran’s boats overturned, but I could not 

help them. There was nothing any of us could do. We had to look each to himself, and try 

to bear towards the shore.” He shivered and drew the furs about him, almost as if he was a 

frightened child. “This is no natural storm, I tell you. None of us saw it coming, not the 

most seasoned nor the most skilled in Sea-lore. No-one could have expected such winds as 

these. This is Calac’s work — to that I’d bind my word — and it was only by the hand of 

some watchful adan that we were ever brought through.”

On an impulse he threw out his arms and hugged them fiercely.

“Thanks be to Cafan, gwynedi, most High, my boys,” he said, his voice trembling. “I 

felt him watching over us tonight. His hand was with us, I am sure of it. Never forget him, 

my boys — it is he who holds your every moment in his hands; it is he who sends the 

adanen to guard us; it is to him you owe your very lives. Never forget it, my boys. Never 

forget it!”

He held them tight then, and none of them — not even Balor — minded that he was 

cold and wet and bloody, and smelt of fish; and they remained huddled together for a long 

while, until the water on the fire boiled over, hissing and spitting, and Mother had to go to 

see to it.
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They slept badly that night. The wind roared ceaselessly, shaking the very timbers of 

the house. Mother sat up with Father, tending to his wounds with a hot poultice, while 

Grandfather prayed quietly in his corner. Banac lay wide awake next to Balor (who, out of 

all of them, was the only one who had managed to sleep), his ears alert to every creak and 

groan of the tortured timbers.

There was fear in him, yes. But with the fear came the same shiver of excitement he 

had felt before. What if the storm had something to do with the torc? What if it was cursed 

by the galac-men? These things did not make him afraid — they stoked the fires of his 

imagination. He lay in bed and thought of stories and songs, and wondered if he himself 

was at the beginning of his own adventure.

No-one knew when the morning came. When it did, it was as black as the night that 

preceded it, and the wind still howled fiercely. All Banac knew was that he woke from 

restless dreams to a different taste in the air — fresher, perhaps, and less claustrophobic 

than before. This was the only indication that any time had passed. Balor woke up a little 

while later, crying and confused at the darkness and strange noises, and Mother had to 

hold him and shush him until he fell into dejected silence.

The day was long, miserable, and depressing. Occasionally Balor would break into 

fresh whimpers and Mother would comfort him, while Banac sat in silence, wrapped in 

furs to ward off the chill. In the middle of the room the fire fluttered and danced and gave 

off an anaemic stream of smoke that rose and curled in the dark corners and stung Banac’s 

eyes so that tears flowed.

He could not stop thinking about the torc and the storm, and the possibility of a 

connection between the two. His thoughts filled the long hours as he turned Balor’s and 

Father’s words over and over in his mind. Father had known many storms in his life, and 

for him to call one unnatural was no small thing. Banac found his mind straying again and 
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again to his secret under the hen-hut, and when at last the winds died down after countless 

hours of darkness and buffeting, he could think of nothing else but to get outside to see his 

precious treasure. But when he rose and made for the door Mother stopped him with a 

stern word.

“No-one is to go out today,” she warned. “We’ll wait till tomorrow, when we know the 

storm’s passed.”

Banac almost protested, but at Mother’s warning look he closed his mouth and 

subsided on to the bed to wait and worry.

The wind did not pick up again that night, though the rain continued to fall in a 

steady pattering stream. One by one the family fell into exhausted sleep, until only Banac 

was left awake.

He could not sleep. His mind would not let him. He sat with his back against the 

eaves of the house as the fire dropped down to a few glowing embers and darkness closed 

in around him. All he could think of was the torc, buried outside under a few inches of 

earth. He was sure now that it had something to do with the storm. But a new thought had 

crept into his mind: what if the winds uncovered it? What if it was found? Would they 

know it was his? He could say Balor found it. Would they know where it was from? His 

stomach tightened: the Scholar would know. Then his secret would be out, and the 

adventure would be his no longer.

His eyes roved round the darkened house, and finally came to rest on the one patch of 

darkness that was not so black as the rest: the door-curtain, tied at both sides, hanging idly 

in the uncertain calm the storm had left in its wake. As Banac looked at the doorway a 

compulsion began to form in the back of his mind. At first he ignored it, telling himself he 

could wait until morning — but the compulsion grew stronger and stronger, until 

eventually there was nothing he could do but bow to it. He slipped out of bed and crept 
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between the sleeping forms of his family, shivering in the early morning cold, until he 

reached the door-curtain and pushed it aside.

The village was still and silent, a huddle of dark shapes beneath a star-spread sky. The 

rain had stopped, leaving behind clear, crisp air that tingled like ice. In the background, 

muted now, he heard the calm breathing of the Sea, exhausted in the aftermath of its 

exertions, throwing half-hearted breakers up on to the shore before drawing them back 

with a sharp, gravelly hiss.

He stepped out into the dark, gasping as all the heat was drained from his body in a 

great rush. All around him on the ground were the tumbled shadows of scraps thrown 

about by the storm, tattered shapes and heaps of rubbish.

On an impulse he looked up. Over the village the last tattered wisps of cloud were 

hurrying away westwards, as if anxious to meet a appointment in some other place. 

Beyond the clouds the inky vault of stars was undimmed by the light of any moon, their 

bright points clustered together in familiar patterns: the Wolf; the Arrow; great Tiran with 

his spear and shield and his belt of bright stars; the Seven Sons clustered further towards 

the apex of the dome; and there, shining highest and brightest, Twlyn Gwynaed, forever 

fleeing the jaws of the Dragon as he pursued her across heaven.

Banac gazed up at them until his neck hurt, watching the great heroes of the old 

stories moving in their endless rounds across the sky. He wondered if they had ever felt 

what he felt now, the mixture of fear and excitement that made his stomach turn. Then he 

looked away. He had to see it, had to make sure it was safe.

At the back of the house the hen-hut was another blocky shadow in the midst of 

shadows. Immediately Banac saw that it was broken: one side had been smashed away in a 

mess of splinters, and the ground was littered with downy feathers where the chickens had 

panicked and fled.
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He got down on his knees in the freezing mud and started to lift bits of wreckage out 

of the way. Eventually he was able to reach a hand into the space beneath the hut and 

grope around in the dark. A flutter of panic, then his hand closed on something solid and 

cold, and with a rush of relief he drew out the torc and held it up in the pale starlight, his 

heart pounding as he gazed at it.

It was more beautiful now than it had ever been, the most beautiful object Banac had 

ever seen. It had a solemn weight in his hand, and the etchings upon the surface of the gold 

were bewilderingly fine. He traced the designs: tall trees with strange animals winding 

between their trunks; great mountains capped with snow; sun, moon and stars shining 

together in the sky; forms of men, armed as if for war with long bows in their hands and 

swords at their belts.

As his eyes moved over the etchings he felt a chill down his spine deeper than the cold 

of the morning. He thought of the Scholar, and of what Father had said when he came in 

from the storm. If the storm had truly been Calac’s work, then what had summoned him?

Dawn was coming, spreading her slow pale stain across the black sky to the east over 

the Sea. Banac dropped the torc back in its hiding-place, burying it deeper than before. 

Suddenly he did not want to look at it or be reminded of it.

Squinting through the feeble light, he crept back round the side of the house, slipped 

through the door, and crawled into bed, where he snuggled down into the soft warmth of 

the furs and fell deeply asleep, his mind far from easy.
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4

Blackmail




It seemed to Banac that he slept for only a few moments before he was roused by the 

sound of Mother clattering about by the fire. He struggled to sit up in bed, blinking 

through gritty eyes. It was late morning already – the door-curtain had been drawn back, 

letting in bright sunshine and cool air. Father was sitting up in his bed on the other side of 

the room with fresh bandages on his leg, drinking a cup of something hot. From outside 

came mingled sounds of voices, the confused babbling of gossip trickling through the 

village, undercut by the noise of hammering and sawing. And over it all, distant and 

chilling, a single voice was raised in a long, quavering wail of despair.

“Good morning,” Mother said, bringing over a bowl of hot oats. “Though there's 

nothing good to be found in it, for sure.” Her voice was cheerless, her eyes ringed with dark 

circles. She handed him the bowl and turned back to the fire. “You’ve slept long enough,” 

she said over her shoulder. “Go and get dressed and help your brother outside. There’s 

plenty of work to be done today, and more than enough mourning to be done besides.”

Banac bit back the protest that came all to easily to his lips: Mother’s face told him 

today was not a day for argument. It was a day for doing what he was told, and for not 

answering back, and for hard work and comfort for those who grieved.
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He looked over at Father, and some glimmer of worry must have shown in his eyes, 

for Father smiled weakly and winked at him.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said. “Just cuts and scratches mostly. Nothing broken.”

Comforted, Banac smiled back. Father shifted to one side and patted the bed.

“Come on,” he said. “A word before you leave.”

Banac brought the bowl of oats with him, dipping his finger into the hot slops and 

licking it appreciatively. He was amazed at how hungry he was — he had eaten hardly 

anything for the whole of yesterday.

Father watched him for a moment, then said in a low voice, “I know what happened 

the other day.”

Immediately Banac froze, his finger half-way to his mouth. Hot guilt flared up in his 

cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I didn’t mean to. It just happened. It was an accident, 

I promise ...”

“An accident?” Father chuckled, then coughed. “So running away from school with 

your brother is an accident, now? I suppose you were walking to the long-hall and you got 

lost? Hitting Beon was an accident? Did your hand slip? Is that it?”

For a moment Banac was confused. Then he realised: of course Father knew nothing 

of what had happened. He looked down, his cheeks flushing brighter red to think that he 

had almost given his secret away. He shrugged.

“Dunno,” he said.

Father reached over and lifted his chin so that their eyes met. His laugh had faded, 

and now his face was grave.

“You know,” he said. “As my eldest son I expect you to set a good example for your 

brother.”

Banac shrugged again and looked away, squirming uncomfortably. He hated these 

kind of talks. “That’s what Mother said.”
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“I know. And do you know why she said it? Because it’s true. Banac, look at me.” 

When Banac raised his eyes he was surprised to see Father’s face had softened.

“I understand,” Father said. “I was the same at your age — maybe you get it from me, 

whatever it is that makes you do these things. Your mother’s more cautious, like Balor; and 

both of these spirits are good in their own way. But you must be careful, Banac! Balor sees 

you avoiding school, running off on adventures and getting into fights, and he thinks this is 

what life is all about; but it isn’t! Life is about what it going on out there right now — hard 

work, honest work.”

Banac looked at the door-curtain. The sounds of hammering and sawing continued 

unabated. He tried to decide which was worse: a lecture from Father or chores from 

Mother. He could not make up his mind, and in any case Father had not yet finished.

“Do you think I enjoy having to go out on that Sea every day?” he said. “Do you think 

your mother enjoys it, knowing that at any time a storm could come and I could be 

wrecked or worse? Last night I was kept by Cafan’s hand — there may come another time it 

is not His plan that I should live. But I go anyway, because I must feed my family. There’s a 

time and a place for lightness and laughter — but it’s not always and everywhere. While 

we’re on this earth we must work; and to work you must learn; and to learn you must go to 

school.”

Father put his hand on the side of Banac’s face. He smiled at him in a way that made 

Banac feel strangely ashamed of himself, ashamed for running off, ashamed for keeping 

secrets.

“I’m proud of you, my strong boy.” Father’s voice was low and tender. “Soon you’ll 

become a man, and you too will have a wife and children who will rely on you for 

everything. What that happens I want to see a man who is like a rock in the middle of the 

Sea, against which the waves may beat but which they cannot move.”
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Banac nodded. But in his mind was a picture of a clearing in the forest littered with 

tall stones, and a hollow in the trees where something that should not exist lay dead, and a 

hole beneath the hen-hut where a golden torc lay hidden in the mud. He thought for a 

moment of telling Father the truth, but again he was reluctant. He knew Father would not 

approve, and if Father did not approve he would take the whole thing away from him. No. 

It was still his secret.

Father patted him on the cheek again. “Go on,” he said. “As your mother says, there’s 

work enough to be done today. Go and find Balor and help him out. And remember: he 

looks up to you, Banac. Be a worthy example to him, eh?”

Banac nodded, and Father smiled and drew him close, kissing his hair.

“You’re a good lad,” he said. “Now run along and make me proud of you.”


Banac found Balor on the other side of the village, repairing a collapsed fence with 

Elred the blacksmith. All around them people were hard at work, their faces grim as they 

set about repairing thatching, cutting timbers, and collecting debris. The village was in 

ruins: he could see where many houses had been stripped bald by the wind, their thatching 

torn away and scattered to the hills. He felt a brief pang of sympathy for the families in 

those houses, but at the same time he was glad his family was not one of them.

“Banac!” Elred’s rough voice jolted him out of his thoughts. The blacksmith was 

beckoning to him. “Come and help your brother fix this fence,” he said. “And when you’re 

finished, you come and find me, sharp. There’s plenty to be done, so there’ll be no running 

off or playing games today, you understand?”

Banac nodded, and Elred grunted in approval. “We’ll make a man of you yet. Get to it. 

You’re in charge now.”

He handed Banac a hammer and a bowl of iron nails, and left them to see to the forge.
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As they got to work Banac glanced at Balor. He was subdued, his face pale and his 

eyes ringed by dark circles. He hardly spoke two words together, and Banac decided to let 

him be and not to tease him about it.

They worked hard all morning. When they had finished righting the fence, Elred sent 

them around the outside of the house, picking up the boxes, ropes and nets that had been 

scattered about. Everything was soaked through, and despite the sun brightening through 

the morning both boys’ hands grew stiff and cold. By the time they had finished Balor’s 

mouth was turned down at the corners.

They sat down in the lee of the house for a few minutes to catch their breath and 

watch the clearing-up going on around them. The keening, crying voice of that morning 

had subsided, much to their relief. Some of the other children came by and told them it had 

been Caeran’s wife, mourning for her husband who had not come home the night before. 

Beon was with them, but he hung back with a sullen look on his face. A dark bruise had 

spread from his eye to his chin. Banac could not help feeling a twinge of pride at his 

handiwork.

When the children left they were quiet for a long time, then Balor looked down at his 

hands.

“You shouldn’t have taken it,” he said.

Banac looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“The galac-men sent the storm because they were angry,” Balor said. “You made them 

angry.”

Banac could not help the snort of laughter that escaped him. “Galac-men?” he 

retorted. “Don’t be an idiot! You had bad dreams, and now you’re scaring yourself. That’s 

all there is to it.”

But Balor would not be dissuaded. “You did make them angry,” he insisted. “You 

shouldn’t have taken it.”
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“Shut up!” Banac meant it jokingly, and he laughed and tapped his brother lightly on 

the shoulder to show it; but Balor slapped the hand away and turned on him, his eyes filled 

with such hate, and with such an expression of loathing on his face, that the laugh dried in 

Balor’s throat. He had never seen Balor like this before — he was terrified, and the terror 

had manifested itself as blind hatred.

“You should take it back,” Balor said, his voice trembling. “Take it and give it back to 

them. It’s the only way.”

Banac didn’t answer. He could think of nothing to say.


They spent the rest of the afternoon working in silence. All Banac could think about 

was what Balor had said. He was bewildered to think that his brother had taken the onset 

of the storm so seriously. It had made him so afraid that now he could hardly work. Over 

the next hour Balor made so many mistakes and failed at such simple tasks that eventually 

Elred, frustrated, told him to go away and wind rope for the rest of the afternoon.

“And if you can’t do that right,” he said, “then Cafan have mercy on you, boy, for it 

means you’ve lost your mind.”

Normally Balor would have protested such treatment; but today he obeyed meekly 

and trudged away down to the beach in silence, where a team of men was hard at work 

repairing the boats. Banac watched as they pointed him to a mound of sodden wet ropes, 

each as thick as his arm, and he set to work winding them in coils on the sand.

Banac kept half an eye on him for the rest of the afternoon. He did not know what to 

think now. Balor looked so forlorn, hunkered down amongst the ropes, his head bowed in 

submission to his fate, that Banac half expected him to give up on the work entirely. Every 

now and then he looked up to survey the wreckage strewn along the shoreline, and once 

Banac saw him visibly shudder before he turned back to his work.
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Even from where he was, further back from the shore, Banac could see where the 

worst of the damage had been done. The storm had thrown many great waves up over the 

tide-line, battering the houses on the edge of the village. Thatch had been stripped away, 

beams splintered, walls broken and pulled aside. Some houses had been completely 

flooded, swamped again and again, each new wave sweeping through the house and 

dragging everything outside with it. Possessions were littered all along the beach, half sunk 

in the sand, and scattered figures now picked their way among the debris, salvaging what 

they could. The sun beat down on them, shining fiercely from a clear blue sky. It was hard 

to imagine now what had taken place the day before, hard to conjure up the sounds of 

roaring wind and pelting rain that had haunted them during the night.

But these things did not matter, anyway. Banac turned his attention away from the 

wreckage and on to his brother, and felt a twinge of guilt as he watched him. Was he 

responsible for the way Balor was today? Should he have said something or said 

something? He looked again at the devastation, remembering what Balor had said. It was 

laughable, stupid even, the nightmare of a scared little boy; but all the same he could not 

dismiss the nagging feeling that somehow all of this — the ruin, the sadness, the homes 

wrecked and the lives shattered — did indeed have something to do with the torc, and with 

galac-men, and that in some way it was really all his fault.


By the time he had finished all his chores the men were packing up their tools and 

heaving the boats high up on the shore, and all over the village people were stopping what 

they were doing and making for the long-hall with one accord. Balor finished coiling the 

ropes and moped up the shore with them. Banac went to join him, but Balor did not look at 

him or speak to him. They found Mother and Father amongst the crowds gathered in the 

clearing in front of the hall. Mother smiled and drew them close, forgiving them, and 

Father laughed and roughed with them, and only then did Balor manage a smile. Father 
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found an empty barrel and perched on it, rubbing his injured leg, and together they waited 

for the assembly to begin.

Soon the whole village was gathered there, some sitting, most standing. It took a 

while for everyone to settle down and stop talking, but at last there was silence, leaving 

only the hollow roaring of the Sea in the background.

Two great fires had been lit on the broad steps of the long-hall, and an empty chair 

stood between them. As soon as it was quiet the door-curtain was pushed aside and 

Agwaen the Elder emerged. He was the oldest man in the village, far older than 

Grandfather, and as withered and frail as an Autumn leaf. His veined hands shook as he 

was led to his seat by two of the Stewards, the young men who traditionally waited on the 

Elder; but when he reached the seat he did not sit in it. He remained standing, and waved 

the Stewards gently away. The Scholar appeared at the door behind him and slipped to one 

side, where he stood with his hands folded across his white beard, surveying the crowd 

with stern eyes. Banac shivered as the Scholar’s eyes passed over him, but the old man’s 

expression did not change.

No-one spoke. Agwaen looked down for a moment, as if lost in his thoughts, then he 

raised his head and peered round at them all. 

“We are gathered here today in the sight of holy Cafan,” he said, his voice frail but 

clear, “to give thanks to Him for His gracious care over us these past two days, and to seek 

from Him relief and support on behalf of those who suffer ...”

His words carried on, but Banac did not pay much attention. He stared at the ground, 

at his hands, at the people around him, as Agwaen lifted his voice in fervent prayer to the 

skies, the emotion of his requests and pleas making him falter at times. The Elder prayed 

for relief, for deliverance, for forgiveness for whatever sin had brought such a grim day 

upon them; and as Agwaen’s prayer grew longer and more fervent Banac’s eyes grew 

heavier and heavier, and his yawns harder to stifle. When the prayer finished he hurriedly 
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muttered his agreement with the rest of the village, but it was insincere and he did not 

really know what he was agreeing with.

He glanced at Balor, and was surprised to see tears glistening at the corners of his 

eyes; his gaze was fixed on Agwaen, and his lip trembled with barely-controlled emotion. 

Someone stood up to sing – Banac did not know who — and it was a song of mourning, 

beautiful and terrible. Other voices joined in, lamenting, pleading, the notes weaving 

together in a tapestry of sound. The tears spilled from Balor’s eyes and rolled down his 

cheeks, and when the song finished and silence fell over the clearing it was broken by a 

loud sob as Balor turned and ran from the gathering.

A murmur of voices rose in his wake, those at the front turning their heads to see who 

it was. Banac hesitated, but only for a second, then he sighed and said, “I’ll go,” and pushed 

his way through the crowds after him.


He found Balor behind the house, scrabbling in the dirt beneath the hen-hut. As soon 

as he saw what he was doing he darted forwards and pulled him away, sending him 

sprawling on the floor.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he shouted, standing between Balor and the hen-

hut.

“I’m taking it back!” Balor glared up at him resentfully out of tear-reddened eyes. “It’s 

the reason everything’s happened, and it’s cursed, so I’m taking it back where we found it!”

“Don’t be an idiot!” Banac snapped. “It’s just a piece of a metal — it’s got nothing to 

do with anything. You’re just being stupid.”

“Am I?” Balor waved an arm in the vague direction of the long-hall. “What about 

Caeran? What about all of this? What about the storm? Where did it come from?”

“It’s a storm. They come all the time.”

“It came on the day you found it! On the same day!”
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“It was a coincidence!”

“No it wasn’t! And you know it!”

Banac made a noise of disgust and turned away. The soil beneath the hen-hut was 

turned up, and part of the torc was protruding from the dirt. He bent down and picked it 

up, brushing it off.

“I have to take it back,” Balor repeated behind his back.

Banac snorted. “You? I’m not letting you wander off when it’s getting dark.”

“You do it, then.”

“No.” Banac slipped the torc on to his wrist and looked at it, feeling the familiar warm 

glow of excitement rising inside him.

“If you don’t do it I’ll tell on you.”

The warmth evaporated. Banac turned sharply. “You wouldn’t,” he said.

Balor jutted his chin defiantly. “I would.”

“If you did I’d thrash you.”

“Better to be thrashed than cursed.”

Banac looked at his brother, only then seeing the change that had come over him. 

Balor was always so passive and meek, silently agreeing to his every plan, wordlessly 

backing him up in everything he did. But now he looked up at him like a wounded animal 

preparing to fight its corner: desperate, vicious.

“So what do you want?” Banac said at last.

Balor glanced at the torc. “Take it back to where you found it,” he said. “Put it back, 

and forget about it.”

“And if I don’t, you’ll tell Mother and Father?”

Balor nodded. “Everything.”

Banac looked at the torc, then back at Balor. Though he would not have admitted it, 

he was the one who was cornered now. It did not matter what he did, how much of a 
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beating he threatened or meted out: Balor would tell, the secret would be out, and the 

adventure would be over.

“All right,” he said at last. The words tasted foul in his mouth. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“Do it tonight.”

“Oh, come on!” Banac threw his hands up. “It’s dusk already! I’m not going back there 

in the dark!”

“I’ll tell,” Balor said. It was all he had to say.

Banac glowered at him. “I’m going to beat you so hard ...” he began, but he could not 

think of anything horrible enough to finish the sentence, so he trailed off in a wordless 

growl and turned on his heel.

“You know you’re being an idiot!” he called over his shoulder for good measure. “It’s a 

thing, Balor. A thing! It’s not cursed, and it can’t hurt anyone! And don’t think for a 

moment that I’m going to forget this, because I won’t!”

He did not have to look back, because he knew Balor was watching him go.


People were drifting back from the long-hall as Banac slipped past the darkened 

houses to the edge of the village. He kept out of sight, not wanting to be caught and 

questioned about where he was going at this late hour. When he reached the foot of the hill 

that led up to the cliff-top he kept low and moved quickly, trusting to the fading light. The 

wind was picking up again, tugging at the grass and at his hair, and the setting sun was lost 

behind the brow of the hill, casting him in shadow. Above him the sky was pale blue, burnt 

at the edges, darkening towards the east over the Sea; already he could pick out the first 

pin-pricked stars glimmering faintly above him.

The sun lay low on the horizon when he crested the brow of the hill. Her fiery beams 

struck him full in the face, blinding him momentarily, but he did not need his eyes to know 

where to go next. Turning right, he stumbled along the narrow track that ran along the 
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ridge. His feet slipped in half-dried puddles of mud, and once or twice he fell headlong, but 

he ignored the pain of scraped elbows and shins. Cursing and swearing under his breath, 

wishing hell and damnation on all little brothers, he picked himself up at every fall and 

pressed on with grim determination. Better to get it over with as quickly as possible, then 

get back home to the warmth of fire and bed, the better to plan his revenge on Balor.

The vale leading down to the forest was cast in deep shadow, and the tangled trees 

below seemed to crowd in closer than before. Banac hesitated at the lip of the valley. It 

would soon be full night, and nigh on impossible to find his way in the forest. He looked 

back the way he had come, tempted to give it up and go back home; but he knew Balor. 

Somehow he had got it into his head that the torc was cursed, and now he was desperate 

for it to be gone. He had made his threat and would stick to it. He’d be tattling to Mother 

before Banac got within a hundred yards of home.

Banac sighed, resigning himself to the situation, and started down the hill.

As soon as he reached the bottom of the vale he was plunged into darkness. The sun 

was lost now: only the afterglow of the day remained in the sky. On the ground the heat 

lingered also, trapped beneath the thick forest canopy. As the evening wore on Banac 

found himself sweating uncomfortably.

The path, for now, was easy enough to follow, and soon he was in the part of the 

forest near to the standing stones. He picked his way gingerly, careful not to scratch 

himself on the encroaching thorns, until he reached the end of the path and the familiar 

wall of brambles. He dropped to his belly and squirmed through, and then he was in the 

clearing once more and the standing stones lay before him.

More stars had come out in the sky above the clearing, glimmering faintly as the last 

glow of the sun faded away. In their grey light the stones seemed somehow bigger. Banac 

swallowed the uneasiness that rose up inside him. He reminded himself that there was no 
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truth to the stories. They were stories, and that was all. He would put the torc back and be 

on his way in under a minute.

Moving as quickly as he could he skirted the edge of the clearing to the place where 

the hollow had been two days ago. But when he reached it he stopped. He was sure he had 

left the hollow open on the day he found the torc, but now the tangled branches covered it 

once more.

Someone had put them back.

No. He shook his head. He was mistaken. He must have pushed the branches back 

himself in his hurry to leave.

Before his mind could conjure up any more unpleasant thoughts he found a stick and 

used it to shove them aside once more, readying himself for the sight of the body. But when 

the last of the branches fell away, and the darkness of the hollow was revealed, Banac’s 

blood turned to ice, and the stick fell from nerveless fingers, for the sight that met him was 

far worse than any rotting corpse.

The hollow was empty.

He stepped back, his heart pounding, and looked around. Was it the wrong hollow? 

No — there was the entrance to the clearing, just where he remembered it. There was no 

mistake. The body had been here, and now it was gone.

The clearing seemed more ominous than ever as Banac turned away and hurried back 

to the entrance, cursing Balor with renewed vigour. He should have stood his ground. He 

shouldn’t have come out this late. Stupid brothers and their stupid nightmares! He vowed 

to beat Balor with a stick at the first opportunity.

He slipped under the brambles and squirmed through; in his haste he cut himself, but 

he hardly felt it, and when he was through to the other side he did not look back but jogged 

down the path as quickly as he could in the gathering gloom.
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The woods were darker now, much darker than he had expected them to be. Before 

long he found himself squinting through the undergrowth to see where the path lay. 

Everywhere around him were empty spaces between the trees that looked deceptively 

purposeful, but he knew that if he took the wrong path it would only lead him deeper into 

the woods, to wander lost for no-one knew how long.

All around him the wood was waking up. Creaking boughs swayed as the trees 

stretched themselves, their leaves stirring restlessly in the canopy overhead. His frantic 

pace slowed to a walk even as his heartbeat quickened, and he stopped and cast about for 

the right way, less and less sure of where he was going, as the night closed in all around 

him.
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5

The Beremer




“Balor! Have you seen your brother?”

Mother wandered in and out of the house distractedly, growing more and more 

agitated as the light failed. Balor watched her from his place by the fire, feeling the same 

agitation gnaw at his own breast. It was hours since he had sent Banac out to the forest to 

return the torc. He should have been back long ago.

Father was the only one who was not alarmed. He sat by the door with a pipe in his 

hand, blowing smoke into the gathering dusk. “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” he said. “You know 

Banac — always running off for one thing or another.”

“But it's dark already." Mother glanced outside again. “He's never out this late. He'd 

never miss his supper, for one thing.”

Father reached out and caught her by the hand, holding her still. “If he doesn’t come 

back in an hour or so, then we’ll go and look for him.”

“But he could be anywhere!”

“There now.” He stroked her back gently. “You’ll frighten Balor. Come. Sit a while. 

Have something to eat. Try not to think of it. He’ll be back before long, you’ll see.”
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But Banac did not return that hour, nor the next. Eventually Father went out to talk 

with Elred and the other men, and ten minutes later a group of them set off up the hill, 

bearing torches.

Balor stood in the doorway with Mother and watched them go. Briefly he wondered 

whether he should say something about the standing stones and the torc. But then they 

would know it was his fault that Banac had gone out so late, and then he would be 

punished.

And besides, he told himself, Banac would be all right. Banac was always all right.


* * *


Banac did not know when he lost the path. All he knew was that he was now in a part 

of the wood that was trackless and empty, where only dead leaves and crawling plants 

covered the ground, where scratching branches clawed at his smock every which way he 

turned and unseen creatures scuttled in the undergrowth.

He was not afraid. Uneasy, yes. Nervous, maybe. But more than anything he was 

annoyed: annoyed that he was not in his soft bed by a warm fire with a bowl of hot soup, 

annoyed that he had let Balor get to him. For the thousandth time he cursed Balor in the 

worst ways he knew as he looked around, trying to think what to do. In the stories the hero 

always stumbled across some hidden path or helpful companion, like Tiran meeting 

Naedoras in the Teor Forned. But here there was no-one. Just trees, and darkness, and 

endless miles of trackless forest.

Muttering more dire words under his breath, he picked a direction and started 

walking.
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Two hours later he was no closer to knowing where he was. If anything, he was more 

lost than he had ever been. He was cold, and tired, and the annoyance had dulled to a 

general simmering resentment. He slumped down beside a tree, his legs weak with 

exhaustion, and buried his face in his hands. For all he knew he had been walking away 

from the village all this time. Even when morning came it would do him no good — the 

canopy here was too thick for the sun the penetrate, so he would not be able to tell which 

way was east and which was west.

He had just resigned himself to the fact that he would definitely be spending the night 

in the dark, uncomfortable forest, when he saw something that made him sit up — a light, 

burning through the darkness a little way off, red and flickering. It was followed by 

another, and another: a line of torches moving slowly and steadily through the forest 

towards him. The resentment melted into relief. Finally, a search party from the village 

come to find him!

Banac got to his feet, ready to shout out to let them know where he was. But before 

the words could come out the torch-bearers came into view, and the relief died as if it had 

been doused with cold water, and he shrank back into the undergrowth, his heart racing.

The torch-bearers were not from the village. They wore long brown robes that 

reached down to their feet, and they held aloft fiery brands, sweeping them this way and 

that as they made their way through the trees; their arms were bare to the elbow, and their 

hands were stained with red dye; but not a face was to be seen among them. Every figure 

wore over his head a heavy leather hood with a leather flap attached that covered his face 

like a mask. The flap had two square holes cut where the eyes should be, and a thin strip 

for the mouth — but nothing more. They were faceless apparitions emerging like ghosts 

from the night, and the very sight of them was enough to strike Banac dumb. He could not 

have cried out even if he had wanted to.
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He crouched down further, hiding himself in the undergrowth, trying to make himself 

as small as possible. His heart pounded; he could hardly breathe. He had stumbled across 

something evil — he knew that as surely as he knew that fire burned and steel was sharp — 

and he knew just as surely that he must stay hidden at all costs.

The torch-bearers were much closer now. They made no effort to be quiet, but shoved 

their way through the trees, confident, unafraid. Banac counted ten of them at first, but 

even as he watched more lights flared up, and more, until there was a great line of them 

moving steadily through the woods towards him.

He crouched where he was, frozen with the thought that they might come upon him, 

but to his relief they did not. Instead they bore off to one side, the end of the line passing 

by some distance from him. As he watched them pass and recede into the darkness Banac 

turned and watched them go, weighing up his options. He could turn around and try to 

find his way home, and forget what had just happened; or … his hand brushed against the 

torc, and the touch of the cold metal on his skin made up his mind for him. Something was 

going on, something to do with the beremer and the torc, and he knew he had to know 

what was happening.

He rose to his feet and followed the lights at a crouching run.


It was hard going. Branches caught at his clothes and tore long scratches in his arms, 

but Banac was too caught up in the pursuit to notice. He knew in a detached way that what 

he was doing was foolish, but he did not care. He did not want to think about it too much, 

in case he realised how stupidly he was behaving and was forced by reason and good sense 

to turn around and go home.

He followed the torch-bearers as closely as he dared, taking care not to make too 

much noise. He need not have bothered. The men shoved their way through the trees 

without any attempt at stealth, confident in the torch-light and in their numbers. They 
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were the most terrible thing out in the woods that night, and they knew it. Banac scuttled 

after them like an animal through the bracken, hardly caring where he put his hands and 

feet.

After half an hour more lights appeared in the forest up ahead, a great collection of 

them burning brightly through the trees, and Banac slowed and stopped, and crouched 

behind a tree to watch the torch-bearers as they approached the lights. They were no more 

than black silhouettes, barely distinguishable from the trees, but still he could see that they 

had stopped and were waiting for something.

Another figure emerged from the firelight, dressed in exactly the same manner as the 

torch-bearers. He approached the group, there was a brief muttered exchange that Banac 

could not hear, then the group was waved forward into the yellow light and the figure 

followed them.

Again Banac hesitated. This was getting risky now. There was something going on out 

here, and it was clear to him that nothing taking place in the middle of the woods at the 

dead of night involving masked men with burning torches could be considered a good 

thing. But then, this was his adventure. This was what he had wanted all his life. He felt 

afraid, of course he did; but more than anything he felt exhilarated. He rose to a crouch 

and crept towards the lights.

As he came nearer Banac could see that the light came from hundreds of smoking 

torches standing in braziers thrust into the ground or else fixed to trees, casting flickering 

shadows everywhere. He stuck to the shadows as he inched forwards, his heart pounding 

so loudly he was sure someone would hear it. Somewhere between the trees dim shapes of 

men were moving about. He could hear the low rustle of muted voices, though he could not 

make out what they were saying. A little closer still, and he came to a clear space in the 

forest where more of the hooded figures were standing together in small groups, their 

heads close together as they talked amongst themselves. He could not count how many of 
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these groups there were, as they were indistinct in the flickering firelight. But there were 

definitely more than fifty of them there, all milling about in the space between the trees.

He made his way around the gathering in a wide arc, careful to stay well back from 

the halo of torchlight. By the time he had gone half-way round he had seen nothing new: 

just the hooded men, standing in groups and talking, and doing not much else.

He stopped and crouched down again. He was totally baffled. He could see no reason 

for the strange gathering, nor any sign that anything else was about to happen.

As he watched, one of the men in the nearest group detached himself and started 

walking straight towards him. For a moment Banac panicked, thinking he had been seen, 

and he almost turned and ran. But no, that was foolish. Not even the sharpest eyes could 

pierce the deep darkness where he crouched. And indeed, the man did not come straight 

for Banac’s hiding-place but bore off to the right, headed somewhere else.

Banac followed him, hardly daring to breathe.

They did not go far. After a hundred yards the man stopped and bent down and 

fiddled with something at the base of a tree. Hd grunted, satisfied with whatever it was, 

then turned and went back the way he had come. Banac watched him go, but he did not 

follow. Instead he crept towards the tree the man had been inspecting, to see what had 

interested him so much.

By the dim light of the torches behind him Banac could see a figure sitting slumped 

against the roots of the tree, its knees drawn up tightly to its chest, its head resting on his 

knees, its long hair falling over his face. Its arms had been pulled back and tied with ropes 

around the trunk of the tree, and its hands hung limply in its bonds.

Banac’s breath caught in his throat. The hooded figures were holding this person 

captive, and whatever it was they had in store, he was sure it could not be pleasant.

He scrambled towards the prisoner, his heart hammering harder than ever, half from 

fear and half from excitement. He had already decided what he was going to do. He was 
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going to rescue the prisoner and take him or her back to the village. Cafan had brought him 

here tonight for that very purpose, he was sure of it.

But as he approached the prisoner Banac’s certainty began to falter. There was 

something about the figure — something strange but at the same time familiar, something 

he recognized. Then, as he drew closer, he knew what it was. The prisoner’s long hair was 

dirty, but even through the grime Banac could see that it was as yellow as ripe wheat; its 

arms were bare, and underneath the streaks of mud its skin was pale white; and around the 

upper part of its right arm there was clasped a heavy golden torc.


For a long time Banac did not move. He stared and stared at the prisoner, hardly able 

to believe his eyes. If it had not been for the chill of the night air and the churning in his 

stomach he would have thought himself in a dream.

But it was no dream. The beremer was there, as clear as day, and it was alive.

The beremer’s breathing quickened, and suddenly it raised its head and looked wildly 

round. It saw Banac, and its eyes widened. It said something that Banac did not 

understand, its voice hoarse and pained. Banac backed away nervously, and when the 

beremer saw what he was doing it shook its head.

“Da, da,” it said. “Da!”

Banac shook his own head, signifying that he did not understand. He was finally 

beginning to regret having followed the torches. He thought about turning round and 

walking away, but even as he moved the beremer shook its head again, violently this time.

“Da!” It repeated the word again. Seeing Banac’s look of incomprehension, it glanced 

down, thinking. Something occurred to it.

“No?” it said, looking up again. Banac was startled. The accent was thick and coarse, 

but the word was unmistakably of his own language. The beremer nodded, seeing that he 

understood.
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“No,” it said. It searched for the right words. “Don’t go. Please. I need ... I need help.”

Something was wrong. The beremer did not seem to be able to focus on him. Its eyes 

kept wandering away, its attention wavering. It coughed and struggled weakly. Its eyelids 

drooped.

“Please,” it said again, in its harsh accent. “I need help. You must help. Please help. 

Help.”

Its breathing quickened. It was having trouble drawing breath. For a moment it 

coughed and gasped. Then its eyes rolled upwards, and its head dropped down again, and 

it was still.

Banac realised he was holding his breath. He let it out in a rush. The beremer stirred 

slightly and muttered under its breath, but it did not wake. So at least it was still alive.

Banac looked at it. Now the initial shock had worn off he could think and see more 

clearly. He could see, for example, that it was not the same beremer he had found in the 

forest that day. That one had most definitely been dead, and this one was, for the moment 

at least, alive. This one had longer hair also, and a thicker beard, and besides, it wore a torc 

of its own on its arm — the same as the one Banac had taken from the body in the hollow 

and now wore on his.

So. A different beremer. A new beremer! Real, living, breathing; sprung straight out 

of the stories. And yet, for all he had heard about their animal nature, how very much like a 

man it seemed. It had arms and legs enough, and a face that for all its sickly whiteness was 

as much a man’s face as Father’s, or any of the other men of the village. Its — his? — nose 

was sharper, the cheeks more defined, maybe; but in all other respects it was totally 

unremarkable.

And it could speak his language, if roughly. That meant it was not a beast. But if it 

was neither a beast nor a man, what was it?
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The beremer stirred again, and opened its eyes. Seeing it was still bound, and seeing 

Banac still crouching nearby, it strained against the ropes that held it, gazing at him 

imploringly.

“Please ...” it said, and the desperation in its voice cut Banac to the heart. He made up 

his mind. He would do as he had planned, and bring it home. After that — he did not know. 

But he knew for sure what sort of thing could well happen to it if he left it where it was. He 

could not let that happen. It went against everything he knew was right.

Slowly, cautiously, he approached it once more.

“Hello?” he said, waving at it. The beremer managed to focus on him, though its 

breathing was still irregular and its gaze wavered. “I’m going to let you go,” Banac said. 

“Then you’re going to come with me. To my village. Do you understand? You. With me. 

Away.”

He made a few clumsy signs with his hands to emphasize point, and the beremer 

nodded.

“Yes,” it said. “Please. Quick. Danger.”

“I know,” said Banac.

He shuffled round behind the tree and fumbled for the knots that bound the 

beremer’s hands. The knots were tight, and his hands shook, but he managed to pick them 

loose. As soon as the beremer felt its hands start to come free it began tugging on the 

ropes, and Banac had to restrain it to keep it from pulling the knots tight again.

“Wait,” he said, patting its arm. It understood, and fell still while Banac worked the 

last of the cords free. Once its arms were unbound the beremer wasted no time in freeing 

its legs, and soon it was staggering to its feet and looking around with a wild and exhausted 

expression on its pale face.

Banac pointed back the way he had come.

“That way,” he said. “That’s where my village is. You’ll be safe there, I promise.”
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“Safe ...” the beremer repeated the word, slurring just a little. It staggered to one side, 

and Banac had to reach out to steady it.

“If we ever make it ...” he muttered to himself.

When he was sure the beremer was in a more or less fit state to walk he led it away 

through the trees, giving the fire-lit clearing a wide berth. In truth he had no idea whether 

the village was in front or behind, but whichever way they went they would be going away 

from the hooded figures and imprisonment, so by that reckoning any direction was a good 

direction.

The firelight was just fading behind them, and the woods were becoming increasingly 

difficult to navigate, when a distant shout went up, loud and angry in the silence of the 

night. Banac and the beremer turned at the same time, their hearts quickening. They both 

knew what it meant. Without saying anything they doubled their pace.

A minute later Banac glanced over his shoulder. To his horror a long line of torches 

was already moving through the forest towards them. Someone must have found a trail.

He looked at the beremer. It staggered as it walked, and its eyes were almost closed. 

Whatever the hooded figures had done to it had weakened it enormously, and the exertion 

of pushing through the undergrowth had almost completely sapped its strength. It would 

not be able to go much further, which meant that neither could Banac.

He stopped and grabbed its arm, trying to shake it into wakefulness.

“We have to hide,” he said. “Hide? Do you know that word?”

He covered his eyes to illustrate the point. The beremer nodded.

“Yes,” it said. “Hide. Where?”

That was the problem. Banac looked around. They were in some sort of clearing with 

huge trees rising up all around them. Something stirred in his mind, a memory of games he 

used to play, hiding and seeking through the trees in years gone by. He let go of the 
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beremer’s arm and fell to his knees in the dirt and the mould, scrabbling around at the 

twisted roots, looking for something he was not even sure was there.

The first tree yielded nothing. He looked up again. The torches were closer. He could 

hear the hooded men’s footsteps through the fallen leaves. He tried to ignore them and the 

icy panic that flooded through him, and moved on to the next tree.

Nothing. He moved to the next.

Nothing. And again. Nothing.

He was truly panicking now. The torches were closer than ever, moving with 

inexorable purpose as the bearers swept the undergrowth. They would come on them in 

two minutes, maybe three if they were lucky.

There was one tree left. Banac fell down by it, hoping and praying that it would be the 

one. To his relief it was, or just about. His hands broke through the leaf-mould to an 

opening between the roots — a hole just big enough for a man to squeeze through.

He turned and beckoned to the beremer, pointing wordlessly at the opening. The 

beremer nodded, and with a final glance at their pursuers it shuffled crab-wise over to him, 

inspected the hole for half a second, then threw itself down into the dirt and wormed its 

way inside.

Banac watched its body and legs disappear. He did not stop to question what might 

be down there, or how much space there might be. Right now all he knew was that it was 

his only chance of escape, so with a last look at the approaching lights he closed his eyes, 

held his breath, and squirmed down after the beremer.

It was damp under the tree, and it stank. His face jammed up against an unseen 

obstacle, filling his nose and mouth with dirt. He was momentarily confounded, then he 

felt space below him and to the right, and he twisted and kicked and tumbled down into a 

pungent, pitch-dark hollow.
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Everything went quiet. Banac lay still, his heart thudding, his ears pricked for sounds 

from outside.

There was a rustling, and a muted voice. Banac realised every part of his body was 

trembling. More rustling approached, and other voices, speaking words he did not 

understand. A bright glow came to the hole above him. He shrank further back into the 

hollow and came up against the beremer crouching behind him. He could hear its 

breathing in the dark, harsh and uneven.

And, without quite knowing why, Banac put out his hand and found its arm — and 

together they crouched in the darkness, and prayed they would not be found, while outside 

the devils in masks hunted for them.
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