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They called him Badger, because his hair was black-and from the middle of his fore-head, just above his big brown intelligent eyes, to the middle of the back of his head, a fifty-millimeter band of white hair grew.

Richard Phelan was his name. He was twelve years old and he lived with his father in the little Irish town of Kilkee. Richard’s mother, who died soon after he was born, had had a similar white streak in her hair.

Badger was a quiet, strange boy. He had no real friends and most of the boys and girls in the town avoided him. But the animals now, they were different. Badger seemed to have some strange power over them. They liked him. It was as simple as that.

One Saturday morning Badger’s father hurried down Castle Street, on his way to the Butchers to buy a roast for the Sunday dinner. What he saw in the pet-shop window that day was to change his son’s life. It was a collie dog. Black all over, but for a white band of hair that grew from its black nose, right along its back, where it fanned out onto its long tail.

As Mr. Phelan stared through the window at the dog, something strange happened. Somehow, he felt he had to buy the dog for his son.

Twenty minutes later, he was heading home with the dog trotting happily beside him on a new leather leash.

“Look what I’ve bought you,” he announced when he arrived home.

Badger, who had been doing one of the puzzles in his father’s weekly Sudoku book, stared at the dog. He was delighted, a dog of his very own. He looked at his father, then at the dog, and a name came to him immediately.

“BEANO!” he cried, and the dog jumped into his open arms and began licking him all over his face.

Badger’s father smiled as he watched them. Now maybe he’ll talk to me and tell me what he’s thinking. Maybe this will bring us closer together, he thought.

Badger and Beano became inseparable. They went everywhere together, even to school where Beano would wait patiently outside for class to finish.

Then came the time when all this changed.
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On the first Sunday of the summer holidays their adventures began. Adventures so strange, that if Badger told anyone about it, they wouldn’t have believed him. In fact, they would have thought he was crazy.

Rising early, Badger looked out of the window. It was a warm pleasant day and the sun was already shining into the back yard. He dressed quickly in blue jeans, striped runners and plain white tee-shirt. Seconds later he was slipping quietly down the stairs so as not to wake his father.

Out in the back yard he fed Beano. Whistling happily, he watched Beano wolf down his food. As he watched Beano gulp down the last of his food, he failed to see at least twenty birds sitting on the edge of the spouting above the yard. They were watching him.

“Is that the boy they call, the Grey One, the Badger?” chirped one of the birds.

“Aye,” answered another.

“Is this the day he is to go to the Land,” chirped another bird.

“Aye, him and his Familiar-Beano I believe you call it.”

The birds watched as Badger went inside and returned a minute later with his stainless-steel bowl filled with water for Beano.

“I hope he can save the Land,” one of the birds chirped louder than before.

The sharp sound had Badger looking up. Immediately the birds took off, flying quickly up towards the hills above Kilkee.

As Badger stared after them, he looked higher. The sky was cloudless. It would be a good day to explore the hills, he thought. Turning to Beano who had finished drinking he said, “Beano, what say you and I go exploring the hills today? What do you think boy, eh?” Beano barked happily.

Twenty minutes later they were heading towards the windy path at the back of the housing estate which led to the hills. Up, up they went until they eventually came to the end of the path and then began the steeper, shingle strewn path that led to the highest point of the hills. When they reached the top after about thirty minutes they sat on the smooth grass to rest, as Badger was out of breath, his face aglow, and Beano was panting heavily, his long tongue falling from his mouth.

Looking down over the valley Badger could see flashes below them, as window panes in the town glinted in the morning sun. The river Brack wended its way through the valley along the south side of Kilkee.

Just below the hill they were on, was a small wood.

“Come on, Beano! Let’s go down there,” Badger shouted excitedly.
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Minutes later they reached it and walked around the edge of the closely growing trees and bushes looking for a way in.

“It’s very dark in there, Beano,” Badger whispered, peering into the dark wood.

They didn’t know they were being observed by two brown rabbits. Each of the rabbit’s white bushy tail quivered as they stared through the bushes at the boy and his dog. With his nose wrinkling in excitement one rabbit said to the other, “Are you sure I’ll be all right?”

“Of course, you will. All you have to do is show yourself to the dog, and then head for the clearing. Sure, he’ll never catch you.”

“I...I don’t know. He looks fast,” said the first rabbit.

“Oh, go on. You know you are faster than he is.”

Taking a few deep breaths, the rabbit scudded out of the bushes and past the trees to stand directly in front of Beano. Beano’s ears pricked up, and his eyes grew wider. But before he could react the rabbit hopped around and raced back into the trees followed by the barking Beano.

Badger stood there for a second or two shocked. Then, “Beano, come back!” he yelled. “Come back...at once!” Still shouting he followed the sound of Beano’s barking deep into the wood.

As he passed below, one of the birds who had been watching Badger earlier chirped to another, “So now it begins.”
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Deeper and deeper into the dark wood ran Badger, still following the sound of Beano’s barking. Suddenly he came to a clearing.

It was as big as the inside of Kilkee Chapel. Tiny shafts of sunlight beamed through the thick foliage of the trees onto the leafy ground. Microscopic pieces of dust and wood creatures rode on the beams. Butterflies fluttered here and there, searching for somewhere to rest. A bee buzzed past Badger’s ear as it fled back into the trees.

At first Badger didn’t see what Beano was facing. But a broad shaft of sunlight suddenly shone down, revealing the biggest mushroom Badger had ever seen. Beano seemed hypnotized. His mouth was open, and his red quivering tongue glistened with saliva as he stared up at the giant mushroom.

Badger walked slowly towards Beano without taking his eyes off the mushroom. “Come on boy,” he whispered, bending down to touch Beano on the head. “Come on, let’s go.”

As he straightened up, Badger realized that the mushroom was now about three times taller than he was. Freckles the size of his hand flickered along its smooth umbrella. The stem of the mushroom was as thick as his Dad’s body.

“Hello Badger. You’ve come then...”

A singing, booming, crystal clear voice sounded around the clearing.

Beano rose to his feet and moved closer to Badger.

“Eh?”

Badger looked all around. He could see no one. They must be hiding in the trees, he thought.

“Aren’t you going to say hello then?” The booming, singing voice spoke again.

Once more Badger searched the edge of the clearing. He could see no one. As Beano began licking at his hand, the mushroom shook slightly, and then turned a bright orange color.

“Aren’t you going to say hello, Grey One?”

Badger gaped as he suddenly realized that it was the mushroom speaking.

“You...you,” he stuttered. “It’s you who is singing. A...A mushroom...!”

“Oh yes...I’m a mushroom, all right, but I’m not an ordinary mushroom. Oh no indeed, Grey One. I’m a magic mushroom.”

“Mag...magic...mush...” gulped Badger, as he backed away, staring, as its brown freckles, began to flicker ever more quickly.

“Yes, I am a magic mushroom. Oh really, Badger, I had hoped for a more intelligent response to me. Your dog...Beano...yes, that’s his name. He told me about you.”

“Beano...?” stammered Badger. “He told you all about me?”

“Yes, but I knew all about you already.”

Badger looked down at Beano who raised his white streaked head. For a moment Badger could have sworn Beano gave him a knowing wink. In a daze he looked at the mushroom again.

“What do you mean you knew all about me already?” he asked.

“It was foretold in the Great Book of the Ancients.”

“Look, mushroom!” Badger shouted, no longer afraid. “What’s this all about? Who are you really? What are you doing in this wood?”

For a few moments the mushroom’s freckles whizzed all over its umbrella. Then it said, “Which question would you like me to answer first?”

“Well,” thought Badger. “Tell me what you’re doing in this wood?”

“Oh, I’ve always lived here,” the mushroom sang in a soothing tone. “You see I am the gateway to the Land of Beyond.”

“The what?”

“The Land of Beyond.”

“Beyond? Beyond what?”

“Beyond time. In another place. A different dimension if you like.”

Badger tried to digest the meaning of the mushroom’s words.

“Er, maybe I should begin at the beginning,” said the mushroom, “a very good place to start. Perhaps you had better sit down, Grey One.”

Defiantly, Badger stood perfectly still.

The mushroom shook violently for a few seconds, and then sang in a deep, low voice.

“Oh, I see that’s how it is, is it? Very well then, stand and I’ll explain.”

At once, Badger sat down. The mushroom shook even more violently, the color of its umbrella changing to a deep red, then blue, then bluer still until it became almost purple.

“Oh dear...Oh dear...” it sang in a low mournful voice, “I’ll have to control myself. I’d need...”

“Look, mushroom!” Badger shouted. “I want to know what this is all about. Beano and I have to be getting home soon.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sorry, Grey One. I’ll continue, but please do not interrupt me. I need to concentrate.”

“Well, get on with it!” Badger interrupted loudly

The mushroom shook violently and changed from purple to different shades of green, fading into white. Badger and Beano could actually hear it breathing heavily as it tried to control itself.

“Please...please...you’ll upset me. I’ll not be right.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake will you hurry up,” Badger snapped. “What are you trying to say anyway?”

Taking a few quick breaths, the mushroom shook itself then chanted: “In the beginning it was foretold in the Great Book of the Ancients that a boy with a white streak in his hair would save the Land of Beyond. It has to be you, for you have the mark.”

“Save the Land of Beyond? What do you mean?”

“What I said. He would save the Land of beyond.”

“Save it from what?”

“May I please continue?” the mushroom asked, its voice growing deeper and sounding as if it was about to lose its temper.

“Of course, you can. Who’s stopping you?”

“You are! You...Oh Grey One, don’t make me angry again. I hate myself when I get angry. I don’t feel right for years after...”

“Look mushroom!” Badger shouted, “Never mind about all that. How was it foretold that I would save this...this Land of Beyond? Tell me.”

Beano looked up at Badger, then at the mushroom, and back to Badger again.

Taking a long deep breath, the mushroom continued.

“You see, Grey One, there are many lands in other times in other dimensions. A rift, a tear has appeared in the time zone that leads to the Land of Beyond. Evil beings of the Ancient Irish, and even the Evil One himself have entered the Land.”

Pausing, the mushroom shook for a few moments before continuing. “The rift is healed again, and now the only entrance to the Land of Beyond is through me. I have been asked to allow you to enter, you and your dog, Beano. He will be of great help to you there.”

Badger looked at Beano, and once again Beano winked at him. Turning to the mushroom Badger asked, “This Land of Beyond, where is it?”

To Badger’s astonishment, the giant mushroom slowly began to sink into the ground until only its umbrella remained above the surface. Then it split in half to reveal a row of tiny steps leading down into the darkness.

“Why not enter and see for yourself, Grey One?” the mushroom sang.

“Down there...?” gulped Badger, stretching his neck to see where the steps led.

Suddenly, Beano jumped towards the steps and disappeared below.

“Come on, Master!” Badger heard him shout.

“Wow! Is...is that really you, Beano?” Badger stammered.

Beano’s voice echoed from the darkness, “Yes master. Come on. You know it’s OK. Come on....”

Strangely Badger did know it was O.K. He didn’t feel afraid and he knew he would be safe with Beano along, although he
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