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CHAPTER ONE
THE HIDDEN VILLAGE

‘Shoo! Shoo! Go away!’
The red-haired girl peeked down from high up in the branches of the thick pine tree, and bombarded the ground with its huge cones. The cascade of cones piled up in front of a bedazzled boy standing by a bicycle. A sharp root had punctured the inner tube of his front wheel. The boy had gotten off, bending his long legs to kneel down and inspect the damage. As he did so, the cones started raining down, suddenly. The boy heard the wild shouts but he couldn’t make out the words, for he was startled. Leaping back to the middle of the trail, he took off his helmet and brushed his auburn hair away before looking up. Somebody had obviously made the effort to collect these forest missiles one by one, getting ready to drop them on someone’s head.
It was late afternoon, almost six o’clock. The boy had gotten lost, his bike had a punctured tube, and dusk was fast approaching.
‘Go awaaaaay!’ the girl shouted fiercely.
The boy’s bafflement deepened. Usually, mountains were friendly. He had pedaled his way upstream along the river. He had passed through the deciduous woods further down but a while ago he’d entered the conifer zone and now he was surrounded by spruces and pines, Black and Bosnian. Whenever he met somebody, they greeted him. Hikers and villagers alike were happy to see him. This was the first person to start shouting at him, trying to chase him away rudely without even knowing him.
A frail old man appeared on the trail and hurried over. He stopped in front of the boy with a grin that had a strange soothing effect. Four teeth poked out of his mouth and his pink tongue danced around them. Without a word, the old man climbed up the tree nimbly and brought down the red-haired rogue.
‘Go away, all of yoooou…’ the girl shouted again.
She was about eleven, twelve years old. Her fiery red hair was lush and so curly that were the curls to straighten, it would easily reach all the way down to her waist. Now her copper-coloured curls formed a cloud above her shoulders. Between her shouts the girl sobbed, barely able to draw breath, and she wiped her nose on the sleeve of her dirty yellow tracksuit top. Utterly bedazzled by the sight, the boy didn’t dare ask for directions. The old man made the girl stand in front of him. She cried even harder but started walking. The two hurried away down the trail. The boy watched them go, not sure what to do, his eyes shifting from the bike to the people that were quickly moving away, and back. Quite soon the girl and the old man hid among the trees.
With a gasp, the boy quickly put away his puncture repair kit, put the helmet back on his head and pushed his bicycle in the direction where the strange pair had just disappeared. And a strange pair they were indeed, a girl that never ceased sobbing and an old man that could scale up a tree but wouldn’t utter a single word.
The boy sped up but he couldn’t catch up. The two had disappeared without a trace.
All of a sudden, the air darkened. The change startled the boy. It was the day before the summer solstice and the day was supposed to last for ages before night fell. However, the darkness now crept forward, fast and quite unsettling. And then there came the rumble of a storm. The river disappeared from view but the trail itself turned into a stream. Lightnings danced above the trees. Soaked to the bone, the boy stumbled but he pushed on his bike through the mud.
As the sky opened up over the forest, a rounded figure emerged among the sheets of rain. The boy thought he’d caught up with the old man and the girl. He quickened his pace, just in time to see the figure disappear behind the glum rocks. The boy stopped under a ledge and examined the rocks. A passage started between three huge boulders. The rock ledge sheltered it from above. The boy hesitated, then shifted from one foot to the other. Eventually he moved on. Inside the passage it was dry. The storm still raged outside but its angry roar seemed distant, somehow.
As the boy came out of the narrow passage, he slipped on the pine needles, losing his balance over the round rocks on the ground. He nearly dropped his bike in a calm, emerald lake. The storm was gone. The lake was oval, bathed in the sun’s golden light. Through the tapestry of dew-covered twigs, tree trunks and branches with cones, a group of small houses could be seen on the other side of the lake, cuddled together, their roofs made of stone slabs.
‘Welcome you are, son… They can be quite mean, these bears, can’t they!’
The voice startled the boy; he let go of the bike’s handlebar but stopped it from falling with his body.
‘Loads and loads of mulberries and cherries! And cherries it is that they love the most…’
The boy’s lower lip shivered and curved. A burly, tall villager had materialized out of thin air and now he just stood there, leaning on the boulder.
‘Huh… mmm…’ the boy mumbled.
‘Have you a name, son?’
‘My name is P-p-p… Pancho.’
‘Oh, a stammer I hear. Is this normal, Pancho, or has today been too much?’
Pancho didn’t reply. He did stammer. Even more so when he was scared.
‘And where would you be from?’
Pancho shook his head vigorously.
‘I’m from S-s-s… From Sofia.’
‘And by what means did you transport yourself to this place here?’
‘I c-c-c…’ Pancho lowered his head for a moment, then he looked up. ‘I came on my bike. I’m training. Cross country cycling.’
‘My eye tells me you are of fourteen years the most. Is it so, son?’
‘Fourteen, yes. How did you know?’
‘A boy of fourteen, a lone roamer… Who would allow such a thing?’ The villager shook his head in reproach. ‘This here is the mountain, son. And the mountain is by no means a joke!’
‘My Gran… She… well, she believes I’m old enough.’
‘So, your Gran it is, then? And are you with those archaeology people? The same ones that took their spades and shovels to the old mounds of the Thracians, in the valley?’
‘W-w-w… why do you ask?’ Pancho asked, a bit abrupt.
‘You can keep calm now, son. There wouldn’t be anything for you to worry about here.’
‘S-s-s… so what if we’re with the archaeologists?’
‘Would your Gran be looking for you? She would. I would have a peek at this phone of yours, were I you.’
Pancho reached into his pocket and took out his smartphone. It wasn’t a big one and he could shove it deep into his pockets. Indeed, Gran had called but he must’ve missed it… or there had been no coverage in the forest he’d just crossed. He dialed her back.
‘Gran? Y-y-y… yes, I’m fine. Well, I don’t know exactly. No! I’m not lost. N-n-no, not at all…’
He touched his screen and turned to the villager.
‘Wh-wh… where am I?’ he asked anxiously.
‘Upper Zagreus,’ the man whispered. ‘But it is not a village that would be of any meaning to her? Near the village of Shipkovo, this is what you tell them.’
Pancho touched the screen of his phone again.
‘I’m in Upper Zagreus. It’s a village… C-c-c… Close to Shipkovo. Okay, okay, I’ll give him the phone… Okay!’ He passed the phone to the huge man.
‘Greetings, Gran of Pancho! Yes? Yes, indeed, it is in our village that your boy has turned up. Oh, such a fierce storm here, too.’
Pancho frowned.
‘Yes, I know it would be the same down there. Sending somebody is something you could do indeed but they will pay with time, to come here. And it is not helping, to have a storm. On maps you will not find our village. But I am certain, of that I can assure you. Near to Shipkovo, I said it. Tomorrow your boy will be on his way back. Tomorrow, tomorrow!’
Pancho came to his senses and snatched his phone from the villager.
‘G-g-g… Gran, I followed the river upstream and I climbed really high. There was a fierce storm but here…’
The villager reached out swiftly and turned the boy’s head towards him, authoritative and gentle at the same time. Then he lifted the index finger of his other hand in front of his lips.
Pancho made a pause, then continued precariously. ‘W-w-w… Well, the people here took me in to save me from the storm. I’ll come back tomorrow. No, don’t send Koko. No, n-n-n… no need to call the police. Nor the rangers. Gran, stop worrying! I can fend for myself and you know it! In the times you fancy so much, I’d be considered almost a grown man already. I did say ‘almost’, didn’t I? It means that I’m right. O-o-o… Okay, okay, as you wish! I will call you again. Kisses!’
He hung up with a sigh and studied the villager’s face. The man was freshly shaved and his chin stuck out expressively. He had wild hair. There were small drifts of white here and there, giving it a silvery look.
Interesting, the boy thought.
‘W-w-w… what is your name, sir?’ he asked.
‘For ‘sir’ there is no need, my son.’ The villager laughed. ‘Boreus is my name.’
Wow, interesting indeed, the boy thought again.
‘Sh-sh-sh… She said she’d bring the police and the forest rangers.’
‘That I know,’ Boreus nodded. ‘So, she should. But even the fastest of them, they will not be here before the sun has gone to sleep, I promise.’
‘You must be treasure hunters? Do you plan to blackmail Gran? Wh-wh-wh… what do you want from me?’
‘Treasure hunters we are not, Pancho. But we hunt for something from you, if you like. We want you to be a saviour to this world.’ The villager laughed again. ‘Not so much to ask, is it?’
His words puzzled Pancho. ‘Wh… What do you mean?’
‘What I mean will be revealed. And now you accompany me and we walk to the houses. The rest I will tell you there.’
‘Are you going to k-k-k… kill me?’
‘Kill you I will not. My task is your protection. But anything could happen, son… A curse that this beautiful place bears. Anything could happen.’
‘So, you’ve k-k-k… kidnapped me?’
‘One could say such words for it, yes. Kidnapped?’
Pancho’s lower lip shivered again and he bit it to make it stop.
He was a man. Well, almost a man.

CHAPTER TWO
MEND YOUR TUBE BEFORE YOU DIE!

The golden sunset turned the drops around the lake into diamonds. The sun was not in a hurry to leave and it peeked playfully through the needles of the centuries-old pines. One could tell that the longest day of the year was near. Pancho dragged his feet, his squishing clothes and backpack telling the sad story of the rain from a while ago. Among the sparkling reflections of the sun, the story was fading but there had been a rainstorm. Why did Boreus not let him tell Gran about the warm, sunny lake? His demand was silent, gentle, and yet explicit. The boy shivered. It could be his wet clothes, or the realization that he was kidnapped. Anxious, he thought about trying to escape. But the front wheel of his bike was still flat and if he took off, he’d ruin it, and leaving it behind was out of the question. It was an expensive bicycle, light, graceful, and most importantly, it was his bike. He would never abandon it, ever. He had no choice but to follow Boreus, wherever he was taking him.
Twisted spruce, thorny rosehip, thickets of burdock and thornapple with huge leaves grew on the banks of the lake. They went around. As they approached the houses, Pancho’s clothes were still drenched but the storm seemed to have subsided. As they reached the village, the boy gasped. Cliffs rose behind the houses, and an elegant, thin waterfall fell there. The houses were built on a small bluff, connected to the mainland via a narrow strip of land. Together with the houses the lake’s oval turned into a full circle. The water at the base of the waterfall splashed, gurgled and drowned the sound of their footsteps.
‘This tube, on this bike, it needs mending,’ Boreus shouted over the water. ‘How to do it is clear to you?’
Pancho nodded. ‘Do you have something to pour some w-w-w… water in?’
‘Wait here!’ Boreus waved his hand. ‘A pail I’ll fetch for you.’ He hurried away towards the houses.
Pancho took off his backpack, and then his helmet too. He propped the bike against a tree stump and kneeled down by the wheel. Then he took a rug out of his backpack and went to a pool of slack water off the main lake. He wet the rug and as he turned back to the bike, he noticed that his bell was gone. This made him angry.
‘What the… Hey! Give me my bell back!’ he shouted.
Something moved in the thorny bushes among the pine trees. The sun couldn’t penetrate beyond their branches and it was gloomy there. A round figure loomed in the shadows. It floated smoothly towards him. Pancho stepped back. Two eyes like stars glistened, and highlighted a mane of hair. Rich, wavy, endless black hair, flowing among the trees without getting caught in the bushes. It was beautiful. Pancho’s anger ebbed away. The sudden ringing of his bike bell pierced the air and startled him. He could see it through the pines but it was hard to tell if it reflected the last rays of the sun or glowed with its own light. The round figure tossed the bell in the whirlpools of its hair and it sang along the murmur of the water.
A gust of wind chased the moment away and a bright red fury rushed by Pancho’s side. The red-haired girl in the dirty yellow tracksuit top moved like a comet.
‘Give him his bell back!’ she shouted. ‘Me and Brimo, we don’t need anyone!’
She waved around a small knife with a curved blade. Surprised, and shocked, Pancho ducked. The whooshing knife could easily get him.
The bell floated slowly out of the forest and attached itself to the handlebar. Pancho watched wide-eyed and he completely forgot about the knife. However, the red-haired fury didn’t let this oblivion last. Suddenly the tip of the knife pushed against the boy’s chest and he held his breath.
‘I told you to go away, didn’t I?’ she asked. ‘I did, didn’t I?’
‘I-I-I…’ Pancho gasped.
‘Meda! Meda!’ Boreus showed up and rushed over to them. He dropped the pail he carried and it clanked against the rocks. Then, he grabbed the girl by the shoulders and turned her to face him. She pushed the blade against his belly.
‘Meda, take this knife away! Blades are not to be your toys, I’ve said it!’
‘I told him to go away but he wouldn’t listen!’ the girl cried and tears burst from her eyes.
‘I know of your words. But he is needed here, Meda, dear! We need him!’
‘Well, me and my brother, we don’t need anyone!’ She shook her head violently. ‘You hear me! We don’t!’
‘The knife comes back to me! And then you fetch the goats, for evening has arrived already…’
The man deftly took the knife out of the girl’s grip. She sobbed, then turned abruptly without looking in Pancho’s direction, and disappeared behind the piles of branches and the bushes by the last house of the village.
Pancho took several breaths shakily and he sat on the ground. Besides being wet, his fancy cross-country gear now got dirty too.
‘Fear not, Pancho,’ Boreus shrugged. ‘It wasn’t long ago that Meda lost her mother in the living world. This is a reason to be furious, without doubt.’
‘H-h-h… Her mother,’ the boy repeated automatically, and he looked down.
‘Is it here that you’d like to mend your bicycle, or in the insides of the house?’
‘I-I-I… I need to go.’ Pancho lifted his head. ‘If I leave now…’
‘…you would be lost, without doubt. A storm still rages out there, and you were lost among her mighty gusts. Agree with me you must: you were lost the moment you decided to disobey your grandmother and take an endeavour to this steep trail, son.’
‘But how… h-how do you know that?’ the boy asked, his voice suddenly shrill. ‘How do you know? Goodness… And what do you need me for?’
‘It is not us needing you, it’s you needing us,’ Boreus said sternly. ‘The steep trail is no more, son. Had we not picked you up, had we not brought you here, through the passage, a muddy grave would have been your end? You want to come back home? Alright. But there’s work to be done for this purpose.’
‘That’s r-r-rubbish,’ the boy uttered but the edge in his voice subsided.
‘Rubbish it may be but your bicycle needs to be mended, son. My eye tells me it would be better if we go inside. We will invite the fire, to chase away the water of your clothes, for you will need them, son.’
‘I’m fine!’ Pancho snapped.
‘Yes, yes, fine you are indeed… Come on, get that bike of yours going. In you go, to Brimo. And to Old Zephyr. He’s told already, and he’s invited the fire. I will go fetch water; soon you’ll have my company inside too.’
Pancho put his backpack on and took hold of the bike’s handlebar. He started for the house, his shoes squelching. Once there, he pushed the wooden door open and stepped inside.
The fireplace had the branched roots of a tree in its stony mouth and chewed at them with its hot basalt teeth. The flames were low but they jumped happily from branch to branch and burst in an explosion of sparkles every time they discovered a new spot to heat up in the flesh of the oak.
The room was warm but not stuffy. Thick bunches and braids of herbs, wild flowers, bulbs and cloth hung from the beams above. Boxes with old books were stacked against the walls. The heavy chairs and the table were hacked roughly from old tree logs.
A little boy, dressed only in a pair of pants, sat on the floorboards and played with his toys. As soon as he saw the newcomer, he shook the locks of his long dark hair, and stood up with an enthusiastic cry to run to Pancho. The latter didn’t have time to ponder: the boy unequivocally reached up with both his arms. Pancho propped his bike against the wall and bent down. The youngster wove his arms around Pancho’s neck, he held him under his bum and lifted him up.
‘Me… Brimoooo,’ the boy shouted and smacked Pancho on both cheeks.
‘I am Pancho,’ Pancho replied. ‘You def-f-finitely know how to roll your ‘r’s!’
‘Brrrimo!’ the boy repeated pointedly.
‘G-g-g… Good job! When I was young, I said ‘w’ instead of ‘r’.’
‘Pancho… frrriend!’ the boy decided.
‘How old are you?’
‘Two and a half years… Pancho… frrriend!’
‘Okay… I got you! You say a lovely ‘r’, and you are quite o–o-o… outspoken but you also… weigh a lot!’
Brimo let go of his neck so suddenly that Pancho lost his balance and nearly dropped him on the ground but he gathered himself and put him down gently. Unabashed, the little one picked up a new game. Pancho looked at him and his eyes opened wide. Brimo was playing with a living frog; the creature was light brown, with long black stripes on its pointed face and its body. The frog’s legs were almost too long and it was obvious that it didn’t mind the game, it played along. It was pushed a big, long pine cone around, leaping in circles after it. On the floorboards there was an old, worn, woolen baby blanket, and a small round mirror.
A man emerged from the shadows by one of the walls and startled Pancho. It was the smiling old man with the four teeth, the tree-climber. The boy was relieved.
‘My n-n-n… name is Pancho.’
The smile on Old Zephyr’s face widened and he happily licked the remains of his teeth with his pink tongue. He was wearing a long dressing robe that went all the way down to the floor. The robe was thick, grey, with blue edges. The old man grabbed the fabric at his crooked waist, twisted it around and came closer with a few small steps. Then he tugged persistently at Pancho’s jacket. The boy unzipped it and took it off. Silently, with care, the old man took the jacket and spread it on the imposing chair in front of the fireplace. Then he returned and gave Pancho another tug, this time on the legs of his trousers.
‘P-p-p…’ Pancho started in embarrassment. ‘Perhaps you could leave that to me? And d-d-d… do you have something I could put on in the meantime?’
With a nod, Zephyr disappeared in a room. Pancho heard him rummaging there, then he trotted back with a clean robe in his hands. He gave it to Pancho and went back into the room. Pancho looked around. Little Brimo was busy playing. He undressed and put the robe on. The rough brownish wool pricked his skin; this robe had yellow on its edges. Pancho’s head, his t-shirt and his boxer shorts were dry, thanks to his helmet, the jacket, the waterproof trousers and the knee protectors. He spread his clothes by the fire and opened his backpack by their side. Soon a cloud of steam rose above the chair.
When Boreus and Meda came back home, Pancho had already started mending his flat tube. The repair kit lay opened before him; he had taken down the front wheel and was just getting the tube out. As Boreus brought the pail to him, he ran the tube through the water, looking for the tell-tale bubbles from where it was punctured.
Meda grunted at him, and then she went to sit by Brimo. The frog leaped next to her and rubbed its nuzzle against her yellow top. She took it in her hands and kissed it on the face.
‘Pancho… frrriend,’ Brimo announced firmly as he cuddled against his sister.
‘Not a chance!’ the girl exclaimed.
‘Frrriend!’ the boy insisted.
‘Okay, Brimo… Mom says the same but I think this Pancho of yours is just some boy. Nothing but a stupid little boy.’
Pancho paused but he didn’t look up. He went on mending the tube. While Zephyr kept shuffling around, Boreus brought a chair, set it before the fire and sat heavily on it.
‘Frrriend!’ Brimo smiled happily, shaking the dark curls of his hair.
‘Stop it!’ Meda put the froglet back on the ground, then slowly reached out towards her brother and started tickling him, steadily, without taking breaks. The boy laughed so hard he rolled on the floorboards but no smile adorned his sister’s face.
Pancho gulped and looked around in confusion.
Boreus turned to them. ‘Enough! Enough, I said! Craziness is what you’ll be putting in this boy’s soul …’
‘Well, he shouldn’t have interrupted us!’ Meda snapped.
‘Meda, it is not the case, and you are well aware,’ Boreus said with a sigh. ‘Your mother, Brimo, I… We all believe in–’
‘In superstitions!’ Meda interrupted.
‘Her m-m-m… mother?’ Pancho said slowly, then he couldn’t help but burst out. ‘Her mother?! I thought her mother was dead!’
‘So what if she is?’ Meda’s cry pierced the air. ‘Eh? Tell me? So what?’
Pancho winced as if she had hit him. He kneeled down, bending his long legs and sitting directly on the floor. Old Zephyr came to his side and patted him on the head.
‘But she’s dead, isn’t she?’ the boy repeated softly and tried to shake away the fear in his mind like a wet dog trying to shake the water off its fur.
