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    Prologue 
 
    My story begins in darkness. 
 
    I had a childhood, to be sure, but it was so unremarkable and—dare I say—happy that should my life have continued in that vein, my name would yet be unknown throughout the land of Orszag and beyond. Even my military career, distinguished as it was, would hardly have warranted a footnote in a history of the interminable Barbarok Wars and would certainly not have made my name the stuff of the sort of tales told to frighten the young and the superstitious. 
 
    To the extent that my life makes for a tale worth telling, it began in the depths of the dungeons of Nincs Varazslat, where I first started to let go of the illusions of my youth and grasp the true nature of the world. By that time I had already served five years in the janissaries and, having witnessed firsthand the horrors and heroism of war, supposed myself to possess a certain level of word-weary wisdom. It was only in that dungeon that I learned just how naïve I still was. Even as I write this, I marvel that I survived the ordeal, and sometimes I imagine that I did not survive at all. Something of that happy child, that brave soldier, dragged itself from the infinite gloom of that pit, but I no more survived than an ingot of iron survives the blacksmith’s furnace. Whoever I am now, I am not the young man who vanished so many years ago into the maw of Nincs Varazslat. And so it is that I say: my story begins in darkness. 
 
    What I write here is the truth, as far as I can recall it, but that is not to say I expect you to believe it. All I can do is add my own account to the collection of contradictory histories that have purported to tell of my role in the Fall of Nagyvaros. Those histories invariably paint me either as a doomed hero, trying vainly to hold back the hordes of Arnyek, or as a villain who, blinded by ambition and hubris, hastened the destruction of the city by allying with dark forces I could neither comprehend nor control. Such stories possess the virtue of simplicity, which is often true of convenient lies. If my own account seems more muddled, I ask you to consider that this is often the price of verity. For my part, I have made peace with my choices, and I leave the final verdict to you. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One                   
 
    On the seventeenth day of the seventh year of my incarceration, I was taken from my cell in the deepest level of the dungeon of Nincs Varazslat to a small room where the chief prosecutor of Nagyvaros, a man named Istvan, waited for me. I recognized him; he had led the prosecution against me six years earlier. A small man with rosy cheeks and knobby, rounded features, he rubbed his clean-shaved chin and stared at the wall as if it were a window. I was led to a chair that was bolted to the stone floor, and my shackles were secured to a rusty loop of iron that arose from the floor between my feet, so that I was forced to sit in a hunched position. The dank room was lit by a single lantern that hung from a hook on the wall near the heavy wooden door. 
 
     “There has been a murder,” Istvan the prosecutor said, without prelude, and a spark of hope kindled inside me. Not because I am, as a rule, pleased about murder—I desire the deaths only of a very few—but the chief prosecutor hadn’t descended into Nincs Varazslat to keep me apprised of current events. He wanted something, and he knew better than to expect help from Eben the Warlock without offering something in return. 
 
    “An acolyte of Turelem,” he went on, when I didn’t reply. “On her way to Nagyvaros from the south, traveling with a contingent of six armed guards. She was killed violently in a room of the inn where she had stopped for the night. The guards heard her screams, but the door was barred from inside. By the time they hacked their way in, she’d been mauled to death. There was no one else in the room.”  
 
    The prosecutor’s visit began to make sense: under pressure to solve an inexplicable case, he came to consult the only sorcerer he had at his disposal, hoping that I could give him some answers. I wondered how much the answers were worth to him. 
 
    I would like to report that I maintained a stoic demeanor, but no one who has not imprisoned in a place like Nincs Varazslat can know how desperate I was for some improvement—or at least a change—in my circumstances. Even conversation with a person as unpleasant as the prosecutor was a blessed reprieve from the eternal gloom and monotony of my cell. But it would not serve me to appear too eager, and I had learned the skill of patience. I did my best to affect an air of glibness.  
 
    “I believe,” I said, “I was in my cell that day.” 
 
    He gave me a pained smile, attempting to meet my gaze. This was a mistake, as it revealed his lack of resolve. After a second, he looked away. No one can look at my face very long. “Geography is no barrier to sorcery,” he said, renewing his interest in the wall. 
 
    “But these walls are,” I said. “Or did I misunderstand the purpose of my stay here?” 
 
    He reached out and touched the wall and then pulled his hand back, rubbing the white residue between his fingertips. “I wonder if it’s really as simple as that.” 
 
    I shrugged. For three hundred years, Nincs Varazslat had been the main source of salt throughout Orszag. When the miners had dug so deep that it was no longer worthwhile to remove the salt, the mine had been shuttered. Forty years later, the acolytes reopened it as a prison for those suspected of practicing sorcery, salt being a well-known impediment to magic. Whether it worked was still a matter of debate, but no one had ever escaped from Nincs Varazslat. 
 
    When it became clear that I had nothing more to say on the matter, the prosecutor spoke again. “I have been authorized to give you certain rewards.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    He hesitated a moment. “Your freedom.” 
 
    I stared at him, unable to completely contain my shock. A pardon for a man facing a life sentence for sorcery in exchange for help with a murder I couldn’t possibly know anything about? It was so absurd that it could only be true. If he were lying, he’d have promised some small improvement in my accommodations—a new mattress or block of cheese. Not a pardon. 
 
    “You are offering my freedom in return for information about this murder?” 
 
    “I don’t expect that you know anything about this particular crime. But perhaps you know something that might help. A name, maybe.” 
 
    “You wish me to offer up another sorcerer. Have you forgotten that you had them all killed?” 
 
    “Apparently we were not as thorough as we thought.” 
 
    “You haven’t answered my question. What are the terms of your offer?” 
 
    “I can only say that your help would be appreciated.” 
 
    The prosecutor’s evasiveness suggested he was hiding something. But if he were lying about the pardon, he’d have doubled down when prompted to clarify his offer. Instead, he’d left the matter intentionally vague. He was willing to mislead me, but he stopped short of an outright lie. Why? 
 
    I saw the answer on his face, as he continued to avoid my gaze: he was afraid of me. Specifically, he was afraid of what I would do to him if he lied to me. I was powerless to hurt him as long as I remained in Nincs Varazslat, so his fear suggested the matter of my release was out of his hands. It all dovetailed: Istvan’s offer of freedom wasn’t conditional on my assistance; that was merely an inference he’d hoped I would make. He’d been ordered to release me, and, schemer that he was, had hoped to fool me into thinking he was being magnanimous in his reward for my help. 
 
    “Where did you say this murder occurred?” I asked. 
 
    “About ten leagues south of Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “The acolyte was on her way to the city?” 
 
    “It appears so. She left Delivaros with her entourage the previous day.” 
 
    “What was her business in Nagyvaros?” 
 
    “We do not know. It is possible she came bearing some news for the Governor, but nothing of interest was found in the room.” 
 
    Istvan answered my questions without hesitation. The answers had the ring of truth, and he seemed to be sincere in his request for assistance. I had been considering the possibility that he hoped to take advantage of my desperation to manipulate me into incriminating myself in the murder, but this hypothesis didn’t fit with his demeanor. In any case, he was deluded if he thought he could tie me to a murder that had occurred leagues away while I was incarcerated in a prison that had been constructed specifically to foil attempts at sorcery. There were limits to what even the most prejudiced judge would believe.  
 
    My hypothesis stood: someone had ordered my release, and the prosecutor was hoping to make the best of the situation by getting some assistance in solving the murder of the acolyte before he was forced to let me go. I couldn’t imagine what had precipitated the order for my release. Sorcery remained illegal, as far as I knew, but perhaps there had been a change in the political winds, or maybe I had a powerful friend I didn’t know about. There would be plenty of time to solve that mystery; my primary concern at present was to avoid saying anything that might scuttle my chance at freedom. 
 
    Feeling charitable, I decided to give him the full benefit of my arcane knowledge. 
 
    “You say the acolyte was mauled?” 
 
    “Yes. It looked as if she’d been attacked by a large animal, perhaps a wolf. But as I say, she was found alone in the room. The door was barred and the shutters locked. There is no way any animal—or human being, for that matter—could have gotten to her.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “It would seem some sort of sorcery is involved.” 
 
    “I am loath to admit the possibility, but there is no natural explanation. Is there anything more you can tell me? Who might be responsible, or where they might be found?” 
 
    “Summoning a beast from the shadow world is a difficult task under any circumstances,” I said, “and it requires a demanding ritual to be executed with great precision. Someone conducting such a ritual near an inn where an acolyte was staying would undoubtedly have attracted attention, which means the sorcerer in question was capable of exerting his will over a great distance. There were only ever a handful of sorcerers capable of such a feat, and to my knowledge they are all long dead.” 
 
    “But there must be someone,” said Istvan, “or the crime is truly inexplicable.” 
 
    I paused, staring over the prosecutor’s shoulder as if remembering. “There is one man,” I said, “called Jagr. When I knew him, he was only a novice, but he may have developed his powers since that time. His father was killed by the Order of Turelem, so Jagr held a terrible grudge against the acolytes. He sought to learn the darkest magics to wreak his vengeance upon the acolytes, but because of the Purge there was no one left in Orszag to help him learn to control his considerable power. The last I knew, he had fled to the east to find a legendary sorcerer named Varastis, who had founded a refuge for others who had survived the Purge. To be honest, I had always thought the story of Varastis was a myth, but perhaps there is something to it after all. If Jagr managed to reach the sorcerer’s refuge and learn the secrets of summoning and controlling beasts from the shadow realm, he may very well have been capable of the crime you describe. He certainly had motive.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where we might find this Jagr?” 
 
    “Look for him in the hills to the east of Nagyvaros, near the creek called Sebastis by the locals. When he was a boy, he lived in a cave there with his father.” 
 
    “A sorcerer living in a cave?” asked the prosecutor, dubious. 
 
    “Sorcerers are no more welcome in the farming villages than in Nagyvaros. The father made the occasional erme by casting a hex on an enemy of one of the local aristocrats, but he was foolish with money and spent most of it on wine. They were outlaws, subsisting on goods stolen from local farmers. If it is Jagr you are looking for, he will have gone into hiding after the murder, and I would wager you will find him in that very cave.” 
 
    Istvan nodded, seeming somewhat encouraged. “Very good,” he said. “As you say, if the acolytes killed his father, he certainly had motive.” 
 
    “Indeed. Although it occurs to me that any sorcerer might well have the same motive.” 
 
    “You’re the only other living sorcerer I’m aware of.” 
 
    “Yes, and as we’ve established, I had an alibi. Of course, I bear no ill will to anyone simply for doing their job.” 
 
    “Ah? Well. That is good to hear.” 
 
    “Is it?” I said flatly, meeting his glance. To his credit, he managed to keep his eyes on my face for nearly three seconds this time before looking away. He moved toward the door. 
 
    “I assume my cooperation has been satisfactory?” I asked, rattling my chains at him. 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Yes, of course. Guard!” 
 
    A man came shuffling down the hallway, a ring of keys jangling at his side. 
 
    “This man is free to go.” 
 
    “Mm,” said the guard, evincing no surprise. He stuck one of the keys in the lock and pulled the door open. This was Anders, a dour but conscientious man with a head of bushy gray hair who had once been tall but was now hunchbacked from a lifetime in Nincs Varazslat. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the prosecutor said. “He has been very helpful. Release him at once!” He hesitated a moment as if he meant to say something more, but then simply brushed past Anders and down the hall. Anders shrugged and shuffled toward me. He located the key for my shackles and unfastened them.  
 
    I stood up slowly, rubbing my wrists. “I don’t suppose you’ve retained my personal effects?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, sir. Prisoners’ things are sold at auction.” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling at Anders’s apologetic manner. The man had served me my dinner every day for over six years. He had called me a lot of things during that time, but never sir. “I’ll need fresh clothes, at least,” I said, motioning toward the filthy rags that clung to my body. I didn’t really expect them to give me new clothes, but to my surprise, Anders said, “I believe that’s been taken care of, sir. This way.” 
 
    He led me down the hall to a wooden door. He unlocked the door, took a lantern from the wall, and went inside. Following him, I found myself in a small sitting room appointed with a small table and three shabby wooden chairs. On the table was a washbasin and a parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. The seam of the paper was sealed with a generous glob of wax, in which was visible the unbroken seal of the Office of the Governor of the City-State of Nagyvaros. Anders placed the lantern on the table and left without a word, closing the door behind him. 
 
    I untied the string and broke the seal, tearing open the paper. Inside was a pair of cotton trousers, a tunic, and a pair of leather shoes in my size. Beneath the clothes was a small cloth purse, which held forty silver ermes, and an envelope. The envelope also bore the Governor’s seal. On it was written: 
 
      
 
    Eben the Warlock 
 
      
 
    I tore it open but saw that the lantern was beginning to fade; it was nearly out of oil. I set down the envelope, stripped off my rags, and did my best to wash with the water in the basin. By the time I’d dripped dry, the lantern had died. I dressed in the dark, slipped the envelope and purse into my shirt, and then opened the door. Seeing a dim glow further down the passageway, I walked toward it until Anders appeared again, walking toward me bearing another lantern. He nodded as if expecting me, and then turned to go back the way he had come. I followed. 
 
    After meandering through winding tunnels for some time, we came to a lift that was little more than a rusty iron cage suspended by a heavy chain. Anders motioned for me to enter, and I did so. Dim gray light filtered down from somewhere far above. He closed the door behind me and walked to a bronze bell hanging from a nearby wall. He rang it, and the sound echoed up the shaft. Before the last chime had faded into silence, I heard the creaking of gears, and the chain went taut. Slowly I began to ascend. 
 
    The journey to the surface took nearly five minutes, during which I breathed deeply, trying to contain my excitement. Some part of me was convinced that if I revealed my elation at being released, it would soon be revealed that all of this—from the prosecutor’s visit to the mysterious letter—was a dream or a cruel joke meant to break whatever was left of my spirit. I felt the purse against my skin, rubbing the coins together to assure myself of their realness. I put my fingers inside my shirt, thinking to extract the letter, but there wasn’t enough light to read. 
 
    The top of the shaft opened into the main hall of a dilapidated stone building that had briefly been an infantry garrison after the closure of the salt mine. The hall was long and narrow, with high stone walls ribbed with supporting pillars that transformed into arches overhead. A few windows high above provided a modicum of light. The floor was of packed earth, and the place smelled of mildew and must. Heavy wooden doors led to rooms that had once been offices, stables or barracks. A draft of cold air reminded me it was winter. The place was eerily quiet; since being turned into a prison, Nincs Varazslat was unmanned except for the warden and a small contingent of guards. As far as I knew, I was the only inmate. I wondered if they would keep the place open after I left. 
 
    The warden met me at the top of the lift, personally opening the door and—if I’m not mistaken—giving me a slight bow. Even in the dim light of the keep, I could see the fear on his face. Like Anders, he avoided looking at my face. The change in his demeanor was almost comical. “I see the package reached you,” said the warden. “I must say, you look much improved.” 
 
    “I will need your cloak,” I said, suppressing a shiver. 
 
    “Of course,” the warden said, removing his cloak. He handed it to me, and I put it on. I left my head exposed for the moment. 
 
    “And a horse.” 
 
    He gaped at me, and for a moment I thought I had overplayed my hand. “We only have one,” he said. “We use it for carrying supplies from the city.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will do.” 
 
    Again he hesitated. “You understand that I have no control over who is remanded to my care.”  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good, good. I realize it must be tempting to—” 
 
    “You are, however, responsible for the treatment of the prisoners.” 
 
    He paled. “Oto!” he shouted. “Saddle up Safflower and bring her here!” 
 
    We waited there in silence for several minutes, the warden stamping his feet against the cold and studying the ground with great interest. At last Oto arrived with such a sorry-looking nag that I almost regretted asking for her. I climbed into the saddle and walked her slowly to the gate, which Oto had run to open. The sky was overcast, but even so the glare from the opening seemed to pierce to the back of my skull. My eyes hadn’t been exposed to anything brighter than the glow of a torch for over six years. 
 
    I pulled the hood of the cloak over my eyes and rode out of the garrison without looking back. Without needing any direction, Safflower continued across the muddy yard in front of the gate and onto the narrow trail that wended through the foothills to the city of Nagyvaros. I guessed that it was late morning. From the reckoning of the days I had kept for some time, I knew that it was ten days past Telkozep, the winter solstice. The air was crisp and still, the temperature hovering just above freezing. The sparse grasses that clung to the hills had long since acquiesced to the demands of winter; except for a few shaded patches where clumps of snow lingered, the ground was a mottled yellow-brown. 
 
    After an hour of traveling, my eyes had adjusted to the light. Not much later, we came to a vantage point on the trail from where I could see the Plain of Savlos open below me. Barely visible in the distance were the black rock walls of Nagyvaros. I pulled the reins, turning Safflower to face the direction we had come. The garrison was hidden behind a hill; the only evidence of it was a plume of gray smoke coming from its chimney. Except for a few places where it was hidden by sharp bends, the trail was visible for nearly three miles. After watching for a few minutes, I managed to convince myself that no one was following me. It had really happened, then. I was free. Safflower gave a whinny, and I climbed down from her back. She took a few tentative steps, and when she was satisfied I wasn’t going to stop her, walked to the edge of the trail and began chewing at the greenery that clung to the rocks. 
 
    I climbed to the top of a hill with a good view of the trail, sat down on a boulder and pulled the envelope from my shirt. I tore it open and unfolded the letter inside. It read: 
 
      
 
    Dear Eben, 
 
    If you are reading this, it means that my efforts to get you released have succeeded at last. I am very sorry for the delay and the suffering it has caused you, but securing a pardon for a sorcerer is no easy feat these days, even for someone with my connections and influence. I must confess as well that it is not entirely for your own good that I have undertaken this labor. The truth is that I need your help. The evil which we have long sought to check has renewed its onslaught, and I am afraid I am not strong enough to stop it on my own. If we fail, Nagyvaros will fall. Because of my position, I must be careful, but I will come to you when the opportunity presents itself. In the meantime, make whatever preparations you can. I have provided you with some clothes and a small amount of money to facilitate your return to your laboratory, which I trust remains undiscovered. 
 
    Your friend, 
 
    R. 
 
      
 
    I read the letter twice more and then folded it, put it in the envelope, and tucked it back in my shirt. I sat watching the trail until my stomach began to growl; I hadn’t eaten anything since the previous night’s dinner, and the excitement and exertion of the day had made me hungry. I climbed back down the hillside and found Safflower nibbling at grass not far from where I’d left her. I climbed back into the saddle and continued my journey to the city. 
 
    As I rode, I reflected on the contents of the letter. It seemed that my release was not unconditional after all. Having spent six years in a dungeon for the crime of sorcery, my benefactor now expected me to resume that occupation to forestall the destruction of Nagyvaros at the hands of some great evil. It seemed a laudable goal, but the plan possessed a critical flaw of which my benefactor was evidently unaware: 
 
    I am not Eben the Warlock. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two                 
 
    To explain how I came to be in this strange and precarious position, I must return to a time that seems to me little more than a half-forgotten dream. I remember the events clearly, but it is as if they happened to someone else. Perhaps they did. 
 
    I was born in a village some eight leagues east of Nagyvaros, the son of a man who possessed nothing more than a tiny house a stone’s throw from the creek called Sebastis and a flock of sheep that varied in number but never amounted to enough to allow us to stay more than a week ahead of starvation. My mother, who was said to have been exceedingly beautiful but of whom I know almost nothing else, died in childbirth. I was her only child. My father named me Konrad. 
 
    Still, it was not an unhappy existence. My father was a kind man, and generous to a fault; I remember being baffled that he would give food away to needy travelers when we ourselves had so little. He insisted the good we did would come back to us, and for a time it seemed that he was right: despite the ever-present threat of hunger, we rarely missed a meal.  
 
    For the most part I enjoyed caring for the flock, and I amused myself by practicing with the bow and sling, quite inadvertently becoming an expert marksman. Other shepherds in the area had trouble with wolves, but we rarely did. I flattered myself that the animals had learned to associate my scent with the sting of stones and arrows and opted to seek their sustenance in less dangerous locales. 
 
    My father had suffered wounds in some ancient conflict of which he would rarely speak, and his health seemed to degrade as I grew stronger. By the time I was ten years old, he was no longer able to walk from our house to the valley where the sheep found the best grass, and he generally occupied himself with tasks around the house while I tended to the flock. By the same sort of equilibrium that had characterized my early childhood, we remained always a day or two from hunger, but never more. 
 
    In my fifteenth year, I offered to watch two dozen sheep belonging to a farmer who lived about half a mile down the road, reasoning that I could save him some work with little additional effort on my part. If he would be willing to pay me an erme a week, I could use the money to pay the grazing fees on a larger parcel of land, which would allow me to significantly expand my own flock. I had begun to imagine a time when I would tire of shepherding and thought perhaps eventually I could sell the flock, earning a profit that would allow my father to live in reasonable comfort while I sought my fortunes elsewhere. 
 
    This half-formed plan was soon frustrated, though happily, when I met the farmer’s daughter, a girl of ethereal beauty called Beata. Beata was two years older than I and at first showed little interest in the poor shepherd boy who cared for her father’s sheep. She was tall and pale-skinned, with intense blue eyes and honey-blond hair that reached the middle of her back. Beata’s family was by no means wealthy, but they had acquired enough property to have developed aspirations for their daughter, who, like me, was an only child. Hoping that Beata might, through a combination of her natural beauty and an instillation of cultural refinement, acquire a husband from the ranks of the lower nobility, they spent lavishly on tutors for her. These learned men would travel from Nagyvaros and stay for a few days at a stretch at the farmer’s house, instructing Beata in history, philosophy and logic as well as those peculiarities of behavior of the nobility that seemed to be designed to frustrate the ambitions of those whose energies are too depleted by the requirements of mere survival to worry about which fork to use. 
 
    Beata was as clever as she was beautiful, and took so well to the lessons that—so I understood from her father, who may have exaggerated—the tutors began to offer their services free of charge and even compete for the honor of being able to say that they had a hand in the education of the fair Beata. My initial amorous advances having been rejected out of hand, I found an opening by feigning an interest in Beata’s studies. She was eager to speak about what she had learned, her parents being, despite their ambitions, simple people with no interest in erudition.  
 
    To Beata’s surprise, I had no difficulty following her lessons, and I managed to pick up in an hour or two stolen here or there what had taken her most of a day to learn. Beata took this as evidence of my prodigious intellect, and I confess I did little to dissuade her of this idea, but in honesty it was Beata’s skill as a teacher—as well as the rapt attention I paid to her—that explained my aptitude. At first I met Beata only in the evenings, when I brought her father’s sheep back for the evening, but soon she began to meet me in the mornings as well. When the weather was good, we sat outside under an old oak tree. When it was not, we met in her father’s barn. Her parents tolerated these meetings, judging that it did Beata good to review her studies. Perhaps they imagined too that she might someday occupy herself by tutoring the scions of noble families, further enmeshing her in the social web of the aristocracy. I don’t think it ever occurred to them that their daughter might have any romantic interest in a poor shepherd boy two years her junior. 
 
    Beata seemed to share her parents’ prejudices, at least in the beginning, but we grew to be close friends over the next several months. My initial infatuation gave way to a deep admiration for her intelligence and kindness. I made no secret of my feelings for her, but rarely spoke of them lest I frighten her into putting an end to our liaisons. A year to the day after we first met, Beata confessed she felt the same for me as I did for her.  
 
    I think her father had suspected my amorous intentions for some time but had thought little of the matter. Beata was a fierce, strong-willed girl, and he knew me to be a conscientious young man, so as long as she maintained an air of condescension toward me, he didn’t worry much about our liaisons. She did her best to pretend to be disinterested, but after her confession she found it difficult to maintain the ruse.  
 
    We were spared her father’s intervention only by the sudden, if not entirely unexpected, death of my own father. My grief at the good man’s passing was great, and it was tempered only by the joy I felt every time I saw Beata. Perhaps Beata’s father saw this and didn’t have the heart to express his disapproval under the circumstances. He was not, in his way, an unkind man. 
 
    Given what I have said of my father’s health, it might be imagined that despite my grief, my material situation would have been somewhat improved by his death. I soon realized, however, just how dependent I had been on the man. Although he had been unable to offer much assistance with the flock over the past several years, he had still done a great deal of work in and around the house. He had gone to the market twice a week for foodstuffs, cooked all our meals, did our laundry and mending, and maintained a sizeable garden of vegetables and herbs, some of which he sold or traded at the market. I spent what little savings we had on his burial, and soon found myself struggling to keep up with everything that was to be done. The garden was the first casualty, and with no produce to trade I found it impossible to buy enough food. 
 
    My plan to save enough money for my father’s retirement had long since gone by the wayside; it was dependent on increasing the size of my flock, and raising lambs would have required an investment in time that I had been loath to make, given my interest in Beata. I did save the ermes Beata’s father gave me, but rather than actively increasing our wealth, they remained buried under a stone behind our house—and as I said, I spent them all burying my father. 
 
    The flock which I had once thought of doubling or tripling began to shrink in size as I was forced to sell or butcher sheep to remain fed. I eventually had to give up watching Beata’s father’s sheep, which was probably just as well as I no longer had more than a few minutes a day to spend with Beata. From Beata’s father’s perspective, the problem of our affinity had been solved by circumstance. I could no longer even afford to meet his daughter, to say nothing of being the sort of husband he thought worthy of her. 
 
    At this time, the Barbarok Wars were heating up, and the Eastern Princes were recruiting aggressively for janissaries. I was young, in the prime of health, and more proficient with a bow than any man within ten leagues. Heroes were being made every day in those wars, and I imagined it would be no great challenge to rise to the rank of captain after a few years, garnering for myself a decent salary as well as a level of prestige approaching that of the minor nobility. Eventually the war would end, and the Princes, wary of overtaxing their provinces in peacetime, would begin looking to thin the officers’ ranks to cut expenses. I’d request a discharge and return to marry Beata. We would buy a small farm and raise a family. 
 
    I sold my father’s house and what was left of our flock, entrusting the proceeds to Beata and securing from her a promise that she would not marry until I returned or word reached her of my death. At this time Nagyvaros had no official interest in the Eastern Princes’ wars against the Barbaroki, but the government’s unofficial support extended as far as allowing the janissaries to maintain a permanent recruiting station in the city. I traveled to Nagyvaros, reported to the recruiting station, and was eagerly accepted into the ranks of the janissaries. The next day, I was part of a ragtag group of fifty or so outlaws and bankrupts traveling east toward the frontier. I remember thinking that if these men were representative of the infantry, I should be an officer within a year. It wasn’t until later that I reflected that by the same token, I might well be dead. 
 
    After three days of marching, we reached the outpost called Erod Patak, where I and the other recruits received a week’s worth of training before being dispatched to the front. Competent archers are in high demand, and I assumed that given my skill, I’d be assigned to a unit of bowmen; I’d even brought along my little hunting bow to facilitate the decision. Unfortunately, I had forgotten one of the hallmarks of the janissaries, which is standardization. Every archer uses a bow of identical size and construction. It is not the best bow one can find in Orszag, but it is sturdy and powerful enough to penetrate chain mail in the right hands. I was handed one of these bows to demonstrate my fitness for inclusion in the archers’ corps. It was six inches longer than my hunting bow and much heavier, with a considerably greater draw weight. I thought I acquitted myself rather well, considering that I was given only three practice shots, but evidently my performance was not sufficient: I was handed a pike and pointed toward the officer who oversaw the foot soldiers.  
 
    I did attempt to appeal the decision, protesting that with an hour of practice I could outshoot any archer in the camp, but I was hampered by my inability to speak Keleti, the language of the Eastern Provinces. I was also acutely aware by this time that a janissary officer would lead an army of blind men equipped with cudgels before he would brook insubordination. When I saw that there was nothing to gain and much to lose by further protests, I resigned myself to my status as pikeman.  
 
    There really isn’t much to being a janissary pikeman. The chief virtue of the pike is that it can be effectively wielded by a moron. Your role is primarily defensive: you stand your ground, rest the butt of the pike in the dirt, and point the sharp end at your enemy. If you are lucky, you impale the horse of the Barbarok charging you or knock him from his seat; if you are not, you are cut in two by his scimitar. Your odds in this endeavor are fairly good, if you keep your nerve.  
 
    That said, our training was absurdly abbreviated; I am convinced that the janissaries’ reputation as skillful warriors derives primarily from their fear of disobeying what few directives they’ve been given. With the exception of my love for Beata, I’ve never been one to be given over to emotion; the base fear evinced by my fellows for their commanders never gripped me with the same fervor. My obedience arose from rational self-interest: to flee was to lose my chance to marry Beata; to flinch was to risk death or, worse, being maimed. So I stood and I fought, if holding a pike and occasionally lopping the head off a fallen Barbarok can be called fighting.  
 
    The truth is, mostly we marched. The terror of the Barbaroki is in their skill with horses. As far as I could tell, we outnumbered them by as many as three to one, but they outpaced us with those terrible satin-black steeds. They rode from the Videki Basin to the pass at Keskeny and back, probing for an opening, and we did our best to meet them with our pikes. Sometimes they would break through, at which point they were no longer our problem. We would hear of villages being raided and burned, and eventually the duchies of Eastern Orszag would mobilize a cavalry unit to deal with the invaders. If the duchies, the Eastern Princes and the Governor of Nagyvaros had worked together with more cohesion and enthusiasm, we might well have provided enough resistance that the Barbaroki would have turned southward, to less desirable but also less well-defended lands. But the Barbaroki were always somebody else’s problem until they were at one’s doorstep, at which point one railed against the short-sighted allies who would not come to one’s aid. This had been going on since before I was born; I recall hearing about the Barbaroki raiding villages only a few leagues east of my father’s house. During all this time, however, the Barbaroki had never reached Nagyvaros. 
 
    My direct experience with these waves of invaders was, as I say, limited to brief skirmishes along the frontier. For two years I marched back and forth, occasionally stopping to plant my pike in the ground in an attempt to dissuade or skewer an advancing horseman. I was one of a unit of eight hundred pikemen, who were not after all such bad specimens of men; you’d be amazed at what a competent officer can do with such a collection of dissolute and dissimilar creatures. Put them in uniforms, hand them pikes, and instill in them the fear of Turelem, and suddenly you’ve got an army. 
 
    Our unit would often march or fight in the company of other units of pikemen or archers, and, less frequently, cavalry, depending on the scale and character of the assault, but our role was always the same: occupy such-and-such ground and allow no man, on foot or on horse, to pass. Usually we succeeded; sometimes we failed. Even when we were overrun, our casualties were usually not severe, because the Barbaroki’s intent was not to destroy our forces but simply to get past us. Despite this, over the course of two years we lost nearly a third of our men (though a significant number of deaths were from disease, exposure or exhaustion), who were replaced by new recruits. By luck or nerve, I was spared death and dismemberment. I was friendly with most, but formed no lasting attachments. 
 
    As you can imagine, intelligence was vital in the effort to hold the Barbaroki at the passes. We depended heavily on a network of spies and scouts who passed us information regarding the Barbaroki’s movements. Their vaunted speed notwithstanding, moving a force of three hundred or more horsemen requires some preparation, and by watching for certain signs such as the quantity and type of supplies being packed, our spies could predict with some accuracy where the Barbaroki were likely to appear next. 
 
    Around the time that I became a pikeman, the Barbaroki were getting wise to this and they had begun to infiltrate our spy network, providing us with bad information that often caused units such as mine to march twenty leagues in the wrong direction before the lie was uncovered. The janissary command’s response was to rely less heavily on individual spies, whose loyalties were often dubious, and to direct resources to specialized scouting units that could move through passes in the mountains that were too narrow or treacherous for horses or large bodies of troops. The commander of my unit was tasked with providing four men for such a unit. I immediately applied for consideration. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three        
 
    I do not know why someone in the janissary command thought a unit of pikemen could produce men with the skills for a scouting unit, but I was certain that wielding a pike was at best a dead-end position. There just isn’t any way to distinguish yourself with a polearm; you are either competent or you are dead. Knowing as well that gripping a pike and marching were the only skills most of the men in my unit possessed, I judged my odds as a candidate for the Scouting Corps to be good. 
 
    Seeking any advantage I could find, I inquired of several officers regarding the qualifications for the position, but no one except for the commander of our unit seemed to know anything, and I was loath to pester him for fear of biasing him against me. I had become reasonably fluent in Keleti over the previous two years and was on good terms with most of the officers, but the commander remained singularly unapproachable.  
 
    Still, I could guess at some of the requirements: they would want someone who could climb, and thanks to years of pursuing errant sheep over the rocks of the Sebastis Valley, I was a competent climber. I was a fair hand at tracking, and my knowledge of Keleti and ability to read and write would likely give me an edge. But above all, a Scout would need to be able to survive for weeks in the wilderness, lightly equipped so as to be able to move quickly. That meant being able to hunt, and that meant proficiency with a bow. 
 
    As it happened, we were encamped near a unit of some four hundred bowmen. Archers are understandably jealous about their bows; you may as well ask a man if you can sleep with his wife as ask an archer if you can use his bow. But every man has his weakness, and I happened to know that in this unit was a man named Rodric, who was such a prodigy with a bow that his superiors overlooked his fondness for strong drink. The story goes that Rodric’s sergeant, incensed about the bowman’s drunken antics the night before, once roused Rodric at the crack of dawn and ordered him to hit a bullseye at a distance of a hundred paces or face the lash. Rodric crawled from his tent clutching his bow and fired off three arrows in quick succession; the first struck the bullseye, the second split the first arrow, and the third split the second. The sergeant was so astounded that he said nothing while Rodric doubled over, vomited, and crawled back into his tent. 
 
    Rodric’s unit had arrived the night before from the plains of Videki, and I wagered that he would not have had a chance to replenish his supply for at least a week. The quartermasters keep a supply of weak beer and watered-down wine, but such fare would hardly whet the appetite of a man like Rodric. I bargained with a captain who I knew usually had a few bottles of Troyan wine, parting with a not-insignificant proportion of my savings for a bottle of middling vintage. Appearing at Rodric’s tent one afternoon with the bottle in my hand, I was welcomed as if I were his best friend in the world, although I’m not sure he even remembered having met me. In honesty, if it weren’t for his famed skill with the bow, I might not have remembered him either. He was of average height and weight, with a thick head of dirty blond hair and small, intense features. There was nothing about his physical appearance that particularly stood out. He was friendly enough, but tended toward melancholy. 
 
    We drank together, and I feigned ignorance of the principles of archery. He led me happily to the practice field, where I confirmed that the story I had heard about him was at least within the realm of possibility, if not true. As he demonstrated his skill, I shook my head, claiming that I could never master such a weapon because he possessed a natural aptitude that I did not. I had learned that nothing irritates a prodigy like the insinuation that his ability is inborn and not earned, and Rodric took it upon himself to demonstrate to me that anyone could learn how to shoot a bow as well as he if only they applied the requisite effort.  
 
    Once he’d gotten comfortable with the idea of me shooting his bow, I affected a newfound confidence, claiming that now that I grasped the basic principles of the art, I could see how any fool could wield a bow as easily as a pike. This incensed him, and he demanded his bow back. But now I had him right where I wanted him. I told him that he was being a bad sport, and that anyone could see that he only wanted his bow back because he feared that through continued practice I would be proven correct. 
 
    He protested that he couldn’t very well be expected to part with his bow indefinitely, as it was after all the tool of his trade and, despite the current lull in hostilities, there was a war on. I acknowledged his point but assured him that I would only need an hour to become fully competent with the weapon. At this, he laughed so hard that I feared for a moment he had been overcome by some sort of seizure. I pretended to be offended, and proposed the sort of bargain fools tend to make in that state: if, at the end of an hour’s practice, I could outshoot him in three tries, he would acknowledge me as the superior bowman and let me keep his bow. If he were victorious, I would admit my error and provide him with ten more bottles of the same vintage. Rodric agreed. 
 
    I took the man’s bow and quiver, and spent the next hour familiarizing myself with the weapon. As I’ve said, I am no slouch with a bow, and the principle of a bow like that used by the janissary archers is the same as that employed by my own hunting bow, which I still kept, to the occasional jeers of my fellow pikemen. Truth be told, I had grown taller and stronger since my days of scaring wolves away from my sheep, and the janissary bow fit my arm much better than my own. After a few shots, I felt comfortable with the bow. After an hour, I thought myself to be the match of any archer in the Eastern Provinces. 
 
    I roused Rodric from his tent and we headed back to the practice fields. I felt a little bad for the man; it wasn’t really fair to use his weakness against him, and he’d undoubtedly be harshly disciplined for losing his bow. So confident was I with the bow that it never occurred to me I might lose. The officer from whom I’d bought the wine had at most three more bottles at his disposal; I didn’t have the money for ten even if he’d possessed them. 
 
    As the challenger, I fired first. It was an impressive effort: the first arrow hit the edge of the bullseye and the second two were solidly in the gold. Rodric’s mouth fell open. Not one in a hundred archers can make three successive shots like that; for a novice to do it is unheard of. The truth is that stories like that one I’d heard about Rodric are invariably exaggerations; almost no one can reliably hit a bullseye at fifty paces, and splitting an arrow with another arrow is well-nigh impossible. 
 
    These were the thoughts that occupied me as Rodric fired an arrow into the bullseye, split that arrow with his second, and then split the second with his third.  
 
    There are events in one’s life that are so unfathomable as to be indistinguishable from an experience of the supernatural. We expect the world to adhere to certain basic principles, and when it does not, we are forced to acknowledge that what we’ve taken to be immutable laws are in fact only descriptions of our own limited experience. What Rodric had done was, by any meaningful definition of the term, impossible. And yet I had witnessed it with my own eyes. 
 
    So shaken was I by his feat that it took me a moment to realize that I was ruined. The only thing saving me from dishonor was a technicality: Rodric and I hadn’t put a time limit on the delivery of his prize. For the past two years I had saved every erme I’d earned, and I’d spent nearly a quarter of that amount on a single bottle of wine. Simple arithmetic told me that it would take me another year and a half at my current salary to pay my debt to Rodric.  
 
    At the same time, I was forced to confront the possibility that I was not as exceptional a bowman as I’d thought. I had believed three successive bullseyes to be an impressive enough feat to earn me entrance into the Scouting Corps, but if there were half a dozen men in my unit with even a hint of Rodric’s talent, then perhaps my chances were not so good after all. Certainly I was not the only pikeman who had chased off a few wolves in his youth. 
 
    In a few seconds I had gone from certainty in the advancement of my military career to being resigned to be a pikeman forever, saving every erme—after my debt was paid—in a vain hope to amass a fortune sufficient to win the hand of my beloved Beata. But even if I had ten thousand ermes, Beata’s father would never deign to allow her to marry a pikeman. I’d be better off deserting to become one of those benighted treasure hunters who roams the barrows of Delvidek. Most likely I would be torn apart by the dire beasts said to inhabit those lands, but perhaps I would survive to unearth the hoard of one of those ancient kings. With enough gold I could purchase a title for myself and return for Beata as a newly minted count or marquis. You can see from my train of thought that the sight of Rodric’s feat had driven me quite out of my senses. 
 
    What happened next was in some ways no less surprising. Rodric turned to me, an unmistakable look of terror on his face, and said, “Konrad, you must promise never to fulfill your side of the bargain. If you have the ten bottles, spread them around your unit or dash them against the rocks, but do not give them to me.” 
 
    “I shall have no great trouble complying with the spirit of your request,” I said, “but you mustn’t demur on my account. You have won the contest fair and square. I was a fool to challenge you.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Rodric said, “you are a worthy competitor, and on any ordinary day you might well have bested me. But it appears that this is no ordinary day.” 
 
    “You are not, then, in the habit of making three bullseyes within a quarter inch of each other?” 
 
    “On my honor, it has never happened before.” 
 
    “But the story—” 
 
    “You are too canny a man to put stock in stories. It is true that my skill with the bow has prompted the officers to suffer from me what they would not from an archer of typical proficiency, and in fact it is only my vice that prevents me from attaining a more exalted position among the janissaries, but never have I witnessed anything like this.” He spoke as if the triple gold was an event that had happened to him, rather than an action he had brought about. 
 
    “But is not such a feat to be celebrated?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It cannot be but an ill omen. For now, whenever I shoot, I shall think of the time I achieved three perfect bullseyes in a row, and I shall lose my nerve and fire to the left or the right. You see even now how my hands shake.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I could acquire another bottle of wine….” 
 
    “No. No! Don’t you see? This event has ruined me, and it is only the utter lack of strong spirits in this camp that prevent me from diving headlong into a bottle. I must never have so much as a swallow of wine again, or I shall be destroyed. I would at this moment suffer the cruelest debasements to dim my awareness of this event even a little. I would sell my shirt, my shoes, even my bow.” 
 
    “Surely you put the wrong face on this event. It may be that you will never again attain this precise achievement, but you are still a reasonably young man, and you are of course aware that this contest has no great significance. Devote yourself to your military career rather than fixate on childish games. A single Barbarok skewered in the throat is worth a thousand bullseyes.” 
 
    Rodric shook his head again. “I appreciate your efforts to cheer me, friend, but you know as well as I do that the value of a thing is in the thing itself. Ten thousand skewered Barbaroki will not suffice to surpass this achievement. You witnessed my zenith. It is all downhill from here.” 
 
    “I will not argue the matter further for fear of increasing your agitation, but you must allow me to make good on our bargain in some way. If I were to give you the ermes directly rather than purchase the wine….” 
 
    “You do not, then, have the wine?” 
 
    “No. If I am honest, I do not even have the ermes. I entered the contest dishonorably.” 
 
    “I thought not,” said Rodric. “It is just as well. If you had the money, I would only beg you for it in order to spend it on wine.” 
 
    “But you must allow me to pay my debt. It may take some time, but I will make good on my pledge.” 
 
    “How long would it have taken you to save the ermes to buy the wine you owe me?” 
 
    “If I saved every erme I could, it would take me a year and a half.” 
 
    Rodric nodded. “I will allow you to make it up to me in this way: for the next eighteen months, you must not allow me to have a drop of wine or any strong spirit.” 
 
    “I would gladly comply,” I said, “as I am by trade a shepherd and accustomed to preventing stupid animals from eating or drinking what they should not, so it would be no great challenge for me, but for one thing: tomorrow one of our units might well depart from this place and we will never see each other again. I could not agree to your terms without risking desertion.” 
 
    “Are you not, then, intending to apply for a position in the Scouts?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Why else would you orchestrate this contest to acquire my bow?” I flushed with the realization that Rodric had been on to me from the beginning. “No matter,” he said. “I played you as well, seeing an opportunity to get some wine in return for something I’d have given for free. But sticking to the subject: I was volunteered as a Scout by my commander, who was no doubt looking for an opportunity to be rid of me. I declined the opportunity, for until now I’ve had no ambition but to perfect my bowmanship. Now that my career as an archer has peaked, however, I shall, as you suggest, dedicate myself to being of use in this war. It will probably do me no good, but I see no alternative. I shall inform the officer in charge that I have thought better of my refusal, and make my acceptance contingent upon your inclusion in my unit.” 
 
    “Do you think the officer will agree to your terms?” 
 
    “I have no doubt. Not that you need my recommendation to get into the corps; any fool can see you’re wasted as a pikeman. The trick is to get them to assign us to the same unit, and given the enthusiastic endorsement I’m certain to get from my commander, that should be no trouble.” 
 
    “In that case, I agree to your terms. As long as we are assigned to the same unit, I will do whatever I can to prevent you from drinking. I have only one condition: I should like to borrow your bow for a few more hours, in case they make me demonstrate my competence.” 
 
    “You’re already more than competent, but you are welcome to it. I’ll need it back before we’re reassigned, but no one is going to ask me to prove myself with a bow.” 
 
    “But if you’re assigned to the Scouts, you’ll be expected to use it…?” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t forgotten how to string an arrow. Even without my nerve, I’ll have enough skill to skewer a Barbarok at fifty yards. I doubt more will be required of me. If a Scout is engaged in combat, things have already gone very wrong, and I can’t be held accountable for that.” 
 
    Rodric’s reasoning seemed shaky to me, but I was glad to be assured of acceptance into the Scouts and even gladder to be released from my debt. It was true that I had merely exchanged one debt for another, but I suspected Rodric was not as weak-willed as he made himself out to be. Sometimes all it takes for a man to bear a burden is the knowledge that someone will pick it up for him if he falls. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four               
 
    That, then, is how I joined the Scouting Corps and became friends with Rodric the Archer. Three weeks later, we were sent, along with five other recruits (three from my unit and two from Rodric’s) to a training camp that had been set up a few leagues east of Delivaros. Our training as Scouts was, unbelievably, even less well orchestrated than that which I’d been through as a novice pikeman. I learned later that the officer who had developed the idea for the Corps had been reassigned to the southern frontier, and another officer, who was nearing retirement and had no interest in the program, had been assigned to run it until a better choice could be found. The result was that we showed up at the training camp along with some two hundred other recruits only to find that we were essentially on our own. A mess tent and some basic training facilities had been set up, and there were a dozen or so men assigned to preparing food and maintaining the camp, but no training program had been established.  
 
    This was, in a way, the best thing that could have happened. With no way of knowing how long we would be at the camp or whether we would ever receive any officially sanctioned training, we made the best of the situation. We started by comparing what we had been told about the responsibilities of the Corps and the qualifications for candidates. From this basis we identified several key areas of competency, and then went on to identify the two or three most qualified candidates in each area. I ended up being the third best archer in the group; Rodric made no attempt to distinguish himself in this (or any other) area.  
 
    As I relate this now, I realize that I make it sound as if this process came about organically, as if a group of two hundred strong-willed men of disparate backgrounds can somehow make decisions without any central direction. The fact is that I’ve noticed this tends to happen in groups of which I’m a member: without any conscious intention, I somehow manage to get men to acquiesce to a course of action that aligns with my own thoughts on the circumstances. It didn’t seem to matter that I was one of the lower-ranked members of the group; in fact, we’d all been warned that our previous rank would be of no consequence in the Corps. This was one of the few firm precepts that had filtered down to us from the officer who had founded the program. There were several officers among us, but they’d been forced to remove their epaulets as a condition of being accepted as a Scout. We were all starting from scratch. 
 
     As these two hundred men were among the best in the entire army, we had in this group experts in sword-fighting, knife-fighting, boxing, wrestling, archery, tracking, mountaineering, scavenging, trapping, signaling, horsemanship, swimming, tanning, and a dozen other skills. For the next three months we learned as much as we could from each other of every one of these arts. Rodric, now fully sober and having no interest in shooting his bow, was perhaps the most apt student of all of us. He threw himself into every new pursuit as if his life depended upon its mastery, and perhaps it did. I was glad to be assured of having him in my unit. 
 
    At the end of three months, a young officer arrived at the camp, having just been assigned to oversee the Scouting Corps. Having expected to find the camp in chaos after three months without leadership, the young man, named Henrik, was so astounded by the organization of the training and the wide-ranging proficiency of the recruits that he demanded to know who had taken charge of the operation. Either the men genuinely weren’t aware of the influence I’d exerted or they intuited that I’d prefer to remain anonymous; in any case, the men all denied that any single individual was responsible, which had the effect of impressing the officer even more.  
 
    Henrik was a bright young man, though, and by observing the way men deferred to me, he quickly got a sense of what had happened. Two days after his arrival, he called me into his tent. 
 
    “You seem to have had a coalescing effect on the recruits,” he observed dryly. 
 
    “They are competent men,” I answered. “They recognize a good idea when they hear it.” 
 
    “Good ideas have to come from somewhere.” 
 
    “Many of the men have made shrewd suggestions.” 
 
    “And you have, perhaps, encouraged these suggestions while subtly revealing the faults in other proposals?” 
 
    “No more than any of the others.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re a curious sort, Konrad. Particularly for a pikeman.” 
 
    I gave a respectful nod. 
 
    “Look, let’s dispense with pretense. You’ve been a leader to these men. I don’t know your reasons for feigning modesty, but it’s a strange enough phenomenon that it makes me uneasy. Most men pretend to be in charge when they are not. What is it you are angling for?” 
 
    I began to protest, but seeing the disapproval in the man’s eyes, I changed tacks. “It is true that I’d rather not be seen as a leader at present.” 
 
    “You fear the burden of command?” 
 
    “No, sir. But I have made a promise to a comrade. He signed up for the Scouts on the condition that we be assigned to the same unit. If I were to be promoted, I fear that would be impossible.” 
 
    “Who is this man? I don’t like the idea of men entering my Corps with such attachments.” 
 
    “It’s nothing unwholesome, sir,” I said. “Simply an agreement we’ve made. His name is Rodric.” 
 
    Henrik’s eyebrows went up. “The archer?” 
 
    “He is known as such,” I said. 
 
    “Well-known, I should say. I’ve been observing him. In two days he has not picked up a bow.” 
 
    “He is even more reluctant to make a spectacle of himself than I am. Between you and me, he’s confessed to me that he is worried about demoralizing the other men. I have seen him shoot, and no man can approach his skill.” All of this was true, after a fashion. 
 
    “Well, you two will make a fine pair. A leader who will not stand out and an archer who will not shoot. Far be it from me to separate such a pair. I’ll make a note of it.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Konrad.” 
 
    I turned to leave. 
 
    “One more thing,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “I’m in charge of this Corps now,” he said. “Anyone attempting to undermine my authority will be dealt with severely.” 
 
    “I should expect no less, sir. You’ll have no trouble from me.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, I was assigned to a squad with Rodric and four other men. There was Sylvain, who could climb a sheer rock wall like a spider, Artok, who could tame a wild horse with a word and a gesture, Byrn, who was as deadly with a rapier as Rodric had once been with a bow, and Samu, who could track a hare across ten miles of forest after a three-day rain. For my part, I was not the best at anything (except perhaps archery, if I were to credit Rodric’s claim of being ruined), but I was given a promotion and made the leader of the group. 
 
    If I were to tell you all of our adventures over the next year, I should never get to the end of this tale. Suffice it to say that being a Scout was everything I had imagined and more; were it not for my pledge to Beata, I might very well have made a career of it. I had barely known the other four members of our squad, but after a week we were like a family. Our first assignment was to report to a rendezvous point near Keskeny to await further orders, but by three days after our arrival it became clear that no one was going to meet us. I got the impression the squads had been dispersed at more or less equal intervals along the frontier with the expectation that requests for information would somehow get from the officers in the field to our commander and thence to us, but the logistics of this communication network had not been worked out. We were like a collection of individual nerve clusters that no one had bothered to attach to a brain. Out of boredom more than any other motive, I ordered our squad to cross a mountain pass some twelve leagues north and survey the plain on the east side of the range for Barbarok activity. 
 
    To our amusement, we encountered another squad whose leader had decided on the same course of action. We coordinated our efforts and then each reported back to a different outpost, they to the north and we to the south. When we reached the outpost, we received news from another squad, which had taken the initiative to perform reconnaissance to the southeast of us. In this way, a sort of de facto system of communication and coordination of efforts came about; we learned to work together in the same sort of seemingly chaotic but surprisingly effective way that a colony of ants locates supplies of food. Henrik did his best to manage us, but our squads moved faster than any messenger might, so in the end his office was reduced to a sort of clearinghouse for information. Despite all this, we were surprisingly effective as a collective; if it weren’t for ominous events transpiring elsewhere, historians might some day have pointed to the formation of the Scouting Corps as the event that finally began to stem the tide of the Barbaroki. 
 
    My squad traveled up and down the range, usually keeping to the eastern edge of the Videki Basin, but occasionally crossing through one of the high passes near Asztal or Tavacska to reconnoiter on the far side of the range. Not being a combat unit, we avoided fighting as a rule, but we saw as much action as I had as a pikeman. Sometimes we would come across enemy scouts that needed to be captured or killed to avert dissemination of the secrets of our own troop movements; occasionally we dealt with bandits or mercenary bands. On a few occasions we encountered enemy encampments that were so poorly defended that we executed hit-and-run raids just to remind them they were in a war. On one of these occasions we inadvertently prompted the enemy to surrender, forcing us to deal with thirty-eight prisoners. 
 
    During that year, Rodric never had occasion to pick up a bow. We’d been haphazardly supplied with weapons and other equipment at the end of our training, but there had been a shortage of bows, so Rodric had surrendered his to me, favoring the dagger and the rapier. Artok and Samu carried bows as well, so we were sufficiently armed, since we rarely engaged in pitched battles. I’m certain that the men wondered why I’d seen fit to appropriate the trademark weapon of Rodric the Archer, but they had the wisdom not to ask. Rodric didn’t complain, and he did his part for the squad, and that was enough. 
 
    As I’ve intimated, although our primary role was to gather and disseminate information, we made ourselves useful in whatever way we saw fit. One of these was to hamper the work of the enemy’s own spy network, such as it was. After our initial successes in anticipating the Barbaroki’s movements, they began to send men over the passes to pull the same trick on us. Most of these passes would not permit the passage of a horse, so the Barbaroki’s natural advantage was negated, and they had nothing like our (comparatively) well-organized Scouting Corps. They simply found men who could move quickly through the rocks and sent them out by the dozen, one at a time, trusting that a few would eventually return with some useful information. Since the formation of the Scouting Corps, however, squads like mine traversed the passes frequently, and we were better trained at both stealth and detection than these clumsy Barbarok spies. We were empowered to execute spies where we found them, but we found this unsporting; generally we would either provoke the man to combat so he could be killed honorably or, if he were in no shape to fight, strip him of his equipment and release him into the wilderness with at least a slim chance of making his way back to his comrades. 
 
    Despite the dearth of coordination between squads, the Corps proved such an effective barrier to the enemy’s spies that they soon changed tactics. A favorite ploy was to dress up a spy in the uniform of a captured janissary officer, coaching him to claim that he had escaped a Barbarok camp or for some other reason had gotten separated from his unit. It might be supposed that the Barbaroki’s complexion and lack of facility with Keleti would quickly expose the ruse, but the janissaries are such an amalgam of cultures that a Barbarok in a janissary uniform is essentially indistinguishable (at least to the typical Scout, who has had a provincial upbringing) from an Eszaki or Lealtoki. 
 
    I should expound on one other point: as might be expected, the sudden prominence of the Scouting Corps was not looked upon as a welcome development by the bulk of the army’s command structure. Many divisions had their own scouting units, and these were as a rule better equipped, better trained and better organized than the squads of the Corps. They were also far less effective, owing primarily to their strict adherence to a hierarchical command structure. As I’ve noted, the effectiveness of the Corps was largely due to our chaotic method of operating. Information flowed between squads organically without having to filter up and then back down the chain of command; we were used to fending for ourselves and thus were not dependent upon distant depots for resupply; and the enemy could never predict our movements because we rarely knew a day in advance where we were going.  
 
    It must be admitted, too, that not every squad was as diligent and conscientious as my own. Some men, finding themselves free to do as they please after a period of army discipline, are given over to their baser natures. A few squads, particularly those in the far north, which had minimal contact with other units, were little more than bands of brigands, raiding towns and assaulting merchant caravans under the pretense of rooting out spies. Stories of these renegade Scouts permeated the country and sullied our reputation within the janissaries. 
 
    It is against this background of suspicion and prejudices that occurred my fateful encounter with an officer named Bertrek at a narrow pass just south of Asztal. We were returning from a reconnaissance mission in the southeast, having failed to locate a Barbarok force of several hundred said to be encamped somewhere in the area. At this point we had had no contact with the main body of our army nor any other Scouts for five weeks; as far as we knew, the nearest division was some fifteen leagues to the northwest. My squad was camped beneath an overhang about half a mile south of the pass. Having pulled sentry duty, I sat on the edge of a bluff overlooking the trail. It was the best vantagepoint available, as I could see the approach to the pass several hundred yards in both directions. Below me lay a narrow stretch of trail that disappeared behind massive rocks to my left and to my right. The intermediate span of trail was thus hidden from me on both sides; I would be able to see an intruder coming a long way off, but before they came into bow range they would be out of view for some time.  
 
    It was nearing nightfall when I saw a lone figure approaching from the western side of the pass. Before he reached the stretch of pass that was hidden from my view, I thought I glimpsed in the fading light the colors of a janissary uniform. The light continued to dim while the man was hidden, and I considered to myself the possibilities: if my perception was correct, he was either an officer or a Barbarok spy posing as an officer. A janissary officer had no business being at this pass at this time of night, or at any time for that matter. He was either lost or a deserter. If he were a spy, he was returning from a mission, perhaps with information regarding the location and disposition of janissary troops.  
 
    I considered letting the man pass and following him to his destination, but thought better of it. We hadn’t reconnoitered the area northeast of the pass; if we ran into enemy troops we might lose the man and whatever information he held. Better to detain him and determine his identity and mission. As he emerged from behind the rock wall, I hailed him. He stopped short, producing his own bow. I saw now that he did indeed wear an officer’s uniform. 
 
    “Who is that?” he called, trying to hide the fear in his voice. 
 
    “Janissary Scout,” I called, leaning over the bluff so that he would see my form against the twilight. “The raven comes with the north wind.” We had been provided with a challenge phrase, to which an officer (or other Scout) would reply with a specific answering phrase. The code was changed monthly, and the new pair of phrases would be communicated to the various squads the same way as any other sort of information, by chance meetings and occasionally planned liaisons. Officers in the field were supposed to receive the new password within three days by some combination of messenger, semaphore and heliograph. The more remote units would often be a password or two behind, requiring additional precautions to be taken to verify their identity. It was an imperfect system, but it worked fairly well, at least as well as the Scouts were concerned. 
 
    As I’ve said, though, there was a tendency among the officers in other units to disdain the Scouting Corps, and one result of this was a stubborn refusal among a fair proportion of them to learn the latest passphrases. It was, generally speaking, a cheap sort of rebellion, as most of them rarely had cause to prove their identity; they were like the dandies in the cities of the West who, imagining themselves to have advanced beyond the need for arms, look down on the janissaries, whose vigilance protects them from harm. Aware both of the arrogance of such officers and the Barbaroki’s uncanny ability to exploit any weakness, I waited for the man to respond. 
 
     “I’m the adjutant of General Janos of the Fourth Division,” the man declared. “I’ve come to summon the leader of your squad to speak with the general.” 
 
    I considered his claim. The name of General Janos was certainly well-known among the Barbaroki. I had no way of knowing if the Fourth Division was nearby. For that matter, the general had no way of knowing there was a squad of Scouts near this pass; it seemed unlikely he would send an officer to find us on a hunch. The man’s complexion was impossible to discern in the dim light, and his accent was difficult to pinpoint.  
 
    “In that case,” I said, “the general will have supplied you with a password.” 
 
    “What’s your rank, Scout?” 
 
    “As far as you’re concerned, I’m His Eminence the Supreme Emperor of This Pass. Give me the password or fall where you stand.” I nocked an arrow to emphasize my point. 
 
    He hesitated, clearly agitated. “Enough of this,” he said. “I’ll meet you where the trail widens ahead.” Beneath the affected arrogance in his voice, I heard fear. But was it the fear of a spy in the hands of his enemy or the fear of an officer who faced censure for failing to take the simple precaution of learning a password? He took a step forward. 
 
    “I don’t recommend that,” I said, drawing my bow taut. 
 
    He continued walking. If he broke into a run, he’d have complete cover within ten seconds. 
 
    “Last chance,” I said. “Stop there or take an arrow.” 
 
    He started running. I put an arrow in his shoulder. 
 
    The man cried out, falling to his knees, and at that moment I had the sickening sensation that I’d shot an officer of the janissaries.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five                  
 
    There could be little doubt as to the man’s position: a spy would have kept running, knowing that being apprehended meant death. 
 
    I climbed down from the bluff, working my way down the steep slope in the direction the man had been traveling. I skittered down to the trail and ran back toward the spot where the man sat crouched, an arrow protruding from his right shoulder. 
 
    “You son of a whore,” he whined, “you shot me! Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “I suspect you’re General Janos’s adjutant,” I said. “Let’s get you back to my camp.” 
 
    “I have to get back to the Fourth Division. I need a healer.” 
 
    “Too far to travel tonight. We’ll get you patched up. Samu’s as good as any healer in the army. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Major Bertrek,” he said.  
 
    “Glad to meet you, Major Bertrek. I’m Sergeant Konrad of the Ninth Scouting Squad.” 
 
    “You’ll be wielding a pike when I’m through with you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing. Not because I doubted Major Bertrek’s ability to punish me, but because the worst punishment he could imagine was something I’d already done for two years. 
 
    I brought Bertrek to our camp and, while Samu extracted the arrow, explained to my squad what had happened. I did my best to be respectful in my account, but the men couldn’t help snickering at Bertrek’s expense, which only served to infuriate him further. 
 
    The next morning, we broke camp and went with Bertrek down to a plain just west of the pass, where the Fourth Division was camped. Bertrek threatened various recriminations the entire way, and the men of the squad amused themselves by pretending to argue amongst them who would lead the squad when I’d been sent back to the pikemen. They seemed certain I’d be spared any severe discipline, but I wasn’t so sure. I could certainly defend my actions in terms of proper protocol, but in the army, rank has a logic of its own. 
 
    After Major Bertrek briefed Janos with his version of events, he was dismissed and I was brought into the general’s tent. It was well-appointed but by no means luxurious; the thing that caught my attention was a bookshelf filled with dozens of volumes, the titles of a few of which were familiar to me from my second-hand studies with Beata. I was surprised by the general’s size; he was barely over five feet tall, with a closely cropped crown of thick white hair. He was compactly built, with ruddy skin, fine features and small, intelligent eyes. 
 
    “My own scouts ran across the remains of a bandit camp just over the pass,” the general said. “Was that your work?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We came upon them three nights ago. They’d taken three Barbarok women captive. We killed the bandits and released the two women who were still alive. The third had bled to death. We buried her and left the bandits for the wolves.” 
 
    The general nodded. “It’s how I knew there were Scouts in the area. The Barbaroki would not have been so kind.” 
 
    “Then you did send Major Bertrek to seek us out,” I said. “I thought he was a Barbarok spy.” 
 
    “I should hope so. Were you the outfit that sent word of the ambush at the bridge at Tsarnosz?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Colonel Avram sends his regards. You spared him from a slaughter.” 
 
    “That is good to hear, sir. It often seems that little use is made of our intelligence.” The insult had slipped out before I realized what I was saying, but the general took it with a good-natured smirk. 
 
    “Where have your travels taken you of late?” 
 
    “We trekked some forty leagues south of the pass, on the Barbarok side.” 
 
    “Any sign of the enemy?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “I thought as much. They’ll be heading north this time of year, probing the passes north of Tabor Nev. I’ll send word to General Vasch in the First. Can you read?” He had seen me looking at his books.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I replied. 
 
    “Keleti?” 
 
    “I can speak it better than I can read it.” 
 
    “But you can read it? And write it?” 
 
    “With some effort, yes, sir.” 
 
    “Take a letter,” he said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You’ve crippled my adjutant, and I urgently need a letter dictated. Unless you know of someone else in the vicinity who can write in Keleti, I need you to transcribe a letter.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said, taking a seat at the little writing desk next to the library. I located a sheet of paper, uncovered the inkwell, and dipped a pen into it. The contents of the letter are of no consequence; it was regarding some private business he had regarding an estate he possessed in the hills southeast of Nagyvaros. When he finished dictating, he asked to see the letter. I blotted it and handed it to him. 
 
    The general frowned. “This is not verbatim,” he said. 
 
    “With respect, sir, I fixed some of the grammar.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “This letter is to a banker in Savros, sir? A man with whom you are on formal terms?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “With your indulgence, sir: in a formal context, the Savros dialect uses the third person pronoun in place of the second person, which is commonly used in the southern towns. Use of the second person as dictated risks giving offense through assumed familiarity. It is no great trouble to change it back, as you see I’ve left a bit of space after the pronouns to fill in the missing letters. I thought it better to leave them off, as I didn’t wish to interrupt you, and it is easier to fill in than to blot out.” 
 
    The general stared at me. I could not, at that moment, identify the emotion behind those sharp eyes. “Where did you learn all this?” 
 
    Supposing he meant only the nuances of Keleti grammar, I said, “I’ve made a point of practicing Keleti whenever possible since I entered the service, sir, as it’s a prerequisite of being an officer. In my travels I’ve noticed subtle differences between the dialects of different regions, such as the one I mentioned.” 
 
    The general clearly was not satisfied with this answer, and I was obliged to explain to him how I had learned to read and write and have such an affinity for languages in the first place, which entailed telling him about Beata and my ambitions. 
 
    “You do not intend to make a career of the military, then?” 
 
    “No, sir. I hope only to advance as quickly as possible to attain such a rank and such wealth as necessary to wed Beata.” 
 
    “Were you trying to kill my adjutant?” 
 
    “No, sir. Only to wing him.” 
 
    “You could have killed him if you had wished to?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You seem quite certain of yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Rodric the Archer is in my squad, and he gave me his bow rather than suffer the embarrassment of being bested.” This was, of course, something of a misstatement of the situation, but I felt it important to demonstrate to the general that I had quite intentionally opted not to kill Bertrek for fear that he actually be an officer. I knew Rodric wouldn’t mind the lie; in fact, I planned to rib him about it later. 
 
    “What other languages do you speak?” 
 
    “Only Eszeki and Yavesk fluently, sir. A little Prendish.” 
 
    “Can you fight close quarters, with a dagger or rapier?” 
 
    “Passably, sir.” 
 
    “Are you afraid to die?” 
 
    “I don’t think about it much, sir, although I suppose that’s the prerogative of young men. I’m no coward. I fear only one thing: that I will not be reunited with my Beata.” 
 
    “Then to you, death and life in the army are the same thing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. In the event that I prove indispensable to the army or die in its service, I will be unable to fulfill my part of the bargain, and Beata will be free to wed another.” 
 
    “What if you both prove indispensable and die?” 
 
    “Then I suppose the army will shudder to a halt, sir.” 
 
    At this, the general could not restrain a guffaw. 
 
    “How would you like to be my new adjutant?” he asked. 
 
    Thinking he was continuing the jest, I replied, “Then I should be certain to learn the latest password, sir.” 
 
    “You will have to learn much more than that.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m afraid I’m at a loss. You do not really intend to replace your adjutant?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He seems a competent man, and I’m just a Scout.” 
 
    “The Scouts are an odd bunch, and I’m not entirely certain I approve of your Corps on the whole, but I will say this much for it: it reveals the temper of men. Are all the men in your squad as dedicated as you?” 
 
    “In their way, sir, yes. Perhaps more so, as they don’t have the distractions I have.” 
 
    “A goal can be a distraction or it can be a point of focus. Take Bertrek, who thinks of nothing but the glory of being an officer. I had thought Bertrek competent, but a man who can’t be bothered to prepare for a meeting with his allies is no better than one who joins a battle unarmed. And now that he can neither transcribe nor lift a rapier, he’s got three black marks against his name.” 
 
    “It’s a superficial wound. He will heal.” 
 
    “He will heal, and he will learn some humility, and perhaps he will regain a position as an adjutant some day. In the meantime, you will serve as mine. You’d receive a promotion and a pay increase.” 
 
    “I would be honored, sir, but my squad….” 
 
    “Surely you’ve led your men well enough that they can get by without you?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. That is, they’re more than competent, although I’m sure that has little to do with my leadership. They are all good men.” 
 
    “Then you’ll start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Does it have to be so soon, sir?” 
 
    “You understand, Konrad, that there is a fine line between nerve and insubordination?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s only that I have a commitment that makes it impossible for me to start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Your only commitments are to the janissaries.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. This commitment was made in part for the good of the janissaries.” And so I was obliged to tell him of the agreement I’d entered into with Rodric. In three days, a year and a half would have passed since our fateful contest. The general acquiesced, and I returned to my squad and gave them the news. It might have been better for them had I left right then, without warning, as the next three days were among the gloomiest we’d experienced since the formation of our squad. Neither plague nor the elements nor the spear of the Barbaroki had managed to diminish our number, but our squad’s integrity had been compromised by ambition. I assured them I cared not for rank or prestige; it was only for the fair Beata that I would depart from men I had come to regard as brothers. 
 
    I gave the bow back to Rodric with an admonition to maintain his sobriety for the sake of the squad; as my lieutenant, he would now be in charge, at least until our superiors saw fit to replenish our number. He swore not to touch wine while we were parted, but I saw in his eyes the intense sadness of a man who lies because he would rather bear a burden alone than disappoint a friend. I suppose I hoped that a year and a half was enough time for him to begin to miss the feel of a bow in his hands, but he accepted the gift with grim resignation. I told myself that brothers though we were, there comes a time when a man must stand on his own, and the terms of our agreement had been satisfied. He wished me well in my new position and expressed his hope that the increase in salary and status would help me win the hand of Beata. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six                          
 
    I will not dwell on the two years I spent as General Janos’s adjutant. Although the general was not reluctant to personally lead his troops into battle, I saw little combat during that time, as this was the beginning of an extended lull in hostilities with the Barbaroki. The northern attack Janos anticipated never came about; it seemed the Barbarok army, having suffered a series of defeats (due in no small part to the successes of the Scouting Corps), was experiencing a crisis of leadership. 
 
    The general had chosen for his camp a location on the plain that was within three days’ march of all the Eastern Provinces south of the Kozepes and north of Keskeny Pass, and the threat of the mobilization of the Fourth proved such a deterrent that in two years we never moved at all. Thus I spent my days poring over maps and charts, reviewing intelligence reports, briefing the general, managing his appointments, writing letters on his behalf, and reading his books. I practiced riding and fighting with a rapier, and conversed with visitors to the camp in Eszaki and Prendish.  
 
    I do not expect to ever meet another man like General Janos. He was brilliant, well-read, fair-minded and decisive. I have spoken a bit of the way I had been able to inspire men to comply with my will without them being fully aware of it, which at the time seemed to me rather clever. I realized, after studying the general for a few months, that in some ways that sort of leadership is a hallmark of cowardice. It’s all well and good to push men toward a certain course of action, but true leadership means taking responsibility when things go wrong. If men don’t know whom to look to in a crisis, your clever plan will fall apart the moment it encounters someone else’s plan. General Janos could send you to your death and somehow you’d still think he was more vested in the outcome of the order than you were. 
 
    As I never drank or gossiped and proved to be a loyal and trustworthy assistant in all respects, the general quickly took me into his confidence. I became intimately familiar with his business dealings, which were complex and myriad, and his personal relations, which were simple and few. He had never married and had no offspring. Perhaps as a result of this, I became something like a surrogate son to him, although I understood that my predecessor had never enjoyed anything like this status.  
 
    Nearly two years after I became his adjutant, a plague swept through the camp and the general fell ill. The plague killed one in ten even of the younger men who contracted it, and the general, though in excellent health for his age, was neither young nor as strong as he had once been. Six days into his illness, it became clear that he would soon succumb. I had hardly left his side during this time, and at last he weakly signaled for me to take a letter. Being privy to all his affairs, I knew the general had no will; up until that moment he had been content to allow his estate to lapse into the ownership of the regional suzerain, as the law dictated. He now murmured into my ear a brief but all-encompassing document, which bequeathed all his possessions to me. When he was finished, he motioned toward the document. I blotted it and handed it to him. Satisfied, he pointed toward the door of his tent and held up two fingers, indicating that I was to locate two witnesses to sign the will, so that there would be no question as to his intent.  
 
    For five years I had saved every erme I had earned, spending little on food and nothing on wine, gambling or whores (those three mainstays of a soldier’s entertainment) and even with my pay increase my savings fell short of what I would need to purchase a farm capable of sustaining Beata and myself. The general had been born into some wealth, and his fortunes had only increased during his military career. With the creation of this will, the general had secured for me a future more prosperous than I could have hoped imagine. 
 
    I got up from his side, walked to the desk, took the cover off the lamp that burned there, and set fire to the paper. General Janos watched in horror as the document was consumed, and then affixed his eyes on me, silently accusing me of betrayal. Those eyes pierced my heart like knives, but I allowed no emotion to show on my face. I held his gaze as long as I could bear it, to be certain he knew that I was aware of the gravity of what I had done, and then turned and walked out of the tent. I never saw him again. 
 
    You see, I had learned something about General Janos: he could abide anything but the subversion of his own will. Although he’d been resigned to his death, he would now be obliged out of sheer spite to continue living. I informed the general’s lieutenant that I had been released from my position as adjutant, and as the general was in no condition to be questioned on the matter, I was immediately reassigned. Three days later I heard that the general had improved enough to be moved to a hospital in Troya, where it was thought the warmer climate would facilitate his recovery. He either would not or could not request to see me before departing. 
 
    The months following the general’s departure were among the most miserable I had experienced since joining the army. By a twist of fate, Major Bertrek had a few weeks prior been appointed as quartermaster for the Fourth, and he was in need of a clerk. Literacy is uncommon among infantrymen, and the job of clerk to the quartermaster was not one that was coveted by ambitious officers. So when I, a lowly captain despite my proximity to the general, became available, the post was given to me. I am certain Bertrek relished my apparent fall from the general’s graces and looked to my appointment as an opportunity to seek revenge upon me for derailing his own career. He delighted in giving me orders that were nearly impossible to fulfil and then, when I managed to procure forty pounds of Ryannean tea or sixty yards of Troyan silk, pretended that he had requested no such thing and censured me for wasting the army’s resources on frivolities. I bore this stupidity with stoic aplomb, which drove him into a fury. I knew he wouldn’t dare take any official disciplinary action against me for fear of his game being exposed, so while my military career had stalled, he could do nothing to hurt me in earnest. I continued to save my ermes, hoping that the lull in hostilities would persist long enough for me to seek an honorable discharge.  
 
    Some five months after the general’s departure, I received a letter from him, written in his own hand. He informed me that he had recovered from his illness but, finding that he lacked the energy to return to his former duties, had retired to his estate near Almos, some ten leagues to the southeast of Nagyvaros. The estate, he said, held great promise but was in rough shape due to mismanagement by the previous owners; he asked if I would be willing to stay in one of the little cottages on the property and manage the estate for a small salary. The cottage, the letter said, was scarcely big enough for two, but there was no reason it couldn’t be expanded if Beata and I intended to have a family. He made no mention of our final meeting. 
 
    I was, as you can imagine, nearly overwhelmed with joy and gratitude at the idea. The possibility of not only marrying Beata, but of living near the man whom I had grown to think of as a second father (and whom I had never expected to see again!) was almost too much for me to take in. The general had even had the foresight to include a letter requesting an honorable discharge for me, which I might show to my commanding officer. I did this the very same day, not bothering to hide my glee from Major Bertrek, who turned stark white as he read the letter. Regardless of his grudge against me, no officer would dare gainsay a request from a legendary general such as Janos. I penned a letter to Rodric, informing him of my plan. Two days later, I left the camp with my discharge papers in my pocket. 
 
    I walked to the nearest village and, not wishing to waste any time, purchased a horse. With a job and a house waiting for me, saving money was no longer my paramount concern; I only wanted to reach my beloved Beata as quickly as possible. A week later, having ridden that poor horse almost to exhaustion, I reached her father’s farm. Her father did not at first recognize me; he was, I think, somewhat astounded to realize that this young captain who bounded up to his doorstep on a horse was the same boy who had once watched his sheep for an erme a week. He informed me with some embarrassment that they had not seen Beata for a few weeks; she had left to seek employment in Nagyvaros. I got the impression there had been something of a falling out, but I did not press the matter. He let me know that he would be quite grateful if I were to retrieve her; the way he said it put me in mind of those stories where a princess is secreted away by an ogre and must be rescued by a brave and selfless knight. Although I worried for Beata, I was sufficiently conceited to think fate had arranged these circumstances so that I could appear heroic to her parents and thereby secure their blessing. I supposed that I would find Beata working as a scullery maid in some tavern of middling repute, rescue her from this life of drudgery, and then have a good laugh at the expense of her parents, who had imagined her to be in genuine danger. What a fool I was! 
 
    I agreed to spend the night at her parents’ house, because although I was anxious to find Beata, my horse wouldn’t go another mile without rest. I set off for Nagyvaros late the next morning, with her parents waving to me and bidding me to bring their daughter back to them.  
 
    It was early evening when I reached the inn where her father had told me she was to be found, called the Lazy Crow. It was only an accident he had discovered her location; a neighbor of his had stopped at this inn while in the city on some business and had seen a girl he had thought looked like Beata. That was only three days prior to my arrival; her father had not dared come for fear of provoking his daughter further.   
 
    The Lazy Crow was located in that part of Nagyvaros called the Hidden Quarter—a name that requires some explanation. Nagyvaros is a strange city, in that it is built on top of the ruins of a much older city. The vast structures of the ancient city seem to have been constructed with a semi-liquid aggregate material that congealed to be as solid as granite. It is thought the aggregate was made by combining lime from beneath the city with gravel from the surrounding plains, but efforts to recreate the recipe have failed; the ancient builders either added some mystery ingredient to the mix or refined the lime in a way that is now forgotten. No matter the proportions of lime and gravel that are tried, buildings formed from a mixture of the local lime and gravel crumble within a few weeks. Nikola I, the first Governor of Nagyvaros, was so convinced he had hit upon the secret ingredient that he built an immense palace near the center of the city, which collapsed on him three weeks after he moved in. 
 
    For the most part, though, the Szaszok settlers who founded Nagyvaros were content to make use of the existing structures, often modifying them by carving at the walls with picks and chisels or embellishing them with partitions of brick and stone, columns, arches and frescoes. When only the deeper and more inaccessible chambers remained vacant, later arrivals built new structures next to, or on top of, the old. Occasionally the combination of excavation and added weight caused cave-ins that swallowed entire neighborhoods, but generally the ancient structures proved remarkably durable. When a collapse did occur, gravel was poured into the sinkholes until it stopped flowing and construction started up again. If a chasm was too deep or would not be filled, it was spanned with elaborate arched bridges which were suspended by chains or massive rope braids from the immense spires that rose over the city. The spires, also made from the mysterious aggregate, were solid structures roughly five times as tall as they were wide at the base, smooth except for a grooved spiral pattern, gradually tapering to a point. They were scattered about the city, with the taller ones clustered near the center. Most were between thirty and sixty feet high; the tallest, call Apa Tornya, was one hundred eighty feet tall. A few of the medium-sized spires had been hollowed out at the base to form temples or markets, but most had been left intact—not out of any sense of respect for the ancient builders, but rather because the aggregate forming the spires was particularly tough to cut through. 
 
    After six hundred years of this, it was impossible to say what the city had looked like when the first settlers arrived. The Szaszok people were at that time largely illiterate, but even the oral histories of that time are curiously lacking in descriptions of the ancient city. Their word for the race that had built the city was Feregian, which is similar to the current Szaszok word for “worm.” Whether this term was meant to disparage a race of humans they considered inferior or a literal description of some non-human species is impossible to say. Other than the city itself, no sign of the Feregians’ existence remains. The Feregians seem to have built no other cities—at least, not in Orszag. To the extent that the original structures can be identified, they appear to lend credence to the hypothesis that the Feregians were something less than human: the buildings are intricate and precisely constructed, but they lack aesthetic adornment, and their arrangement is more reminiscent of an nest of insects than a human city. 
 
    Other than the spires, Nagyvaros looks from a distance like a typical city. One quickly realizes, however, that Nagyvaros has a geography all its own: traveling from the Eastern Gate to the market on Bridge Street, for example—a distance of perhaps three hundred yards—requires first traveling north to the spire called Anya Tornya, ascending a spiral ramp wending around that spire until one gets to a rope bridge crossing a deep chasm some thirty feet across, proceeding west and downward on a steep concourse that passes below several city ministries and the Governor’s Palace, south through the Municipal Gardens (a part of the city where the ground is considered too unstable for permanent structures), up a ramp, west along Wall Street (so named because it is built on top of a section of wall some thirty feet wide and three hundred feet long), down another ramp, through a tunnel, and finally north to the stone bridge from which the market gets its name. 
 
    One might well wonder, given the inconveniences (and indeed danger) of living in such a place, why anyone chooses to live there at all. There is no simple answer to that question. The original Szaszok settlers were no doubt looking for an amenable site along the Zold, which allows easy trade with the Eszaki to the north and the Lealtoki and Troya to the south. Finding structures that could be occupied with minimal effort, they camped there, probably intending to build their own city at some point. But the settlers grew used to the inconveniences and inured to the dangers, and soon more settlers arrived. Efforts to move the population to a more suitable location came to naught, and inertia took over. Nagyvaros was born. 
 
    It should be noted that there are two additional advantages that compensate somewhat for the city’s less attractive qualities. First, those ancient builders, the Feregians, had seen fit to construct a complex system of water conduits throughout the city, using the same aggregate material they had used for their buildings. Pipes, canals and aqueducts connect apertures throughout the city to the Zold. Originally, there were two separate systems—a sewer system and a fresh water delivery system, indicating that the Feregians possessed pumps that could be used to bring fresh water from the river and sewage from the tunnels. The secret of these pumps has been lost, so while residents aboveground have an excellent sewage system, they have no easy access to fresh water, and those below ground have fresh water but have to port their waste to the surface in barrels. 
 
    The second advantage is obvious to anyone approaching the city: the spires provide an excellent means for observation of the city’s surroundings and defense in case of attack. Ladders and platforms for observers have been affixed to most of the larger spires, and it is the men on these platforms who have thus far dissuaded the Barbaroki from attempting a direct attack on the city. Indeed, were it not for these imposing structures, it is doubtful Nagyvaros would have survived as a city at all, for while it is cradled by the Zold on its western side, it lacks any other defenses against an attack from the east. The spires have allowed it to survive to become a powerful city-state, projecting its power throughout much of Eastern Orszag. 
 
    The part of the city known as the Hidden Quarter is an artefact of the city’s strange history. The name is a misnomer, as Nagyvaros is composed of four quarters not including the “Hidden Quarter,” which is less than half the size of the smallest of the other four. Further, the Hidden Quarter might better be called the Sunken Quarter, as its streets are, on average, about thirty feet below the main level of the city. Parts of the Hidden Quarter are indeed concealed by vast bridges, walkways and platforms suspended from the spires, but much of it is visible from above. It got its name from the difficulty visitors have in finding access to it; one can only get to the Hidden Quarter by one of four ingresses: two narrow stone staircases, a wooden ladder, and a tunnel that spirals underground from near the city’s North Gate. The last of these is by far the slowest means of access, but it is also the only means by which the Hidden Quarter is accessible to horses or carts. Fortunately, I had visited the place once in my youth, so I knew the way. Not wanting to bother with the Carter’s Tunnel, I left my horse at a livery stable near the Bridge Street Market and took the Eastern Staircase down. 
 
    Asking around, I ascertained the location of the Lazy Crow and made my way there. A many-gabled three-story building a hundred paces from the foot of Carter’s Tunnel, near the center of the Hidden Quarter, the Lazy Crow was, if anything, a more respectable establishment than I expected, and it occurred to me that perhaps Beata didn’t want rescuing. It might be that she was quite happy in her life as a scullery maid. But I remembered the promises she and I had made to each other, and I knew that whatever had happened between her and her parents, she would want me to come to her. Even if she had fallen in love with another, Beata was the sort of woman who would want to tell me to my face. I didn’t know what I would do if she rejected me; perhaps I would try to rejoin my former squad or live as a lonely bachelor on General Janos’s estate. I could not imagine wanting to marry another woman. But whatever her feelings for me, she would expect me to come to her and settle matters between us. And so I came. 
 
    I was informed by the proprietor that he expected her to show up shortly before sunset, so I had a beer and some bread and waited for her to appear. The tavern grew gradually busier and more boisterous. Against the back wall was a small stage, and just before seven o’clock, a wiry little man with a long mustache climbed onto it, holding a guitar. He took a seat, tuned the guitar, and began to play a simple tune. No one paid much attention; it was, to be honest, a rather dull tune. After a few repetitions of the refrain, I saw that a woman had come onto the stage. I did not see her climb up; evidently she had entered through some back way. She was tall and thin, with honey-blond hair and pale skin, and she wore a simple forest green gown. Her face had lost its youthful softness and her hair had grown longer, but there could be no doubt: it was my Beata. I held my breath as she began to sing. 
 
    I had heard Beata sing before, but like a child who has grown up in a seaside town and thinks nothing of the roar of the ocean, I had forgotten how wonderful her voice was. She sang a song of a soldier in a far-away land who dreamed of returning one day to his true love, and I couldn’t help wondering if she knew I had come. There was no sign of recognition in her eyes, though, and except for the stage, which was flooded with lantern light, the tavern was so dark that I doubt she could have made out my face. Did she sing this song every night, thinking of me? Or was she thinking of someone else? Perhaps, I thought, it was just a song, and it held no particular meaning for her. It did no good to speculate; I would know if she were still true to me soon enough. After singing three more songs, she gave a deep bow. By now the tavern was full, and she received a loud ovation. She walked to the steps that would take her to the floor of the tavern. 
 
    So enraptured was I by Beata’s performance that I failed to note the entrance of an acolyte of Turelem and three armed men in her employ. At least one occupant of the tavern was not so rapt as I: as the four pursuers fanned out across the tavern and made their way methodically toward the stage, a man in the audience wearing a dark cloak with the hood pulled low over his head got to his feet and made for the very steps that Beata was now descending. 
 
    Unable to get out of the man’s way, and perhaps seeing something in the man’s face that frightened her, Beata retreated back onto the stage. The hooded man followed. The acolyte and her cohorts had noted the hooded man’s attempt to flee and converged toward him. The crowd watched the scene unfold with hushed murmurs. 
 
    Having expected Beata to come through the front door, I had situated myself at a table near the kitchen, all the way across the tavern. Realizing I had no chance to get to Beata before the hooded man, and knowing that there was a back door to the place through which the hooded man might attempt to escape, I ducked out the front door. The street was deserted, and I ran around the corner of the tavern to the back alley, where I knew the door must be.  
 
    The door flew open just as I rounded the corner into the alley, and Beata emerged, followed by the hooded man, who gripped her tightly by the arm. In his other hand was a dagger, which he held near the small of her back. She shot me a pleading look. I don’t think she recognized me; she thought me to be some army officer who happened to have witnessed her abduction. In any case, her gaze was averted when the hooded man threw his right arm around her neck, pressing the edge of the dagger against the skin just below her jaw. I was only about seven paces away and moving toward them, but now I hesitated for fear that if I startled him, his hand would jerk, severing her jugular vein. So far, he had not seen me.  
 
     With Beata now paralyzed by the pressure of the knife, the hooded man released her arm and pushed the door closed behind him. I saw now that his left hand was coated with blood; he had been wounded. He pressed his bloody hand against the door, closed his eyes for a moment, and muttered what might have been a prayer or a curse. Sensing an opening, I drew my rapier and ran toward him. 
 
    The incantation, although it took only a second, seemed to drain him. He faltered and the dagger fell from his hand. Beata broke free and ran. Half out of her mind with fear, she seemed to have forgotten I was there. She ran directly at me, nearly impaling herself on my rapier. I let the sword fall from my hand and caught her. As we collided, our eyes met, and I saw a glimmer of recognition.  
 
    There was no time for a tender reunion. Beata’s approach had blocked my view of the hooded man, and I did not know whether Beata was his quarry or simply a convenient hostage. I gripped her by the arm, where a bruise was already forming where the hooded man grabbed her, and hurled her aside. She gasped and tumbled to the dirt.  
 
    The hooded man had recovered somewhat, but he stood unsteadily, uncertain if he should flee or pick up the fallen dagger. The hood hung low over his eyes, so I still had not seen his face. Behind him, the door shuddered as someone slammed into it from the other side. Twice more the door shuddered with a tremendous blow, but it wouldn’t budge. I saw something like the shadow of a great spider writhing over the surface of the door, but there was nothing to cast such a shadow, and it seemed unnaturally distinct in the dim twilight. 
 
    I knew of the existence of sorcerers (and had suspected the hooded man’s crime the moment I saw the acolyte), but I had never encountered one; Barbarok shamans with their potions and charms of dubious efficacy hardly qualify. Weakened though this man was, he was dangerous. My best chance was to act quickly, denying him the opportunity to speak another incantation. Not bothering to retrieve my rapier, I lunged at him. 
 
    I cannot reliably describe what happened next. Events seemed to wash over me in waves, according to some logic of which I was unaware. I fell upon the man, and his hood fell back, exposing his face. Somewhere behind me, Beata screamed. The man’s face was a labyrinth of black lines, darker than any tattoo. The lines did not move and yet seemed to writhe and crawl across his face, in the nature of those complex Prendish weavings that seem to come alive if you stare at them long enough. I was dimly aware that beneath the labyrinth lay an ordinary human face, but the labyrinth was so mesmerizing that I could not have given even the most rudimentary description of the man’s features.  
 
    Distracted by the man’s appearance, I allowed my grip on his arm to slacken, and he managed to get his hand on a knife that must have been strapped to his upper arm. I gripped his wrist, causing him to drop it, but not before he cut a deep gash on my forearm. Blood flowed down my wrist into my palm, making my hand slippery. The sorcerer twisted his wrist and clutched my forearm, our blood mingling together. His grip was weak; I could see from the stain on his clothes under the cloak that he had lost a great deal of blood. Before I could reassert control, however, I was seized by a numbness throughout my body that seemed to proceed from my arm as if the man’s fingers had injected me with some sort of venom. The numbness was replaced by a sensation of bitter cold, the likes of which I had never before experienced, even during the nights I had spent shivering in a tent on the Barbarok steppe. It was what I imagine the coldness of death must be like, and in fact I thought for a moment I had died. 
 
    I seemed to awaken on a vast gray plain, dimly lit by what I somehow knew was an eternal twilight. The jagged peaks of dark, foreboding mountains were visible to my right; directly ahead was an immense castle of black stone ringed by a wide moat. Just on the outside of the moat was a round stone tower, beyond which I assumed was a bridge that allowed access to the castle. The castle, I knew, was several hundred paces off, but despite the distance I seemed to hear ghastly shrieks and howls coming from inside it. Rather than repulsing me, however, these piteous sounds seemed to beckon to me, as if promising me some great reward. I was about to take a step forward when I heard thunder from behind me. Turning, I found myself back in the alley behind the tavern; the thunder was merely the pounding on the door by the agents of the acolyte.  
 
    The sorcerer had slipped free of my grasp. I clutched feebly at him, managing to get a hold of the hem of his cloak. I twisted my hand into the fabric, securing an unbreakable grip. After a moment’s resistance, the cloak came free; the sorcerer had discarded it. With some effort, I managed to sit up in time to see the man staggering down the alley after Beata. She disappeared around a corner, and a moment later he did as well. The door burst open, and the acolyte’s men were on me. Something struck my temple and I lost consciousness. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven         
 
    That night I was jostled awake several times; upon each occasion intense pain in my arm overwhelmed me, sending me back into unconsciousness. My hands had been tied behind my back and I was gagged and blindfolded. I was aware of movement and cold air, but little else. At last I awoke long enough for my head to clear somewhat. On the previous occasions I had awakened, I had immediately begun to struggle, but realizing this had gained me nothing, this time I lay still and attempted to assess my predicament.  
 
    I was lying on my side with my wounded arm beneath me. The wound had not been stitched or even bandaged; probably only the pressure of my own weight on my arm had kept me from bleeding to death. Shifting my weight, I let the blood flow into my arm and nearly blacked out again as sensation returned. The immediate danger had passed, though: the laceration had clotted during the night. From the jostling movement, I judged that I was in a cart, and the minimal investigation I was able to conduct with my fingers soon revealed the cause of the intense pain I’d experienced upon each previous waking: I was lying on a bed of salt. 
 
      At first I assumed this was an accident. Presumably my captors, unprepared to take a prisoner, had appropriated the cart of some poor salt merchant. As my thoughts grew more coherent, though, I realized with dread that this unusual mode of transport had been quite intentional. The acolytes of Turelem, charged with apprehending sorcerers, were said to use salt to hinder the flow of magical energies. If they thought me a sorcerer, then there was only one place the cart could be headed: the notorious dungeon below the abandoned salt mine of Nincs Varazslat. 
 
    Although I was in great discomfort, I did not at that moment fear for the possibility of an extended imprisonment. Why would I? Clearly I had been taken by the acolytes, who are concerned only with the crime of sorcery. I was no sorcerer, and in the light of day could not possibly be mistaken for the man they had been pursuing at the tavern. In the fading light they had assumed I was he, and, fearing that I would conjure some demon to assail them, had hastened to bind me and throw me into a waiting salt cart. Once we reached Nincs Varazslat, the matter would be cleared up. 
 
    My concern was for Beata, whom I had last seen being pursued down the alley by the true sorcerer. He had been badly wounded, but he might well have caught up to her in the maze of alleys of the Hidden Quarter. I could only hope that he had seized her only to dissuade pursuit, and that she was now safe and sound at the Lazy Crow. In any case, I told myself, the sorcerer could not have survived on the streets much longer in his condition. He’d likely either bled to death or been apprehended by the local gendarmes. Either way, Beata was safe, and the acolytes would soon realize their mistake. I would be freed to find Beata again, and we would leave this unfortunate incident behind us. 
 
    For three weeks I waited in a cell for my trial. Sorcery is a serious crime, generally handled with great alacrity, but the trial has to be held at Nincs Varazslat, and it takes some time to convince a judge to come to that miserable place. I had been untied and my blindfold and gag had been removed, but only the faintest light reached my cell, and in any case there was nothing to see. I protested my innocence at every opportunity, but it availed me nothing, and at last I desisted when threatened with a gag. The food was bland but sufficient. I passed the days imagining my life with Beata on General Janos’s estate. 
 
    At last I was summoned for my trial, which was held in a vast chamber whose ceiling was supported by ornately carved pillars of salt. Torches burned in sconces around the periphery of the chamber, and a great chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling. I was directed to sit in a wooden chair near the center of the room. The judge, a pale, white-haired man with a pockmarked face, sat on the other side of a massive stone table from me, and on either side of us were benches where witnesses and advocates could sit.  
 
    By this time I was exceedingly anxious to clear up the misunderstanding that had landed me in this dismal place, partly on my own account, but primarily because I had begun to fear anew for Beata. The fact that I was still here indicated that the sorcerer had not been apprehended, and that portended ill for Beata. Still, I waited patiently as the prosecutor, a man whose name I learned was Istvan, stood and gave a detailed summary of my supposed crimes. 
 
    While he spoke, an unsettling feeling came over me. It was not the words themselves, to which I paid little attention, as his speech was a dull catalog of various acts of divination and conjuration; what troubled me was the judge’s reaction. One might have expected him to at least glance at the man whose fate he intended to determine, but he would not meet my eyes for even a moment. As I looked over the spectators—the prosecutor’s assistant, the acolyte and her henchmen, a couple of gendarmes and a few other men of whose role I was ignorant—I saw the same lack of interest. At last the acolyte herself, a tall, severe-looking woman, looked at my face for a moment before returning her eyes to the prosecutor. That’s when I realized what was causing those assembled to avert their gaze was not uninterest, but rather fear. That was the moment that I began to fear as well. 
 
    I was given the opportunity to respond to the charges, but the judge reprimanded me for my attempt at explaining the mistake that had been made. Still averting his eyes, he demanded that I respond only with a plea of guilty or not guilty. I pled not guilty. 
 
    The trial seemed to proceed as if my condemnation were predetermined; the plump, well-manicured man charged with my defense, who had not even bothered to consult with me prior to the trial, gave a bizarre and sometimes contradictory oration in which he claimed that it was very unlikely I was a sorcerer, and that if I were, I was not a particularly dangerous one, and in any case weren’t sorcerers known to have done some good in the past? I was referred to by all parties by the name “Eben,” which I had never heard before that day. 
 
    When I was finally given the opportunity to speak, everyone present seemed puzzled at my claim to be a soldier named Konrad rather than a sorcerer named Eben. It was as if I had claimed innocence by way of being a hippopotamus; they simply didn’t know what to do with my claim. 
 
    Frustrated at the farce the trial seemed to be, I at last exclaimed, “Surely I do not resemble this Eben so closely that it is impossible even to consider that we are two different men? Even the twin brother of a murderer is given a chance to prove his innocence, and I hardly bear as much resemblance to the sorcerer as that.” I turned to the acolyte. “Sister, did you not see the hideous disfiguration of the man’s face?” 
 
    Confused murmurs followed, after which someone produced a small mirror. The prosecutor handed this to me, bidding me to look at it. I did so. 
 
    And I saw the sorcerer’s face looking back at me. 
 
    That is, I saw the hideous black labyrinth that had hid his face, now by some evil magic transferred to my own. Just as I had been unable to discern the features beneath the mask when I saw it on the sorcerer, I was now unable to recognize my own face. If the judge had been able to look at me, he might have seen the horror that gripped me at that moment. 
 
    “Sorcery,” I murmured, unwittingly confirming the prejudices of those assembled. “It’s a mistake. He… somehow he gave me this mark….” 
 
    “You claim,” the prosecutor said, “that you, a soldier by the name of Konrad, were somehow given this brand by Eben the Warlock?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, grateful that he had understood me.  
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I cannot say.” 
 
    “Are you familiar with brands such as the one that disfigures the accused’s face, Sister?” 
 
    The acolyte stood. “I am.” 
 
    “You have seen brands like it?” 
 
    “I have not seen one personally. They are quite rare, being the mark of a powerful warlock—a warlock being a particular sort of sorcerer, who summons his power from the shadow world, the realm called Veszedelem. My guild has recorded several instances of such brands in the past, always occurring on the face of a powerful warlock.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of the brand?” the prosecutor asked. 
 
    “There are two theories on the matter. The first is that the brand is the consequence of the use of dark energies. Like a poison that discolors the skin, dark magic marks its vessel.” 
 
    “And the second theory?” the prosecutor asked.  
 
    “The second theory is that the brand is intentionally formed by the sorcerer as a means of increasing and focusing his power.” 
 
    “Do you know of any cases of a brand being transferred from one person to another?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Do you know of any reason why a sorcerer might wish to transfer his brand, were it possible?” 
 
    “Well, if the first theory holds, then the brand is merely an undesirable byproduct of the use of dark energy. But if it were possible to rid oneself of it in this way, we would likely never have encountered such a brand on the face of a warlock in the first place. If the second theory holds, then a warlock would be loath to rid himself of it.” 
 
    “Aha!” cried my defender, who seemed determined after all not to be entirely worthless. “But might not a sorcerer on the verge of being apprehended by an acolyte be willing to give up this augmentation of his power in exchange for his freedom? If it is true what the accused says, then Eben the Sorcerer is free while we concern ourselves with a decoy!” 
 
     “There remains the impossibility of transferring such a brand,” the prosecutor said. 
 
    “The Reverend Sister did not testify that it was impossible, but only that it has never been observed.” 
 
    “One might as well say it is possible that the sun will rise in the west, because the only evidence we have that this is impossible is that it never has. Some things stand to reason. Examine the brand, if you can stomach it. I myself examined it when the accused first arrived at this prison. It goes deeper than any ink.” 
 
    I did not remember being examined by the prosecutor; if he was not lying, it had happened while I was unconscious.  
 
    “You only bolster my hypothesis,” said the defender. “If the brand is unnatural, it is foolish to describe it within the bounds of natural philosophy.” 
 
    “As the prosecutor says,” said the judge tiredly, “there is no end to fanciful conjectures. Unless you intend to introduce evidence that such a brand can be transferred, you are to terminate this line of argument.” 
 
    Deflated, the defender sat down. I don’t believe he ever intended to get me released; his role in this drama was to create a credible illusion that a defense had been provided. The purpose of trials at Nincs Varazslat was not to establish guilt or innocence on an individual basis, but rather to rid Orszag of sorcerers as efficiently as possible. If innocents are not routinely imprisoned, it is because the acolytes are, generally speaking, conscientious and exacting in their work. They have no interest in imprisoning innocent men, and the judges, knowing this, provide only a perfunctory check on their efforts. The role of the prosecutor is to facilitate conviction; the role of the defender (generally a failed candidate for the office of prosecutor) is to make the prosecutor look heroic in comparison. 
 
    Seeing that the defender was going to be of no help, I spoke up. “Your Honor,” I said, “might I be permitted to speak a few words in my defense?” The judge gave a slight nod, and I continued. “Not being a sorcerer or warlock, I know nothing of arcane brands, and in fact did not know I had been disfigured until looking into the mirror just now. I can only assume, as my esteemed champion has suggested, that it is a sort of ruse executed by this Eben, whom you seek.” Seeing that the judge was about to censure me for pursuing a line of defense he’d forbidden, I hurriedly went on: “If I may, there is a simple way of establishing that I am who I claim. Were there found on my person a set of discharge papers from the infantry of the janissaries?” 
 
    The defender appeared puzzled. The prosecutor sheepishly stood, producing the papers from a folio. “We did find a set of papers purporting to be discharge orders for one Captain Konrad.” 
 
    “Surely the defense should have been provided an opportunity to peruse these documents?” the defender asked uncertainly, as if concerned he were overstepping his bounds. 
 
    Istvan shrugged. “It was assumed they were forged. Such a trick would be a small matter for a warlock.” 
 
    Even my defender could spot the fallacy in this line of reasoning. “Your Honor, if any possible defense is to be dismissed as the machinations of a warlock….” 
 
    The judge held up his hand, indicating he was already bored with this line of argumentation. “Bailiff, bring me the papers.” 
 
    The bailiff trotted to Istvan, took the papers, and delivered them into the hands of the judge. The judge perused them and said, “These appear to be genuine.” 
 
    “Your Honor,” Istvan said, “although it’s true that any defense could be dismissed as the result of sorcery, by the same token no sorcerer would ever be convicted if we were to use the same standard of evidence that obtains in an ordinarily criminal trial. Sorcerers are by their nature capable of deceptions which are beyond the abilities of most men.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “As I say, the papers appear to be genuine. However, a body such as this would be foolish to accept them as evidence without corroboration.” 
 
    “Your Honor,” I said, “corroboration is easily obtained. Send word to the commanding officer at the Fourth Division encampment at Tabor Nev. He will confirm that a captain by the name of Konrad was honorably discharged on the date specified in the papers.” 
 
    “This would prove nothing,” Istvan said. “The papers could have been stolen.” 
 
    Anticipating this argument, I said, “Further, request to be informed at whose request the discharge was granted. The officer will inform you that I was honorably discharged at the request of General Janos.” 
 
    This had the effect I’d anticipated: the general’s name was nearly as well-known in the environs of Nagyvaros as it was at the front. The judge rubbed his chin thoughtfully while murmurs sounded throughout the chamber. I knew what the judge was thinking: either I was telling the truth or I was a truly audacious liar.  
 
    One might wonder why I did not suggest that a letter be sent to the general himself. The truth is that I still feared, despite the general’s offer of employment, that he held some grudge against me. It isn’t that I thought his offer to be disingenuous, but rather that I suspected it to have been made in the spirit of a loving father who was willing, against his better judgment, to give an errant son a chance to redeem himself. If a letter arrived from a judge asking him for an alibi, it would only confirm his worst suspicions of me. He would have provided the alibi, for certain, but my employment would have begun under the same dark cloud that I thought had been dispelled.  
 
    For the same reason I did not ask that the court send word to Beata’s parents. I did not know what had happened to her, but at that moment I still imagined that I would find her and marry her, and I did not want her parents to think I’d gotten mixed up in some nefarious business. No harm could come from requesting an alibi from the commanding officer at the Fourth Division; my military career was over. So it happened that, out of misguided hopes for my future, I acted as the agent of my own destruction. 
 
    The trial was postponed for two weeks while confirmation of my alibi was sought from the commander at the Fourth Division. I waited anxiously but hopefully, certain that I would soon be released and find Beata waiting for me. Unbeknownst to me, however, the commander at the Fourth Division had been killed four days before my arraignment and the division was currently without a commanding officer. Knowing that particular officers were often indisposed, I had suggested the letter be sent to the “officer in charge,” rather than naming the current commander. This precaution proved my undoing, as it resulted in my request falling into the hands of the highest-ranking officer at the camp, who was at that moment one Major Bertrek. 
 
    If Bertrek had been merely lazy or self-interested, he might have pocketed the letter, pretending never to have received it. But such was the major’s animosity against me that he sent a reply denying that any such Captain Konrad existed, and warning them to beware of anyone bearing papers claiming otherwise. He signed the letter in his own hand, in case there were any confusion as to who had betrayed me. My protests that Major Bertrek held a grudge against me were met with derisive dismissal. No one would listen to my pleas to send a letter to General Janos or Beata’s parents. In the opinion of the judge, who’d once again made the journey from Nagyvaros, I had wasted enough of the court’s time. No further evidence was to be considered, and there would be no appeal. Sorcerers are not executed, for fear that they will seek vengeance from beyond the grave, but at that moment I would have preferred a quick death. I was sentenced to spend the rest of my life in Nincs Varazslat. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight          
 
    During my first year at Nincs Varazslat, I swung daily—and sometimes hourly—between rage and vain hopes that the court’s error would be discovered and corrected. I told myself that the general, puzzled by my failure to respond to his offer, would instigate an investigation, or that Eben the Warlock would be apprehended, prompting a reopening of the case. But as the anniversary of my sentencing came and went, the rage faded, and along with it my hopes of pardon. Anger and hope are two sides of the same coin; both depend on the conceit that one’s present difficulties are not permanent and inevitable.  
 
    My cell was roughly three paces wide and three paces deep—I say “roughly” because it was an irregular chamber that had been formed by widening the end of one of the mine’s passageways and then separating it from the passageway with a brick wall. In the middle of the brick wall was a heavy iron door that had a slot in the bottom so that food could be slid through. On the rare occasions when I was taken out of my cell, I had noticed that the passageway branched off in several places and I surmised that there must be other cells at the ends of some of these. It is said that at one point there were as many as a dozen sorcerers incarcerated in Nincs Varazslat, but I never saw any other prisoners. The passageways themselves were lit by oil-burning lamps that hung on hooks fastened to the walls at intervals of about thirty feet; the only light that reached my cell was from the slot at the bottom of the door. 
 
    There were no books or anything else to occupy my mind; I amused myself by imagining scenarios in which I was freed and reunited with Beata—or, on the days when rage dominated my mind, imagining the tortures I would inflict on Major Bertrek. After a year, these fantasies gave way to despair. I imagined that Beata had been killed by Eben the Warlock or, thinking I had abandoned her, had married another. The acolytes are notoriously secretive; she would learn nothing of my fate from them. 
 
    I began to wish myself dead, and wishes soon led to consideration of the methods by which I might bring about my demise. Few options were available to me. There was nothing sharp in my cell with which I might open a vein, and although I could fashion a noose from my clothing, there was nothing to hang myself from. I resolved to starve myself. 
 
    I didn’t suppose the guards would trouble themselves to force-feed me, but not wanting to risk it, I continued to take the food that was offered to me, secreting it in a corner. At first I worried that the smell of rotting food would prompt the guard to investigate, but I needn’t have worried: the food was taken away by rats nearly as quickly as I deposited it. In fact, the rats seemed to proliferate in response to my offerings, and after a week of starving myself, my cell was overrun with the horrible creatures.  
 
    I was weak with hunger and generally miserable, and the sound of the rats gnawing at my food was almost intolerable. It seemed as if there were hundreds of them, and when I grew too weak to swat them away, they swarmed over me on their way to the food. Occasionally a particularly daring specimen would nibble at one of my toes, causing me to jerk upright with a howl, momentarily making the vermin scatter. In an hour or two, the incident would have been forgotten, and another intrepid rat (or perhaps the same one) would take a bite, starting the cycle over again. After this happened three or four times, I realized that the entirety of my awareness was now devoted to anticipating the next rat bite. It was an exquisite form of torture, and this development alone might have been enough to prompt me to give up on my plan, but an even more horrific realization lurked at the edge of my consciousness: my death would not come about by starvation; I was going to be eaten alive.  
 
    Unable to tolerate this eventuality, I determined to live. I let the rats finish their meal and then spent a miserable night swatting at them as they tried to make dessert of my toes. The rats were nocturnal by preference, so the next day they left me alone, with the exception of a few stragglers. By the time my daily meal arrived in the evening, however, the floor of the cell was crawling with them. It was as if they had sensed that I didn’t have much fight left, and they were planning to make a feast of me.  
 
    When the plate of food was at last delivered, I seized it greedily. I sat cross-legged with the plate on my lap, shoving food into my mouth with one hand and swatting at rats with the other. The rats, whom I’d inadvertently trained to expect a lavish feast at this hour, were incensed. They bit ferociously at my hands and legs, drawing blood, the scent of which excited their fellows who had not yet joined in. It is a terrifying thing to realize that you are about to be eaten alive, and it is perhaps only my terror that saved me. Insensate with hunger, pain and fear, I screamed, and the sound startled the rats. With newfound strength, I shook them off and held them at bay long enough to finish the food. The rats tormented me for another night, awakening me with a bite whenever I drifted off to sleep, but the next morning they were gone. That evening I fought them off more easily, and after that they began to learn that the feast days were over. 
 
    I half-expected to develop lockjaw or the weeping plague as a result of the dozens of bites I’d received, but over the next several days I grew stronger. Strange as it is to relate, my struggle with the rats had given me a feeling of accomplishment; I now felt in possession of a sort of mental strength that I had previously lacked. I still had no hope of being released, but I came to realize that even in such a place as this, I was the master of my own mind, and therefore of my own reality.  
 
    I reviewed in my mind the lessons that I’d taken from Beata, and then the books that I’d read while serving as General Janos’s adjutant. I began to remember individual phrases from books, then passages, and then entire pages. Eventually I had entire books at my disposal; I needed only to imagine riffling through the pages until I came to the passage I wished to review. I soon found that I could transcribe my thoughts in the same way. I created a book in my mind with an infinite number of pages, and began to create in it various headings for different topics and then filling each section with discourse and essays, using an imaginary pen that never ran out of ink. I even tried my hand at poetry.  
 
    I had by this time completely lost track of how long I had been imprisoned; I could only guess by the length of my hair and beard. The guard had been instructed neither to speak to me nor to listen to anything I said, presumably so that I would not be able to work any sort of enchantment on his mind. Hoping to wear down his resolve, I began to ask every time he brought my food what the current date was, promising never to ask again if he would answer me only once. Finally, after forty-seven requests, he relented. True to my word, I did not ask again. I had been in Nincs Varazslat for seventeen months and three days. 
 
    I created in my book of infinite pages a calendar, on which I began to mark the passage of days. This information was of no practical use to me, but it was one more thing with which to occupy my time. Knowing how much time had passed allowed me to better imagine what might now be transpiring outside the dungeon. Sometimes I would imagine what Beata or Rodric or General Janos might be doing. 
 
    Other times my thoughts went to the shadow world that I had seen after Eben had touched me. I did not at this point think it was anything more than a hallucination brought on by the pain of his touch, but I began to wonder if it was something more. Was it a real place I had somehow traveled to? Had Eben inadvertently transferred something more to me that just his brand? 
 
    The truth was that in Nincs Varazslat, the very idea of “real place” had lost much of its meaning. I spent my days traversing the pages of books in my mind. Were these “real”? They certainly seemed more real than the monotonous gloom of my cell. At last I mustered the courage to do what I had been afraid to do since I had first begun to delve deeply into my own mind: I traveled back to the shadow world. 
 
    When I say I traveled to it, I mean only that I brought it to mind, in the same way that I brought to mind the books in General Janos’s library. And yet as I sat there in my dark cell, it sometimes seemed as if I really was transported to that strange land. Perhaps it was the affinity the dark, rocky and sparse terrain shared with my cell that made it seem more real, although the more I visited it, the less similar it seemed. In comparison to my cell, the shadow world was vast, dazzling and teeming with activity—for although I had at first thought it devoid of life, I now became aware of figures moving in the distant mountains and in the castle.  
 
    One might well suppose that I imagined these figures, filling the shadow world with phantoms to compensate for the isolation of my cell. I can only say that the shadows were not the sort I would imagine if I were looking for comfort. They were strange, twisted things, somewhere between animals and men, but with little of the beauty of either; it was as if they had been constructed from the pieces left over from more noble creatures and then adorned with superfluous limbs, vestigial wings or horns that seemed as likely to wound their bearer as any predator. Their sizes were as varied as their composition; some seemed to me larger than elephants, others as small as foxes. With nothing to gauge them against but the mountains and others of their kind, it was difficult to make any judgment on the matter. The creatures moved about the crags and fissures of the mountains, nimble as goats despite their deformities, engaged in business as inscrutable to me as the actions of a farmer must seem to a field mouse.  
 
    From my descriptions of these creatures it may seem that I was free to explore the shadow world at will, but the truth was that I found myself unable to move from the spot where I had stood in the vision I had first had of that land. I could examine the castle directly ahead and turn my head to view the mountains on both sides, as I had in the original vision, but I could neither move my feet nor turn to see what lay behind me. Yet although I was frozen in place, the vista was not: I could stand and watch the creatures move about the mountains and on the parapets of the castle for hours. Sometimes they fought with each other, usually one-on-one, but occasionally in groups of dozens or hundreds. My forebodings aside, the creatures seemed to be unaware of me. Only rarely would one of them venture onto the plain, and never as far as my vantage point. 
 
    Another curious aspect of my visits of that place was that by concentrating on some facet of the vista, I could enlarge it to fill my field of vision, so that details I should have been unable to discern at that distance became clear to me. As with my ability to recall passages in the books I had read in General Janos’s library, this faculty improved with time, and there seemed no limit to it: although I could not see through the rocks or the walls of the castle, I was eventually able to make out striations where the masons had molded the stones with their chisels. I knew every tower and buttress of that castle—at least those that were visible from my vantage point—and developed a likely floor plan for it. (The floor plan, detailed as it was, never possessed the vivid clarity of the vista itself, although both were ostensibly products of my imagination.) When I tired of this, I worked on honing my other senses in that place, but this was less rewarding: the creatures spoke an ugly language of grunts and snarls that, to the extent I could make any sense of it, seemed to be employed mostly for threats, commands and obsequious pleas for mercy. The odors of the place were even worse. 
 
    I never saw any of the creatures enter or leave the castle. I got the impression, after watching for many hours, that the beasts inside the castle, although they lived fairly miserable lives, were rather better off than those in the mountains. I occasionally heard the sounds of quarrels from within the castle, but these were of a smaller scale than those outside and were ended quickly. It seemed that some great demon ruled within the castle and kept order there, although I was frustrated in my efforts to learn more of the hierarchy by the great stone walls that concealed most of the goings-on. Although I had initially assumed that the guard house on the near side of the moat concealed a bridge that led to the castle, I began to wonder if the castle were completely cut off from the surrounding plain. The guard tower appeared to be completely unmanned; I never saw any movement there. 
 
    Observing this strange landscape might have made for a diverting pastime but for one problem: time seemed to pass there much slower than it did in my cell. I had no reliable way to gauge the passage of time in the shadow world, but I had learned to measure the passage of time in the dungeon by observing the gradual fading of the lamp light that penetrated my cell as the wick burned lower. This may seem impossible, but to a man whose entire world is near darkness, an innumerable gradation of grays are visible. I practiced this skill until I could predict the arrival of the guard with my dinner within ten minutes. I recall watching a battle that seemed to rage for days in the shadow world only to find that less than hour had passed in the dungeon. Thus, by spending time there, I was in effect lengthening my sentence. Despite the respite offered by my visits to the shadow world, the days crept by slowly and I once again began to despair. 
 
    I might have offered myself up to the rats after all if it had not been for a fortuitous change in my circumstances: one day, as I sat in my usual place, paging through a volume on the mythology of the Barbaroki, I heard a man’s voice singing. My memory had become sharp during my incarceration, and I frequently called to mind the singing of Beata or other pleasant sounds of my youth, but this sound was more distinct than any memory. It might have come from the shadow world, but I had never heard anything more pleasant in that place than a chorus of foul beasts howling over the defeat of some shared enemy. This was a human voice, singing in words that I could understand—although the lyrics seemed to be nonsense. 
 
    I listened for hours, not daring to move or make a sound for fear that I would frighten the man into silence or break the spell that brought his voice to me. He went from song to song, sometimes switching in the middle of the refrain. Some of the tunes were familiar to me, but none of the words; they were like the semi-coherent gobbledygook of nursery rhymes. At last he seemed to tire, and, fearing that the voice might disappear as mysteriously as it had arrived, I ventured a word. 
 
    “Hello? Who is that?” 
 
    There was no reply, but I heard a sharp movement followed by silence, as if someone had started and then frozen. 
 
    “I mean you no harm,” I said. “I am a prisoner here, and I heard you singing. I thought perhaps you had suffered the same fate as I.” 
 
    “A prisoner!” cried the man. “Pitiable wretch! What is your crime?” 
 
    “I’ve been convicted of sorcery, but it was a case of mistaken identity. Are you not then a fellow inmate?” 
 
    “No, I am only awaiting the Governor. He is a very busy man, you know.” 
 
     “Undoubtedly,” I said, “but this is a strange place to wait for him, is it not?” 
 
    “It is an antechamber,” the man said. “I suppose it is no worse than most. It matters little, as I don’t plan to remain long.” 
 
    I began to get the sense the man was mad. Still, his company was welcome. “How is it that I hear your voice? I didn’t think there were any other… rooms nearby.” I had nearly said cells. 
 
    “There is a crack in the wall,” he said. “It must connect to your cell.” 
 
    I had not dared to move since first hearing the man’s voice, but now I stood and felt along the wall. “Speak again,” I said. 
 
    “Are you in a dungeon below the Governor’s palace?” the man asked. His voice was coming from a barely visible crack in the ceiling just out of my reach. 
 
    “I’m in a place called Nincs Varazslat,” I said. “It’s an abandoned salt mine.” 
 
    “It sounds dreadful,” he said. “When I see the Governor, I will ask him to release you. What is your name?” 
 
    “I’m Konrad.” I considered explaining that I’d been sentenced under the name of Eben the Warlock, but there was no point in confusing him, as he had as much chance of obtaining an audience with the Governor as I did. 
 
    “I’m Bolond,” he said. “Glad to meet you, Konrad. As it seems I shall not meet the Governor today, I will go to sleep so that I will be ready when they call me in the morning. Goodnight.” Soon I heard snoring, which was almost as pleasurable to my ear as the singing had been. Shortly thereafter I fell asleep as well. 
 
    I awoke the next morning to singing. Bolond seemed to have an endless repertoire of his nonsense songs. After he’d sung three of them, I interrupted.  
 
    “Good morning, Bolond,” I said. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    There was the startled sound and then silence. 
 
    “It’s me, Konrad,” I said after a moment.  
 
    “Where are you?” he asked. 
 
    “In my cell, in Nincs Varazslat.” 
 
    “Why do you speak to me through a crack in the wall?” 
 
    “It’s the same way we spoke to each other yesterday. There seems to be a channel connecting your cell to mine.” I had hoped, if he really had forgotten the events of the previous day, that I might have a fresh chance to convince him of the reality of his situation. 
 
    “I’m not in a cell,” he said. “I’m in an antechamber awaiting the Governor.” 
 
    “You have no memory of speaking with me yesterday?” 
 
    “I only arrived this morning.” 
 
    “We spoke yesterday, in this same manner.” 
 
    “There’s no point in talking to you if you’re only going to spout nonsense.” He began to sing, performing several of his gobbledygook songs in a row. At last he paused, but as soon as I spoke a word, he started up again. This went on until dinner, by which time I had given up trying to talk to him. We ate in silence. His dinner had arrived about three minutes before mine, by which fact I judged that his cell was perhaps a hundred yards or so down one of the passages. After dinner, he quickly fell asleep. 
 
    The next day he once again seemed to have no memory of our previous conversations. He was convinced that he’d just arrived at the Governor’s antechamber and was likely to be granted an audience at any moment. This time I did not attempt to disabuse him of the idea. 
 
    I could not get him to tell me why he wished to see the Governor or anything about himself beyond his name; he would only say that he was on a very important mission, and that perhaps he could tell me more someday if he came to trust me. Since his memory seemed to extend only a few hours, it seemed unlikely I would be able to earn his trust. I tried for weeks, every morning having some version of the same conversation with him, and every day learning nothing. The next day we would start from scratch: he would remember nothing about me or our previous conversations, and was always surprised to hear a voice coming to him from a crack in the wall. Although I at first considered the possibility that he was pretending, I don’t think any man could have maintained the ruse so effectively and for so long. He was no doubt quite mad. 
 
    Nevertheless, I enjoyed his companionship, particularly the songs, which numbered in the hundreds. I learned many of them by heart, and he was always surprised when I began to sing along. Our conversations tended toward the monotonous, but when I tired of the repetition, I began telling elaborate lies, claiming to be the Governor’s secretary, or the Governor himself, or Eben the Warlock, or the ghost of Bolond’s great-grandfather. Despite his insanity, he usually had no trouble discerning the lie, and none of my ruses prompted him to reveal any more than he had already told me about himself. In any case, no harm was done: by the next day he’d forgotten all about it. 
 
    What troubled me more than anything about Bolond was that I could never figure out why he had been committed to Nincs Varazslat. Was he, like me, an innocent? Or was he a genuine sorcerer? He certainly seemed harmless enough, but that meant nothing. Perhaps he had intended to murder the Governor, but his plan had been foiled and he had received a blow on the head in the process, so that now all he could remember was that he was on a very important mission involving the Governor. There was no way to know. 
 
    Some two years after I heard Bolond’s voice, I awoke to silence. My calls to him went unanswered, and I never heard him again. I didn’t know if he was pardoned or moved to another cell or if he died in his sleep. I was once again alone. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how dependent I’d become on Bolond’s company, and I once again spiraled into despair. At first I reasoned that if Bolond had been released, then I might be as well, but as the weeks wore on, this hope faded. I asked the guard if he knew what happened to Bolond, but he claimed to know nothing about any other prisoners. I started to think I had imagined him, but if that were the case, why couldn’t I conjure him again as I had before? 
 
    As before, my despair ultimately reached its limit. I retreated into the shadow world, my lessons with Beata, the general’s books, and my own thoughts. I sang Bolond’s songs and composed my own. It was a miserable existence, but I found that I was able to tolerate it by every morning assigning myself a particular goal or area of study and occupying myself fully with the task until dinner, giving little thought to the next day. I managed to maintain a certain equilibrium if I thought only of filling a few hours at a time; if I allowed myself to think in terms of weeks, months, or years, I would feel despair opening like a vast abyss. If I could simply have thrown myself into that abyss, I would have done so a thousand times, but I could not bring myself to allow the rats to eat out my eyes. 
 
    Then, seventeen days into the seventh year of my incarceration, the guard opened the door to my cell, explaining that the prosecutor wished to see me. Three hours later I rode a pale horse into Nagyvaros, a free man. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine              
 
    I sold the nag for nineteen ermes at the first stable I came to in Nagyvaros. It was a poor price even for that horse, but a man wearing a hood pulled down over his eyes cannot bargain for long without drawing the attention of the gendarmes, and although I had not committed any crime, I was loath to get pulled into any dealings with the law. I took the money and continued on foot to the inn where I had last seen Beata. 
 
    The inn had fallen on hard times and seemed to have changed ownership; the friendly innkeeper I’d spoken to on my visit six years earlier had been replaced by a taciturn little woman who greeted her guests with as much enthusiasm as I’d shown for the rats in my cell. Fortunately the place was as dimly lit as it had been on my first visit; by keeping the hood in place, I had no trouble concealing the brand on my face. I ordered a lavish meal and two flagons of beer in the hopes of setting the woman at ease, but her expression never changed. The stew was filling but not much better than the fare I’d had in Nincs Varaslat, and the beer was half water. When I’d finished eating, I got up and approached the innkeeper. 
 
    “I’m looking for a friend of mine,” I said. “A young woman by the name of Beata. She used to sing here, years ago.” 
 
    “I don’t pry into the business of my guests,” she said, “but a man asking questions would do well to show his face.” 
 
    “It is for your benefit that I keep it hidden. I’ve suffered a disfigurement.” 
 
    “What sort of disfigurement?” 
 
    “I was in the Scouting Corps. I was captured by the Barbaroki.” I said no more, hoping she would have heard enough about Barbarok methods of torture to imagine for herself what might have been done to me.  But she showed no pity. 
 
    “Sliced up your face, did they? Or burned you, maybe? What’s a young woman want to do with such a freak?” 
 
    “Nothing, in all likelihood. I only wish to confirm that she is alive and well.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about a Beata. We’ve never had singers here, not since I took over the place from my brother.” 
 
    “Where is your brother now?” 
 
    “Commoner’s Field. Died of a stroke three years ago. Left me this place and a pile of debt, thanks to squandering his profits on singers and musicians.” 
 
    “Anyone else around who might remember her?” 
 
    “No. Will you be needing a room?” 
 
    I considered this. If there was no one at the inn who knew what had become of Beata, then I would have to pay a visit to Beata’s parents. That would be an awkward reunion, given my appearance, but there was no way around it. Beata might want nothing to do with me, but I had to know what had happened to her. It was already late afternoon, and the journey to their farm would take three hours on foot. “I’ll take a room for the night.” 
 
    “Two ermes.” 
 
    It was an exorbitant price, but I was beginning to learn that there was a penalty for conducting business looking as I did. People were willing to risk the chance I was a scofflaw or fugitive, but not without being compensated for it. I took the two coins from the purse and pushed them toward her. She eyed them greedily. 
 
    “I’ll need two of those towels,” I said, indicating the cotton rags with which she’d been wiping the glasses. 
 
    She shot me a puzzled glance, shrugged, and handed me the towels. I released the coins. She slipped them into her pocket, took a key from a nail on the wall behind her, and said, “Follow me.” 
 
    I followed her upstairs, where she let me into a small room furnished with a single bed with a badly stained mattress. Twilight filtered through the shutters over a single small window. I nodded to let her know it would do, and she left, closing the door behind her. I removed the cloak, wrapped it up to form a makeshift pillow, and then lay down, falling asleep almost instantly. 
 
    I awoke to sunlight streaming through the cracks in the shutters, and the warm yellow glow that permeated the room was such a cheerful sight that I sat for a moment on the edge of the bed with tears streaming down my cheeks. What I wouldn’t have done for a glimpse of sunlight over the past six years! 
 
    I spent some time fashioning the towels into bandages that covered most of my face. I imagined my appearance was still frightful at the end of this project, but at least I looked more like the victim of some horrible accident rather than an outlaw. I threw on the cloak, pulled the hood over my head, and went downstairs. No one cast a glance in my direction, and I went outside into the glare of the sunlight. 
 
    I hadn’t gone more than a hundred paces when I was accosted by a man I at first took to be a beggar. He called out to me from across the street, and I prepared to tell him I had nothing to spare, but then I realized I recognized him. Had I known him before I was sentenced to Nincs Varaslat? No, I had seen him the previous night at the inn, sipping a beer while I talked with the innkeeper. 
 
    “Hail, friend!” he said. “You are the one who was asking about the young woman? The singer?” 
 
    “You know something of her?” 
 
    The man hesitated as he saw my bandages under the hood. “Have you had an accident?” he asked. 
 
    “If you have information about Beata, I’m willing to pay you—with silver or with a look under my bandages. The choice is yours.” 
 
    The man nodded, remembering why he’d approached me. “The singer, yes. I was at the inn that night. The acolytes had cornered a man there, cloaked like you are. Supposedly a sorcerer, although I don’t put much stock in such things. He ran out the back with the girl, the one you call Beata.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to her? Or to the hooded man?” 
 
    “I heard an acolyte’s men threw the hooded man into a cart and took him away to that dungeon of theirs, in an old salt mine. Salt is supposed to keep them from using magic, you know.” 
 
    “So I hear. What of the girl?” 
 
    “She was never heard from again. Old Tanur, who used to run the inn, asked around a bit about her. She was a wonderful singer, as you know if you’ve heard her, and she brought in a fair amount of business. But no one knew what had happened to her.” 
 
    “Then you know nothing else?” 
 
    “Not about the girl.” 
 
    “That’s hardly worth a copper.” 
 
    “It’s something, though, isn’t it? Strange that a beautiful girl like that could just disappear like that. Oh, and I remember something else: they found a corpse that night.” 
 
    “Who, the acolyte’s men?” 
 
    “No, the gendarmes. A friend of mine overheard them talking about it the next day. Found him in an alley a few blocks from the tavern. They said he bled to death. He’d been stabbed, they said.” 
 
    I held out an erme. “Go get me a loaf of bread from the baker across the way. “You may keep what’s left over.” 
 
    The man did as instructed, returning after a few minutes with a loaf of bread, still warm from the oven. I thanked him and made to leave. 
 
    “Maybe just a peek?” he asked, pointing at my face. 
 
    I turned and walked away. Was the dead man the gendarmes had found the sorcerer, Eben? There was no way to know. I hoped so, as it meant Beata had gotten away—but it made her disappearance even more inexplicable. 
 
    On the way out of the city I purchased a pack, flint and steel, a flask, a small hunting knife and a few other supplies, all of which cost me less than an erme. There was a flip side to my condition: a man whose face is covered in bandages can get a good deal by threatening to loiter for a while. 
 
    I left the city and traveled east. After about two leagues I came to a village, where I ate lunch at the local inn. My appearance occasioned some murmurs but no outright hostility. While I ate, I heard a horse whinnying somewhere behind the inn. I finished my lunch and walked around the back of the building to see a handsome chestnut horse, fifteen hands or so in height, tied to a post. A makeshift canopy had been fashioned over the horse’s head. Judging from the piles of manure nearby, the horse had been there for several days. I approached the horse slowly, with my hands visible, allowing her to see and smell me. She seemed unconcerned with my presence; if she noticed the bandages, she was polite enough not to make an issue of them. 
 
    While the mare and I were making our introductions, a mousy young woman came into the yard, dumped a bucket of waste, and then turned to go back into the inn. Seeing me, she gave a start. 
 
    “I’m sorry, miss,” I said. “I heard your horse whinnying, and I wanted to investigate. She’s a beautiful animal.” 
 
    “Thank you, but she’s not mine,” said the woman. “She belongs to old Dezso. His barn burned down, and she was the only survivor. My father agreed to keep Emra here until he could find a buyer for her.” 
 
    “How old is she?”  
 
    “Nearly five years.” 
 
    I nodded. I had guessed she was around four. “I wouldn’t think it would take long to find a buyer for a horse of this quality.” 
 
    She shrugged. “People around here know what happened to Dezso’s barn. They’re worried the trauma has ruined her. Quite unnecessarily, as you can see. She’s the most tranquil horse I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Take her to Nagyvaros,” I said. “Prices are higher there, and people won’t know her history. If, as you say, she’s unaffected by the incident, there’s no deception involved.” 
 
    She shook her head as she untied Emra’s reins. She walked in a slow semicircle, exposing the horse’s right flank to me. I saw now that Emra bore a reminder of the incident: on her left rear hindquarters was a patch of mottled flesh, devoid of hair. The blisters had healed, but the scar would remain. I examined the wound, and for the first time the horse showed some unease, stepping gingerly away from my touch. 
 
    “It still hurts her a little, I think,” said the girl. 
 
    “But you say she hasn’t grown skittish? Is she afraid of fire?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “No more so than any animal with sense. She’s a very brave horse. It was her bravery that saved her.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “There were four horses in the barn when it caught fire. A careless servant left a lamp burning, and one of the other horses knocked it over. The other three horses bolted and got themselves trapped. Emra went to the middle of the barn and lay down, putting her head to the ground to avoid the smoke. The barn burned down around her, and that mark on her hindquarters is all she has to show for it. Even when the timber fell on her, searing her flesh, she stayed put. The other three horses were overcome by the smoke and died.” 
 
    “A prospective buyer would tell you Emra lacks the will to survive,” I said. “That she survived because she didn’t have the spirit the others had.” 
 
    “And yet, they are dead and she is alive.” 
 
    I nodded. There is no arguing with the logic of survival. “Will you take twenty-four ermes for her?” 
 
    “You are looking to buy a horse?” 
 
    “I wasn’t, but I have some distance to travel, and it never hurts to have a companion.” 
 
    “Dezso told me to try to get thirty. If I get thirty, he will let me keep one.” 
 
    “Then give Dezso twenty-three and take one for yourself.” 
 
    “I would be cheating Dezso.” 
 
    “No, you would be preventing Dezso from cheating you. You are not going to get thirty ermes for this horse. Perhaps if she were flawless, but not in her present condition. Dezso knows this, which is why he promised to give you one erme only if you sell it for thirty. He thinks you will try to sell it for thirty but fail, getting perhaps twenty-six or twenty-seven, and then he will owe you nothing. With my offer, Dezso gets a fair price and you get a fair commission.” 
 
    She nodded. “You are probably right, but I will give Dezso all twenty-four.” 
 
    “Then I will give you twenty-five so that you are not slighted.” 
 
    She laughed. “What is to keep me from saying that I will give Dezso all twenty-five, thereby prompting you to offer twenty-six?” 
 
    “Only your own conscience. If you were dishonest, you would not have offered to give up your commission.” 
 
    “Unless I were exceedingly clever and anticipated your generosity.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you are quite clever, but I don’t think you will press the issue. My offer stands at twenty-five.” 
 
    “The truth is,” she said, “I might very well ask for twenty-six, but… you have been scarred as well, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I ask for no charity.” 
 
    “It isn’t charity. Only a sense that you should have this horse. I wonder if there are, after all, such things as omens.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    “All right, let me get you the tack and some feedbags.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    While the girl was inside, I spoke reassuringly to the mare, and she humored me. “Are you ready for an adventure?” I asked. 
 
    The horse gave a defiant snort. 
 
    “Good. Before we set out, though, I have one small demand to make of you. From now on, you shall answer to Ember, rather than Emra, because you have been branded by the thing that tried to destroy you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I continued east another three leagues east before turning north at the narrow track that would take me to Beata’s parents’ farm. I arrived just after noon and knocked on the door. After some time, Beata’s father answered. He looked like he’d aged twenty years since I’d last since him. Seeing my bandages, Beata’s father made to slam the door, but I held up my hand. “Wait!” I cried. “It’s only me, Konrad. Ferenc’s son.” As loath as I was to reveal my identity, I couldn’t think of any other way to get them to tell me what had happened to Beata. I couldn’t very well pose as a gendarme in my present condition. 
 
    “Konrad? The shepherd boy? What has happened to you?” 
 
    “I’ve suffered some scarring to my face. Please, I’ve come to learn of Beata. Is she here?” 
 
    “Is this a joke?” the man demanded angrily. “Tear off those bandages and show me who you are!” 
 
    He reached for my face, and I took a step back. “It is no joke,” I said. “I’ve just come from Nagyvaros, where I failed to learn anything of what happened to Beata since I last saw her more than six years ago.” 
 
    “I will need more proof than that.” 
 
    “I used to watch your sheep for an erme a week,” I said. “I never lost any, except for the time that lout Jagr claimed your barn was on fire, and while I went to investigate, his father stole an ewe.” 
 
    “Then… you really are Konrad?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And you did not abscond with my daughter six years ago?” 
 
    “I? No. I came to see her after I spoke with you and your wife. I found her at the inn in Nagyvaros, but before I could speak a word to her, a man seized her and dragged her into an alley. I pursued, but in the confusion I was apprehended by the gendarmes, who thought me to be the abductor. By the time the matter was cleared up, Beata was gone.” 
 
    “And you waited six years to tell me of this?” 
 
    “This is the first opportunity I’ve had,” I said, preparing to tell the lie I’d worked up on the way over. I’d decided it wouldn’t do to tell Beata’s father of my incarceration. In Nagyvaros, Nincs Varaslat was rarely spoken of in polite company; in the rural areas it was little more than a fairy tale. Beata’s father would probably not believe I’d been sent there, and if he did, he’d assume it had been for a good reason. The truth—that I’d been branded against my will with the mark of a warlock—was too fantastic to be believed.  
 
    “I must confess,” I went on, “that I misrepresented myself to you the day I came to you six years ago. I had not been honorably discharged, as I claimed. I deserted for fear that if I remained in the janissaries, Beata would tire of waiting for me and marry another. When I came to see you, it was in the hopes of marrying her and running off to the western provinces, out of the reach of the janissaries. But my plans were interrupted by the man at the tavern. I was arrested and released the next day into the custody of the janissaries. I was forced to serve another six years on the frontier and have only now been released.” 
 
    Beata’s father stared at me, a mix of anger and skepticism on his face. “I think you should go.” 
 
    “Please, sir,” I said. “It is not for my sake that I inquire of your daughter. As you can see, Turelem has punished me for my disobedience, and I have given up conceits of marriage. Although I still love Beata, I would not punish her by forcing her to look upon my face. I only wish to find out if she is alive and well, and, if she is in trouble, to assist her however I can. But the trail has gone cold. Is there anything you can tell me about where she might have gone? I promise you that whatever I find out will be shared with you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I know nothing that could help you, and I would not tell you if I did. At best you are a dishonorable man who told me lies in order to abscond with my daughter; at worst you are her murderer, who has returned to torment me anew. Be gone, scoundrel. My wife has already died of grief; there is nothing more you can take from me.” He slammed the door in my face. 
 
    The meeting having gone about as well as I’d expected, I considered my options. My priority was to find Beata, but if I was going to conduct a thorough investigation, I would need more than a handful of ermes. I had not put much thought into what I would do when I found Beata, but for all the lies I’d told her father, I had meant it when I said I no longer intended to marry her. The mark on my face was only one reason; the fact is that six years in the darkness of Nincs Varaslat had changed me in ways that I did not yet fully understand. A man who has learned to live inside his mind does not so easily return to the land of men. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten                    
 
    I turned Ember south, following the road until nightfall. The territory east of Nagyvaros is mostly open plain, but there are enough stray trees scattered about that I was able to gather several armfuls of twigs. I made a fire and hung my cloak on a few sticks I’d thrust into the ground in order to make a screen that blocked the wind and reflected the heat from the fire back toward me. After spreading some dead grass for a bed, I lay down and slept. 
 
    I had to get up several times during the night to tend to the fire, but otherwise slept well. Ember kept watch; horses are light sleepers and can sleep on their feet. The air was cold but dry, and the wind was never more than a mild breeze. I awoke at dawn, ate what was left of my bread, and set out again. 
 
    The journey to General Janos’s estate took two days. I did not know the exact location, but when I reached the vicinity I stopped to ask a farmer near the road for directions. I had no doubt he would know where the estate of the famous general was, and I was right. The man gave me accurate, though curt, instructions. If it weren’t for my frightening appearance, he might have told me something else as well: the esteemed general was dead. 
 
    I learned this by inquiring of the groundskeeper, who seemed to be the only person in residence at the estate. The place was in a sorry state, as it required more upkeep than the old man was capable of performing. The estate was owned by some distant cousin of the general, who lived in Nagyvaros and had no interest in it. The groundskeeper, who seemed to welcome the company and was oddly incurious about my bandages, told me that General Janos had died four years earlier, and that the general’s will had listed a soldier named Konrad as his sole beneficiary. When this Konrad could not be located, the general’s holdings defaulted into the hands of the cousin. I thanked the man and left. 
 
    Thus I found myself with no friends, no clues regarding Beata’s disappearance, and no means to continue my investigation. Soon I would run out of money, and my appearance would make it difficult to secure reputable employment. I could return to the janissaries, but soldiers are superstitious types; a man with arcane markings on his face would likely find his flank undefended at a critical moment. In any case, unless I wished to join as an infantryman without rank, I would need to prove my identity, which would be difficult given the loss of my discharge papers. Perhaps Istvan still had them, but I hadn’t had the presence of mind to request them on the occasion of my release. Even if I had the papers, they would likely be no more convincing to the janissaries than they had been to the judge. There were two men who could authenticate the papers and confirm my identity; one was dead, and the other had an active interest in foiling my efforts. My one advantage over Major Bertrek was that he assumed I was still imprisoned; it would not serve me to reveal myself to him. The time for my vengeance against him had not yet come. 
 
    Other than banditry, only one option remained for a man like me: assuming the janissary still offered a bounty for the heads of Barbarok chieftains, I could conceivably make a living as an assassin. As a Scout, I’d often gotten within a stone’s throw of a chieftain without them being the wiser; at the time I’d been pursuing other objectives, but I could easily adapt the tactics I’d learned to assassination. The bounty was not much, but I did not doubt I could make a modest living at it. It would be a rough life, though, and I’d have to spend most of my time on the frontier. My quest to find Beata would be frustrated.  
 
    I did not intend to travel to the frontier without first exhausting my resources. If I were frugal, my remaining money might last me a month—longer if I sold Ember, although was loath to do so, as she was proving to be a fine companion. Maybe a month would be enough time to find Beata. I mounted Ember and began the journey back to Nagyvaros. By evening, I was within a day’s ride of the city, but a cold wind had begun to blow from the north, and there was no wood for a fire. I had not eaten all day, and when I came to small town called Kalyiba, I resolved to warm up and have a meal in the local inn if there was one.  
 
    I had no trouble finding the inn; it was abuzz with activity—rarely a good sign in such little towns. A dozen or so horses were tied up outside, and over the whistle of the wind I could hear an animated discussion going on inside. I hesitated, thinking I might be better off to avoid such a congregation, but hunger and curiosity got the better of me. I tied Ember up between two other horses, hoping to give her a chance to warm up a bit, strapped her feed bag on, and went inside. 
 
    There were some thirty men in the little inn, about half of whom were actively involved in the discussion. No one took any notice of my entry, and I sidled alongside the group and raised a hand to get the attention of the innkeeper. I pointed to the pot of stew simmering behind the bar and then to a barrel of ale, and he gave me a nod. I retreated to a corner where I could listen to the proceedings. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get the gist of the situation: evidently the son of a local count, a young man by the name of Pyotr, had been abducted by bandits, who were known to have a hideout in the woods a few miles to the west. One of the bandits had delivered a ransom note to the sheriff, who had sent a messenger to inform the count, whose estate was ten leagues to the southeast. The bandits were demanding a thousand ermes for young Pyotr’s release. 
 
    The sheriff, eager to be rid of the bandits—and probably sensing an opportunity to earn a reward for the return of the count’s son—was trying to raise a posse. The sheriff thought the bandits numbered ten or so and were traveling on foot. It was his opinion that a posse of a dozen armed men on horseback could have the young man back before sunrise. Others thought it would be wiser for a larger group to go, in the hopes that a posse of overwhelming size would convince the bandits to surrender without a fight. As they had only a dozen horses, though, this would require some of the men to travel on foot. 
 
    I finished my second bowl of soup and my third pint of beer, and still the discussion showed no signs of coming to a conclusion. Wanting nothing more than to let the warmth of the fire and the droning of the men’s voices lull me to sleep in my chair, I got to my feet, left an erme on the table, and slipped outside. 
 
    Ember whinnied in protest as I mounted her, and I assured her I didn’t want to go chasing after bandits any more than she did, but young Pyotr might well die of old age before the locals managed to assemble their posse. In any case, the bandits would no doubt hear them coming and flee. A lone man with the proper training, on the other hand, might slip into their camp while they slept and abscond with the captive. That man would then be the sole claimant of any reward. 
 
    I was familiar with the geography of that area, and I thought I could find the bandits’ camp based on the information I had gleaned from the discussion at the inn. The sheriff said the bandits had been waylaying travelers on the way to Menedek, which meant their camp was probably not far from the old Cotton Road. There was little cover to be found on the southern side of the Cotton Road for several miles, and the lands farther south were Torzsek territory. A violent and perpetually impoverished people, the Torzseki wouldn’t take kindly to bandits setting up shop on their land. That meant the bandits were to the north, and since they would want to be near a source of fresh water, they would be camped along one of the creeks that fed the Zold. I had only to ride west on the Cotton Road until I came to the first bridge and then head north on foot along the creek. The Moon was three quarters waxing and the sky was clear, so there would be plenty of light. If I didn’t find the bandits by the time I reached the place where the trees began to thin, I’d head west until I reached the next creek and follow it south back to the road. By zigzagging in this way, I could uncover any likely hiding place before dawn.  
 
    It took me a little under an hour to reach the first bridge, a simple structure of pine timbers under which trickled a small, half-frozen creek. I dismounted Ember, brought her to the creek to drink, and then led her north until we were out of sight of the road. I tied her to a sapling, murmured a word of encouragement, and set off along the creek. 
 
    I found the bandit camp in a clearing not a mile down the creek. There were thirteen of them, sitting around a roaring fire, laughing and drinking and taking no precaution not to be seen or heard. After removing my bandages—which were all too visible in the moonlight—I crept close enough to make out their conversation. I had not seen any sign of a captive, and I soon learned why. 
 
    One young man, more finely dressed than the others, seemed to be enjoying the center of attention, and it took no great feat of deduction to ascertain that this was Pyotr, the ostensible kidnaping victim. He expounded to the others on his father’s vast wealth and immense stupidity, and assured them that in no time they would all be living as princes. The others, who were mostly no older than the one to be ransomed, accepted Pyotr’s story with such credulity that I determined they were no hardened criminals but rather a band of ill-mannered youths who had somehow made the acquaintance of the young aristocrat and together hatched a plan to bilk his father out of some money by playing the part of bandits. A few wore knives, and a rapier in a scabbard lay on the ground near the aristocrat’s feet, but they certainly were not the well-armed band of vicious killers the sheriff had described.   
 
    Moving silently from tree to tree, I crept within five feet of the nearest man and then stepped into the light of the fire. “Ho there, fellows!” I bellowed, and several of the men started. One of them fell off the log he’d been sitting on, and another stood up, tripped over his own feet, and went sprawling to the ground. Two others managed to get to their feet without incident, while the others remained frozen in place. Even in the dim firelight, I could see that the young aristocrat’s face had gone white. 
 
    “Who approaches?” demanded one of the standing men, producing a knife from his belt and taking a step toward me. 
 
    I grasped the man’s wrist and twisted in a precise manner, causing him to drop the knife and fall to his knees. I kicked the knife into the bushes and then broke the man’s nose on my knee. 
 
    “Only an innocent traveler, much like yourselves,” I said, maintaining my cheerful demeanor. “Who is the leader of your little band?” 
 
    The other man who had gotten to his feet ran toward me with his knife aimed at my belly; I stepped aside and threw him into the trunk of a tree. There was a wet crunching sound followed by a brief moan, and then silence. 
 
    The oldest member of the group, whom I’d already picked out as the leader, got to his feet. He had a knife at his side but didn’t make a move for it. 
 
    “You?” I asked, feigning surprise. “I had thought perhaps His Lordship was in charge.” I glanced at Pyotr, who got reluctantly to his feet. 
 
    “None of this is any of your business,” said Pyotr. 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” I said. “I understand the going rate for a young nobleman is a thousand ermes, and I have use for such a sum.” 
 
    “And you think you’ll just walk into our camp and take him?” the one who’d identified himself as the leader demanded. 
 
    “I had assumed he would come of his own volition,” I said, “as I was led to believe he’d been taken against his will.” 
 
    Pyotr started, “I’m sure we can come to some—” 
 
    “Shut up,” the leader barked. He turned to me. “He’s ours. If you have any sense, you’ll leave here and not come back. You may be able to take on two or three of us, but you’re no match for all of us.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what I’m capable of,” I said, removing my hood. Gasps went up from around the fire. The warlock’s brand must have looked particularly frightful in the flickering firelight. 
 
    “What in the Sweet Mother’s name are you?” the leader asked. 
 
    “Just a traveler, as I said. I am shortly going to be on my way, and I’m going to take young Pyotr with me. You’re going to—” 
 
    “You can’t just—” 
 
    “Quiet!” I growled, startling the man into silence. I continued, “You’re going to let me, and I will tell you why. If you don’t, you’re going to have to fight me. It’s one thing to rush in a fit of drunken bravado at a stranger you think unarmed; it’s quite another to attack a man such as myself, having seen what I can do—and I promise you, you haven’t seen a tenth of what I’m capable of. You imagine that you can overwhelm me en masse, but if each of you looks to his left and his right, he will discover himself in the company of cowards. If one of you attacks, he will attack alone, and I will crush you as I’ve crushed two of your number already, with less effort than I expend buttering a slice of bread. 
 
     “Now perhaps you don’t mind a few broken bones, and are therefore still weighing your chances. In that case, let me tell you how I found you. Two hours ago I happened to stop by an inn in the town of Kalyiba, where a posse of thirty men was about to set out after some bandits who had absconded with a young aristocrat named Pyotr. As one man traveling alone can move faster than a posse, particularly if that man has an extremely fast horse, as I do, I was able to find you first, but the others are not ten minutes behind me. And lest you think I located you only through some prodigious feat of tracking, let me assure you that a blind man could have found your camp, situated as it is on the first available source of fresh water to the west of the Zold, and the man would have to be deaf as well to miss the din you’ve been making. Now, I see from your movements that you’re thinking of making a run for it, which is all well and good except that you have enough supplies to last perhaps three days while the posse is equipped for a week of travel. You may stay ahead of them for a few days, but you will find no shelter in any town, and when the posse catches you, they will hang you all from trees so as to not risk having to go through the trouble of finding you again. 
 
    “But that, fellow travelers, is not why you are going to let me walk away with your well-dressed companion. You see, in these woods live bandits. Not spoiled youths playing at banditry to take advantage of an old man’s wealth. I speak of actual bandits, who will kill you for a copper or because your nose reminds them of something unpleasant in their childhood. It may amuse you to know that the only reason the sheriff is bothering with such a substantial posse on your account is that he imagines you to be these bandits, who have been tormenting travelers along the Cotton Road over the past months. I would wager that those bandits, who consider these woods to be their own property, are even now aware of your encroachment on their territory and are only suffering you to live out of curiosity. Perhaps they have overheard you talking about the ransom you imagine you’ll soon have, and are discussing amongst themselves whether to take the aristocrat off your hands or simply wait for you to get the ransom and then rob you of it. More likely, they are waiting for an opportune moment to kill you all and take whatever you have on you, as bandits are not, as a rule, prodigious planners, nor are they devotees of the principle of delayed gratification. 
 
    “If you wish to survive, then, your best bet is to remand the young aristocrat into my possession and flee this place with all possible haste in the hopes that the posse will not pursue you and the bandits will find me and your well-dressed friend a more attractive target.” 
 
    I let my words hang in the air for a moment, but no one spoke. I turned to Pyotr. “Grab your things and come with me.” 
 
    Pyotr looked to the leader and then to some of the other men and back to me. He got up from his log, bending over to pick up the rapier. 
 
    “Leave that,” said the leader. Pyotr hesitated. 
 
    “Go,” I said to Pyotr. “Walk toward the creek.” 
 
    After a moment, Pyotr complied, stepping past the fire and disappearing into the trees behind me. When he was safely out of sight, I looked at the leader and asked, “How far do you trust your comrades?”  
 
    The man glared at me.  
 
    “I ask because now that you’ve lost your captive, that rapier is the most valuable thing in your possession. I assume that your comrades are all enterprising young men, and no doubt it has occurred to at least one of them to make the best of this disastrous operation by appropriating the rapier for himself and selling it for a profit. Perhaps that is your own motivation for keeping the weapon, although undoubtedly you will claim that you intended to split the proceeds with your fellows. The profit on such a rapier is a paltry sum to be divided twelve ways, though, and you will have to travel together at least as far as Nagyvaros to sell it without raising suspicion. At some point, you will have to sleep, and I suspect that when you wake, you will find yourself relieved of the rapier. A clever man might give the rapier to a man he deems trustworthy and get some rest while waiting for the others to grow tired. Then, when you are rested and the holder of the rapier falls asleep, you can take it from him.” 
 
    I frowned, affecting consternation. “It occurs to me, though, that the man you deem trustworthy may not be so naïve as to fall for this ploy. In fact, I may have inadvertently sabotaged your plan by speaking so candidly. Now the man you select to hold the rapier will feel himself singled out as a rube, and likely will abscond with the weapon rather than be taken advantage of.” 
 
    “We will cast lots to determine who holds the rapier,” offered another of the men. The leader pursed his lips but did not reply. 
 
    “An excellent idea,” I said, “although it entails the possibility that the most devious among you ends up in possession of the rapier. Lots, as you know, are one of the chief ways in which the gods apply their will in the matters of men, and the gods are notorious for rewarding the worst among a band of evildoers as a way of punishing the rest. You could, of course, nominate a second man to watch the first, although this would in all likelihood result in identifying the two least trustworthy members of your group. Such men would likely conspire to slip away with the sword, reasoning that a two-way split would be an agreeable outcome. In the end, though, I think you will find that whatever system you devise will yield to the brute fact of power. That is, the ownership of the rapier will, tautologically, be determined by the holder of the rapier. Even now, watch how your leader, hearing talk of casting lots, moves to decide the matter.” 
 
    This had the desired effect: the leader, who had been watching for an opportunity to seize the rapier, leaned back on his log and held up his hands in a feeble attempt to appear disinterested. This gave me the chance to bend down and pick up the rapier before any of them knew what was happening. I drew it from its scabbard and pointed it at the leader’s chin. “Consider this a lesson in leadership,” I said. “Never let the enemy determine the rules of engagement.”  Still holding the rapier, I backed away from the camp. When I was cloaked in the darkness of the trees, I slid the rapier back into its scabbard, strapped it to my belt, spun around and ran toward the creek. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven                           
 
    As I neared the creek, I stopped to listen and soon heard movement a hundred yards or so to my right. Pyotr, the fool, had fled northward along the creek in an attempt to evade me. I went after him, finding him a few minutes later, tangled in a bramble. While I tried to pull his cloak free from the thorns, he struck at my face clumsily with his fist. I’d been expecting this, but couldn’t easily get out of the way of the blow, so I turned my head aside so that his fist struck my skull just above the ear rather than my nose, as he’d intended. I heard something crack, and it wasn’t my skull. Pyotr cried out in pain. 
 
    “Shut up!” I snapped, cuffing him across the cheek. “If those bandits show up while you’re still tangled in this bush, I’m leaving you here.” 
 
    “You mean there really are bandits? I thought you were making that up to scare us.” 
 
    “No, that part was true.” I’d gotten him free. “Go. South, this time, unless you’d prefer to take your chances with the bandits.”  
 
    He complied, and we crept along the creek for some time in silence. Occasionally I stopped and glanced behind us to make sure we weren’t being followed. 
 
    “What is your name?” he asked after we’d covered nearly half the distance back to the bridge. 
 
    “You won’t be needing my name.” 
 
    “Are you a sorcerer?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why do you have those marks on your face?” 
 
    “I cut myself shaving. Turn left. Climb up that hillock.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The posse is coming.” 
 
    “Then you were telling the truth about that as well?” 
 
    “More or less. Don’t cry out or I’ll gut you. Climb.” 
 
    Pyotr did as instructed. Together we hunched down behind a shrub at the top of the hillock as the posse slowly approached and then passed beneath us. I held my knife to Pyotr’s back. I was right about the posse: they carried torches and were making almost as much noise as Pyotr’s supposed kidnapers. I counted only eleven of them, which meant they’d probably left horses near the bridge. 
 
    When they’d passed, I prodded Pyotr back down the hillock. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To your father.” 
 
    “What will you tell him?” 
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    “You think he will reward you for rescuing me if he knows I concocted the scheme myself?” 
 
    I hesitated. The lad made a good point. “I suppose we shall have to agree to leave out your involvement.” 
 
    “Ah, then you’ll be a co-conspirator!” Pyotr cried.  
 
    “What is it to you?” I asked, irritated. “I have need of money, and no qualms about taking it from a man such as your father.” 
 
    “It’s only that I imagined you to be of purer motive.” 
 
    “My face should have told you different.” 
 
    “I assumed it was part of your camouflage, making yourself appear more fearsome than you are. But I’m afraid it’s no good. He will never believe one man could face down a whole gang of bandits.” 
 
    “He will believe it.” 
 
    “No, he is a skeptical and miserly man. He’ll suspect you of being in league with the bandits, and I shall be forced to testify against you lest suspicion fall on me as well.” 
 
    “I appreciate the warning of your inevitable betrayal.” 
 
    “I warn you so that we can reason together and avoid the eventuality. Look, I’ve got eighteen ermes in my boot. Between that and the rapier, you’ve made a fair profit for a night’s work.” 
 
    We had emerged from the woods, and in the distance I saw Ember’s mane shimmering in the moonlight. I breathed a sigh of relief; the posse either hadn’t seen her or had left her unmolested. There were no other horses around; the posse must have left theirs on the other side of the bridge.  
 
    “Why are you suddenly so afraid to see your plan through?” I asked, as we moved across the open ground toward Ember. 
 
    “To be honest,” Pyotr said, “it was not entirely my plan.” 
 
    “What? You’re going to claim someone else put you up to it?” We had reached Ember, and I went to untie her. 
 
    Pyotr shook his head. “What happened was this: yesterday, two friends and I went to explore the ruins of the temple called Romok, which are in the Maganyos Valley, on the southern outskirts of my father’s land. Several sheep have gone missing lately, and the shepherds, who owe tribute to my father, have protested that evil things are coming out of the ruins and making off with their sheep. It’s nonsense, of course; just a way for lazy and superstitious men to excuse a lack of vigilance. I decided to camp at the ruins for a night to demonstrate the innocuousness of the site.” 
 
    “And being a coward, you took two friends along.” 
 
    “It’s hardly cowardice to travel with company, as you well know, and what transpired next proved the wisdom of that decision.” 
 
    I waved my hand impatiently. “Proceed.” 
 
    “We—my two friends and I—spent the afternoon exploring the ruins and carousing. At one point, Abel found an old bleached skull half-buried in the dirt, and we had great fun carrying it around and moving its jaw while imitating some of our more loathsome acquaintances. At last we grew bored of this game and, leaving the skull more-or-less where we found it, went to where we had set up camp and bedded down for the night. I awoke sometime in the middle of the night and found myself unable to get back to sleep. Annoyed by the snoring of my comrades and thinking to amuse myself, I stuffed my bedroll full of grass so that it appeared I was still sleeping and then retrieved the skull and placed it where my head would have been. I crept behind one of the old fallen stones and made the ghastliest noises I could muster, until at last Abel awoke. Terrified, he shook Liam, and the two of them cowered there for some time while I continued to groan and wail like a man possessed. At last one of them tried to wake me, and I watched as the skull rolled off my pillow and came to a halt a few inches from the fire, the shadows flickering across its countenance seeming to bring it back to life. My two friends got up and ran back toward my father’s manor, some two miles away. I tried to bid them to come back, but I was laughing too hard to speak. By the time I’d recovered, they were too far away to hear me.  
 
    “Assuming they would soon realize I’d played a trick on them and return, I waited for nearly an hour by myself as the fire slowly died. I began to think I was perhaps not safe out there on my own, and had just started to follow my friends back when a man stepped out of the darkness. I could see that he had several others with him. It was Elias, the leader of the group you met back there.  
 
    “At first I was relieved, for I knew Elias and his fellows. They are the sons of farmers and laborers who live in the area. Not bad folks, but farming is seasonal work, and idle men of low breeding often congregate together and cause mischief. I suppose it is the less constrained among these sorts who eventually turn into the hardened bandits you speak of, but Elias and his gang rarely get up to more than public drunkenness and violation of the curfew in Kalyiba. It seemed that this night they had had the same idea as my friends and I: they had come to test their bravery against the ghosts said to be haunting that place. 
 
    “Finding no ghosts, but rather only a lone man hoping in vain for the return of his comrades, Elias and his gang made the best of the situation. At first I assumed my elevated social status would protect me—for even the most dissolute hooligan thinks twice before molesting the son of a count—but they preyed upon my vanity, pretending to be very impressed that the owner of the ruins had come to give them a guided tour of the site. I should have told them to be off at once, as they were technically trespassing, but I feared that I would appear foolish if they did not comply. So I told them I would happily tell them what I knew about the history of the ruins if they would then leave me in peace, as I was very tired. I told them what I knew, which was little enough, and bid them be gone. But Elias claimed I was holding out on them, and he began to joke that they would hold me hostage until gave them the full story of the ruins. I don’t know if Elias really believed there was something I wasn’t telling him, or if he were simply toying with me, but I soon realized I had let the game go too far. I drew my rapier, but they only laughed, and I lost my nerve. I pretended I was offering it to them as a ransom, and soon I was offering them my purse as well. I think by that time Elias had begun to sober up and realized he had threatened the son of a count, so he had little choice but to beg my forgiveness or pursue the matter to the end. Thinking he might kill me, I suggested they ransom me to my father for a thousand ermes, which they might split among themselves. I promised to go along with the scheme and not reveal their identities to my father.” 
 
    “Then you really were being ransomed.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. But you see, I was only stalling for time. My father will never pay.” 
 
    “Perhaps he will not pay the full ransom, but he will surely give some reward for the return of his son.” 
 
    Pyotr shook his head. “I will tell you this because you have saved my life, and because I don’t think you are the sort of man to tell stories in any case. My father maintains his title at the whim of the Torzseki. They have squeezed him for every erme he has, and in return they allow him the fiction that he rules County Kavics. He could not pay if he wanted to, and I doubt he would pay if he could. I am his eighth child and his fourth son. He does not want for heirs.” 
 
    “But has the man no affection for you?” 
 
    Pyotr seemed truly pained to consider the matter. “I think I would rather die than find out how little,” he said quietly. “I am glad not to have to die at the hands of Elias or that unruly posse, but you strike me as an honorable man despite your claims to the contrary. Look, the sky is lightening in the east. Perhaps you could kill me beside this pleasant creek as the sun rises. Elias’s band took my purse, but you will find, as I mentioned, eighteen ermes in my boot.” 
 
    I was taken aback by the young man’s plea. If he was pretending, he was a far better actor than I would have imagined. “Surely you would not rather die than face your father?” 
 
    “I am not afraid to face him, but I will not be humiliated. If you intend to demand a reward from him, I will claim that you are one of the kidnapers to avoid testing my father’s esteem for me.” 
 
    I sighed. The lad was no doubt a practiced liar, but I didn’t think he had it in him to push the ruse this far. He really was prepared to die rather than face humiliation, and I could hardly blame him. “Take off your clothes,” I said. 
 
    “I would prefer to remain clothed for my execution.” 
 
    “I’m not executing you. If you have more than eighteen ermes on you, though, I’ll take you to your father and we’ll see about that reward.” 
 
    Pyotr did as instructed. When he was naked and shivering on the bank of the creek, I went through his clothes and found exactly eighteen ermes. Satisfied he was telling the truth, I put them in my purse and then climbed onto Ember. 
 
    “May I get dressed?” he asked. 
 
    “If you like.” 
 
    He began to put on his trousers. “You are not going to demand a reward from my father?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “The posse will be back here soon. If you cross the bridge, you should be able to find their horses. Wait for them there. They’ll take you home.” 
 
    “What do I tell them?” 
 
    “Whatever you like.” 
 
    “They’ll demand a reward.” 
 
    “You escaped on your own. A man doesn’t earn a reward for letting you ride his horse.” 
 
    “What if they catch Elias and his gang?” 
 
    “They won’t. They’ll pursue them to the edge of the woods, realize they’ve lost them and come back for their horses. They’ll find you and figure it’s better to get you home than to head out across the plains after the bandits.” 
 
    Pyotr nodded, seeing the sense in this. 
 
    I gave Ember a kick and we started up the embankment toward the road. With a glance back, I saw Pyotr pulling his shirt over his head as the edge of the sun peaked above the horizon. 
 
    I shook my head. Eighteen ermes and a rapier was a far cry from the thousand ermes I was hoping for. Still, the young man was alive, the rapier looked to be a respectable weapon, and eighteen ermes would buy me another week in Nagyvaros to look for Beata. It was the first break I’d had since getting out of Nincs Varaslat.  
 
    Cold and tired but in good spirits, I took the Cotton Road east and then cut overland to avoid the town where I’d seen the posse gathering. Getting back on the road, we traveled until the sun was halfway to its zenith, and then I directed Ember to a field where we lay down and slept until mid-afternoon. I mounted her again and we traveled for another three hours, getting to Nagyvaros just after sundown. When we reached the quarter where the inn was located, I handed Ember off to a liveryman and then went to the inn, where I ate a meal of fish and bread, paid the innkeeper for a private room for a month, and slept until morning. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve                         
 
    For the next five days, I searched in vain for clues regarding Beata’s whereabouts. The neighborhood of the inn had changed a great deal since I had first gone there looking for her six years earlier, the city’s less desirable elements having broken out of the ghettos to the south and west and converged on the Hidden Quarter as if by some tacit agreement. Residents with the means to move to more dignified areas of the city did so, taking their wealth and prestige with them. In at least one way this served me: what I paid for a month’s stay at the inn would once have bought me perhaps a week. But the change complicated my search: few of the residents and shopkeepers in the area had been there for more than a few years, and those who had were suspicious and defensive as a rule. In any case, few of them remembered a beautiful girl with honey-blond hair who had once entranced the customers of the Lazy Crow with her songs, and none of these had any clue of her whereabouts. The most I got from anyone were fragments of a story I already knew: Beata had disappeared after some sort of disturbance at the inn. 
 
    I didn’t bother with the bandages during my inquiries. I found that if I approached in daylight, giving a cough or scuffling my feet to announce my arrival, people were generally not overly frightened of my appearance. That isn’t to say that they were warm or friendly, but only that they treated me as they might some other pitiable specimen of humanity, such as a hunchback or paralytic. I avoided smiling or any other overt expression of emotion, as these resulted in contortions of the dark labyrinth that made it appear even more sinister.  
 
    I found too that the brand could be a boon to my efforts as well as a hindrance. It certainly augmented my ability to intimidate, as I’d learned when dealing with Pyotr’s captors, but it also made me memorable. After a few hours of inquiring of shopkeepers, everyone in the neighborhood knew of the strange man with the disfigured face who was asking about a woman who had disappeared six years earlier. After two days, I daresay everyone in the city knew. If anyone in the city knew Beata’s whereabouts, pity or curiosity might prompt them to seek me out. If Beata was still in the city, she might even come to the Hidden Quarter to see this strange man for herself. 
 
    This notoriety carried risks, of course: for one, the gendarmes or acolytes might take an interest in me. But so far I had done nothing illegal, and if I were to give in to the fear that I might once again be arbitrarily apprehended, I’d be so handicapped in my investigation that I might as well resign myself to a career as an assassin of Barbaroki. In any case, the bandages were hardly less frightening than the brand; I thought I may as well select the more unnerving of the two. 
 
    It was true I had sent Istvan on a fool’s errand, chasing after Jagr, the thief who’d humiliated me in my youth, but Istvan presumably had better things to do than seek vengeance on me for a minor jest at his expense. Besides, there was as much evidence against Jagr as there had been against me; perhaps Istvan had secured a conviction against the lout. I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. If nothing else, the joke might have convinced Istvan I would be of no use to him in the investigation of the murder of the acolyte. I’d heard nothing about the incident since my release, and I hoped to maintain my ignorance.  
 
    More troubling was the likelihood that word would reach my mysterious deliverer, the man (if indeed it was a man) who’d signed his letter “R.” On one hand, R. had already gotten me out of Nincs Varaslat once, so presumably his interest in me provided some measure of protection. On the other hand, his beneficence depended on a case of mistaken identity. If he were to come looking for me, he would soon realize his mistake, assuming he had known Eben the Warlock by sight. I doubted I would be thrown back into Nincs Varaslat, as undoing his previous machinations would presumably entail additional effort and risk on his part. He might, however, take revenge against me personally, out of anger for having his plans thwarted. An objective appraisal of the situation would suggest it was unlikely I had conspired to have myself thrown into a dungeon in order to hoodwink my benefactor into rescuing me, but R. was obviously a powerful and clever individual, and such men do not like to have their plans foiled. He might, if nothing else, attempt to have me killed to conceal the fact that some high-ranking individual had orchestrated the release of a known sorcerer from Nincs Varaslat. 
 
    In any case, my efforts availed me nothing; having accosted every shop owner and most of the residents and pedestrians with a quarter mile of the inn, I knew no more than when I started. Deciding a change in tactics was required, I determined to make another journey eastward, where I might inquire of those who lived near Beata’s parents. I recalled that she had an aunt in the area; it was not inconceivable that Beata might have fled there if she were in trouble rather than returning home. If that visit produced no leads, I would travel farther east to seek out the legendary sanctuary for sorcerers established by Varastis. 
 
    The story I’d told Istvan the prosecutor about the apprentice sorcerer Jagr was largely a fabrication, but the sanctuary of Varastis was not. That is, it was not my fabrication. Like many who had traveled through the Eastern Mountains, I had seen the beacon at the top of a high mountain, and I had heard the stories about Magas Komaron, the sorcerers’ fortress. I’d merely embellished the myth with details from one of Bolond’s songs. Was Magas Komaron a real place? I was dubious, but I had no other leads.  
 
    I had just finished my dinner and was about to retire to my room for the night so that I might get a good night’s sleep and set off to the east at dawn when a burly, olive-skinned man entered the tavern. He wore rough leather armor accented by a fringe of crimson feathers; it was clear to everyone in the inn that he was a Torzsek, and those familiar with the tribe would have known the feathers marked him as being of high rank. There were perhaps a dozen people in the main room of the inn, and they all stared at the Torzsek as he entered. The Torzsek appraised the room, and they averted their eyes; many of them glanced at me, sitting alone in a dark corner. I sighed. There could be no doubt as to whom the Torzsek had come to see.  
 
    I made no signal to the man, but he found me anyway. He motioned to the innkeeper for a flagon of beer and then wended his way through the room to my table. Pulling up a chair, he sat down across from me. 
 
    “Have a seat,” I said. 
 
    The innkeeper brought his beer and waited while the Torzsek poured the contents of the flagon down his throat. He set it down with a clank and the innkeeper, without waiting for instructions, grabbed the flagon and walked away to refill it. 
 
    “You are the sorcerer,” said the Torzsek, loud enough to be heard three tables away. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” I said. 
 
    “Sorcery is no sin among the Torzsek.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but it is a crime here.” 
 
    “You have a strange way of hiding your proclivities,” he said more quietly, looking over my face. Unlike the townspeople, he showed no trepidation. 
 
    “The brand persists, although my supposed crimes are in the past. What do you want from me?” 
 
     “I am Davor Sabas, the right hand of Chief Nebojsa of the Torzseki. If what I hear about you is true, the chief may wish to hire you.” 
 
    “What makes you think I am for hire?” 
 
    “The chief was told by Count Hildemar that you were instrumental in delivering his son from bandits. The chief supposed that you involved yourself in the matter of Pyotr’s kidnaping expecting a reward. He also supposes whatever reward you received probably was not as substantial as you had hoped.” 
 
    “Your chief is an insightful man.”  
 
    Davor smiled at this. “Count Hildemar claims that you single-handedly vanquished a group of twenty. Is this true?” 
 
    I considered the question. “There were only twelve of them,” I said after a moment, “and they were not a particularly dangerous sort of bandit.” 
 
    “But you faced twelve men alone?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “You slipped into their camp while they slept and untied the count’s son?” 
 
    “No, I strode into their camp while they were awake and convinced them it was in their interest to give me Pyotr.” 
 
    “You did this with the sword or by some sorcery?” 
 
    “I had no sword, at least not at the beginning of the encounter.” I motioned toward the rapier, which I had leaned against the wall near my right hand. “A prize I took off the mastermind of the group.” 
 
    “A fine weapon. What is your name, sorcerer?” 
 
    “Konrad.” I judged that there was no harm in using my true name; no one in the city knew me. 
 
    “May I ask what business you had in our territory?” 
 
    “None. I was returning from a visit to an old friend.” 
 
    “Then you did not visit the ruins of Romok?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you know of them?” 
 
    “I have heard of them. They are said to be haunted.” 
 
    Davor nodded. “It is hard to know what to make of such stories. Strange moans are heard there at night, and the local shepherds report that sheep have gone missing.” 
 
    So, I thought, the Torzseki were in search of a sorcerer to vanquish the spirits that haunted the ruins. Judging from what young Pyotr had told me, there was little danger, and I sensed an opportunity to make enough money to allow me to stay in Nagyvaros for a few more weeks to continue my search. 
 
    “How is this a concern of the Torzseki?” I asked. “Isn’t your territory many miles south of the ruins?” 
 
    “It is a delicate matter,” Davor said. “As you seem to have some knowledge of it already, there is no harm in telling you of it in more detail. The Torzseki have an agreement with the Count by which we are allowed to move our livestock through the valley in which the ruins are located. It is an informal agreement, you understand. The sort that would be disapproved of by the Governor.” 
 
    “Because the Governor doesn’t like the idea of Torzseki moving freely through territory that is technically part of his fiefdom.” 
 
    Davor nodded. “And now, because of these strange happenings, our herdsmen are afraid to travel through the valley. To get to the grasslands of Athor, they drive their herds to the south of the Gray Mountain, adding some ten leagues to their journey. There is little grass along the way, and many of the animals don’t survive. The chief is displeased, but he lacks the authority to order the herdsmen to do otherwise. The Torzseki are an unruly people; our chiefs have absolute authority only in matters of war.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. “You wish to deal with the threat, but cannot send a contingent of Torzsek warriors to the valley for fear of risking the wrath of the Governor. And you dare not allow the Count to ask for help from the Nagyvaros because the gendarmes might, during the course of their reconnaissance, learn about your arrangement with the count.” 
 
    “You have divined the essence of the problem.” 
 
    “It is simple enough,” I said, with a dismissive shrug. The fact is, I’d only pieced it together because of what Pyotr had told me about his father serving at the mercy of the Torzseki. I had wondered at the time why the Count didn’t appeal to the Governor for help against the Torzseki, but now I knew: the Count had compromised himself by entering into an agreement with the Torzseki against the Governor’s wishes. The family seemed to have a knack for getting themselves into compromising situations.  
 
    The innkeeper had returned with another beer, which Davor gulped more slowly than the first. 
 
    “And your chief has decided to hire a sorcerer to deal with this problem?” 
 
    Davor seemed slightly embarrassed. “We do not know what lurks in the ruins, if anything at all. Perhaps it is only bandits, but it may be something more. You have proved yourself more than capable of handling bandits, and if it is something else, perhaps you have the expertise to deal with that as well. More importantly, as a lone man, unaffiliated with either the Torzseki or the Governor, you can investigate the matter without raising any concern.” 
 
    “And if I’m killed by whatever lurks in the ruins, you lose nothing.” 
 
    Davor gave a slight smile and shrugged. 
 
    “You could have been more discreet in approaching me,” I said, glancing around the inn. The patrons had returned to their drinks, but they spoke in hushed tones and some shot occasional glances toward the corner where Davor and I conversed. 
 
    “I doubt the Governor has agents in a place like this,” said Davor, “but it was a chance we had to take. There was no time to wait for a more opportune moment, as there is some urgency to the matter. The spirits that haunt the place are said to be at their full power during the full moon, which occurs tomorrow. If there is anything to be seen at the ruins, that seems to be the best time to see it.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it,” I said. “Another is that tomorrow night will be the time of greatest danger to anyone investigating the site. How much do you propose to pay for this vanquishing?” 
 
    “The chief has empowered me to pay a hundred ermes upon receipt of proof that the threat has been dealt with.” 
 
    I frowned. “It seems a paltry sum for ensuring your safe passage through the valley, but assuming I were amenable to this, how am I to prove to the chief’s satisfaction that I have dealt with the threat? I can’t very well present to him the head of a ghost.” 
 
    “You will go to the ruins tomorrow night and investigate the site. The next day, assuming you have not been done in by bandits or demons, you will report to the chief regarding what you have learned. Whether or not you have dealt with the threat, if the chief is satisfied you have made a good faith investigation and reported your findings with complete candor, he will pay you an advance on the fee of ten ermes. The balance shall be paid precisely one month later, which is to say on the day following the next full moon, if there have been no mysterious deaths—human or animal—in the vicinity of the ruins in the meanwhile.” 
 
    “Who is to determine what is a suspicious death? Am I to be denied payment if a sheep falls into a well?” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about being cheated. The chief is an honest man, as anyone who has had dealings with him will tell you.” 
 
    “Does that include the Count?” 
 
    Davor frowned. “The chief has never deceived the Count, although it is true that he has exploited the Count’s short-sightedness. Surely it is not incumbent upon the chief to protect a rival from his own foolishness?” 
 
    “You call the Count a fool?” I asked, more out of amusement than surprise. 
 
    “I say only that a man capable of looking out for his own interests has no reason to be suspicious of the chief. In the interest of full candor, I will say that I don’t believe Chief Nebojsa is convinced the ruins are haunted. Or rather, he is worried that they may not be.” 
 
    “The chief thinks that if he sends warriors and they find nothing at the ruins—or find only wolves or sheep thieves—the herdsmen will be unconvinced that the problem has been dealt with. If, however, a sorcerer reports that the spirits have been vanquished….” 
 
    “Again, you have pierced to the heart of the matter.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “I will look into it.” 
 
    “You will go to the ruins at midnight tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, but I wish to modify the terms of the deal. As I have no immediate need for ten ermes, and do not wish to give the appearance that I am accepting payment for a job that I don’t intend to finish, I will forego the advance. However, the fee for the job will be two hundred ermes.” 
 
    “For such a fee, the chief could employ a platoon of mercenaries.” 
 
    “Mercenaries whose weapons will avail for naught against the spirits that haunt the ruins,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Davor let out a heavy sigh. “I will agree to your terms on his behalf, on the condition of absolute secrecy about our agreement.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “And I must make the same demand. Sorcery may not be a crime among the Torzseki, but it is a serious offense here. You may tell your people you have hired a sorcerer, but you must not mention my name, and you must swear them to secrecy.” 
 
    “I understand. Not a word of your involvement will be spoken outside our tribe.” 
 
    “Good. Where am I to find you?” 
 
    “At morning, head southeast from the eastern mouth of the valley until you come to a path. Take the path south. After a league or so, you will be met by men of my tribe. I will describe your face to them. They will take you to Chief Nebojsa.” 
 
    “Then we have an agreement, Davor. I will expect to see you the day after tomorrow.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen               
 
    I set out early the next morning for the Maganyos Valley. I expected to arrive at the ruins of Romok at least an hour before dusk, which would give me some time to look over the site in daylight before settling in for the night. 
 
    Like Chief Nebojsa, I doubted the threat was of a supernatural nature. It wasn’t that I was a skeptic regarding such things; during my time as a janissary I had heard too many stories of inexplicable events to dismiss supernatural occurrences out of hand, and of course I’d had some firsthand experience with the inexplicable—although some maintain that sorcery, like alchemy, is simply an occult variation of natural philosophy. I’d developed some doubts about that hypothesis, but more to the point, I believed in the existence of such entities as demons and ghosts. 
 
    By the same token, though, I’d experienced enough superstitious nonsense and baseless rumors to know just how rare occurrences of the supernatural are. Nine times out of ten, the supposed spirit of a deceased relative trying to communicate from beyond the grave turns out to be a stray cat in the attic or a second cousin disgruntled about being left out of Grandmother’s will. Many animals—notably humans of low character—will prey on stray livestock, and the wind whistling through ruins will account for strange noises. As for the synchrony of these events with the full moon: people see and hear ghosts during the full moon because they have been told that spirits come out at such times and are therefore more attuned to strange sights and sounds. I expected to find a small band of sheep thieves who, taking advantage of the superstitious locals’ reluctance to investigate, had camped out at the ruins. I supposed I would have no more trouble intimidating them than I’d had with the hoodlums who had taken Pyotr. Those accustomed to depending on the fear of others are doubly unsettled by a man who evinces no fear. 
 
    About three leagues south of Nagyvaros, the plains begin to give way to low hills of gravel and shale in which very little grows. It is a bleak and depressing place, and the road is narrow and ill-maintained. The hills grow gradually higher as one goes south until suddenly one finds oneself at the crest of a ravine that forms the northern edge of the Maganyos Valley. The other side of the ravine is visible some three miles farther south, a near-mirror image of the northern edge. The floor of the valley is roughly a mile across and dotted with a few species of wiry vegetation; the soil is only marginally better here than in the hills to the north and south, and the river that presumably cut the valley out of the shale has long since departed, having found a more amenable route to the sea. The valley connects two flat basins that once were lakes but are now the grasslands that make up the territory of the Torzseki. It is possible to pass from one basin to another over the hills, but only with some difficulty; to feed their cattle the Torzseki must drive them through the valley or across the steppes many miles to the south. 
 
    The Maganyos Valley is, in other words, a forlorn and desolate place, through which one travels only by necessity and does not tarry on the way. Both conduit and barrier, it is cold and shrouded in darkness most of the day; at night the wind howls its protests at being forced to traverse such a place. Animals go there only to consume dead things or to die themselves. 
 
    Despite—or perhaps because of—the desolate nature of this place, some ancient civilization chose to build a temple there. Using technology now lost, this vanished people brought down from the Soveny Mountains great slabs of dark granite to assemble a structure that must have once surpassed even the grandeur of the palaces of the Sultans of Ahktan. Scattered across the valley floor are over a hundred granite slabs, some of them as much as forty feet long. So thorough is the destruction of the temple that only the vaguest guess can be ventured at the structure’s design or purpose; it is called a temple because no purpose could be served by such a structure in such a place except fulfilling the whim of some dark and baleful god.  
 
    I had traversed the valley once before, in my days as a pikeman, when I had neither time nor inclination to investigate the ruins. I remember being very afraid as I trudged in eerie silence with my fellows through that desolate canyon, more so even than I’d been the first time I’d faced a Barbarok onslaught, although I could not say now whether I was afraid of the unfathomable power that had ordained the construction of the temple or those who had later wrought its destruction. Sitting comfortably at the inn, I supposed my fear had been largely the product of the contagious superstition of my comrades, but now I realized this was not the case. An aura of dissolution emanated from the place like the odor of death. Ember, reaching the edge of the ravine, showed fear for the first time since I’d purchased her, rearing up and nearly pitching me to the gravel. I wondered if the Torzseki’s cattle were as sensitive to the demeanor of the place; if so, it was no wonder the herdsmen avoided it. But they have driven their herd though the valley many times in the past, so the animals must have gotten used to it. It was only the recent strangeness that had prompted the herdsmen to avoid the valley. 
 
    I dismounted and reassured Ember that I would make her go no further. I fed and watered her, tied her reins to a stake, and then made my way down the ravine. It took me nearly half an hour to reach the valley floor, stepping carefully to avoid slipping and tumbling the rest of the way down. By the time I reached the floor, the whole valley except for the upper part of the southern slope was shrouded in shadow. A howling breeze had picked up, and despite my exertion I wrapped my cloak tightly around myself against the cold. 
 
    From above, I had thought I’d gotten a good sense of the lay of the ruins, but once I was down in them I quickly found myself disoriented. I could visualize the layout but struggled to correlate my mental map to the obstacles around me. Slabs that had seemed to lay flat on the ground now towered over me; ground that had seemed level was pitted with ruts and divots. Distances between stones seemed to contract or expand, and erosion and the drifting of soil sometimes made it difficult to determine whether I was standing on top of one of the slabs. It occurred to me that perhaps the stones lay exactly as the baleful god intended—that perhaps the apparent chaos was by design. In that case, the temple had never been destroyed: it stood as it always had, a monument to dissolution and disorder. It was a foolish thought, but one that troubled me nonetheless. For all the foreboding of that temple, I had taken reassurance in the knowledge that it had been brought low—that the menacing demeanor of the valley was merely the residue of a great evil that had once taken hold there. Now I grappled with the idea that the evil abided as it always had, waiting in the stones for someone to awaken it. 
 
    I pushed the thought from my mind, reminding myself that despite my appearance, I was no sorcerer. It had served Pyotr to characterize me as such to explain to his father his miraculous delivery from the hands of the bandits, and it served the Torzseki to perpetuate the myth, but I must be careful not to fall victim to the lie myself. I knew nothing of arcane forces and haunted temples, other than that there was usually less to them than it seemed. A reasonable amount of caution would serve me well, but if I began looking for the design of dark gods in the scattering of monoliths, I might as well put on my bandages again and take up the life of a muttering imbecile begging for coppers on the streets of Nagyvaros. 
 
    The fact remained, though, that the chaotic arrangement of the slabs made a methodical exploration of the ruins difficult. In many places, the slabs lay on top of each other at odd angles, creating caves and tunnels that might serve as dens for wolves or bandits. Having reacquainted myself with the place, it now seemed unlikely that either of these would choose such a remote and desolate place for a lair, but presumably some sort of carnivorous creature was responsible for the disappearance of the sheep. I knew little of the ways of ghosts, but I couldn’t imagine what use they might have for sheep, dead or alive.  
 
    I saw now that there was enough grass and other vegetation on the valley floor to make for passable grazing land for sheep or goats, and I supposed that under ordinary circumstances the local shepherds would have no qualms about leaving their flocks to roam free through the valley. There was little danger of them getting lost in the narrow confines of the valley, and although hazards might lurk in the dark places amid the ruins, I supposed sheep would be no more eager to explore those places than I was. Yet there were no sheep or other animals in the area at present; probably the shepherds, fearing the power of the full moon to excite the spirits, had kept their flocks close to home. 
 
    It was beginning to get dark, so I would have to be satisfied with a cursory investigation of the ruins. I had found no sign of malevolent or mischievous creatures, either natural or supernatural, but of course I didn’t expect to. I left the valley floor, making my way a short distance back up the ravine until I came to a flat rock with a view of the ruins where I could sit and watch for any activity. There was little shelter from the wind, and I didn’t dare make a fire for fear of being seen, so I sat with my back against the slope, hugging my knees against my chest. I allowed myself to doze a bit, reasoning that if whatever lurked in the ruins came out before the moon appeared, I would be unable to see it in any case. 
 
    During my time in the Scouts, I had trained myself to awaken at any given cue, no matter how subtle, so within a few seconds of the first moonlight washing over the ridge, I was fully alert. The ruins were still shrouded in darkness; I could just make out the contours of a few of the larger slabs. The wind continued to howl, and I was now fully chilled. Fighting the urge to stand and bound down to the valley floor to get my blood moving, I sat and shivered in the darkness, waiting for the moonlight to reach the ruins. I probably would not have been seen if I moved, but I couldn’t risk the possibility of eyes more attuned to the darkness than mine spotting me. 
 
    Slowly the pale glow of the full moon crept across the valley floor, casting the great slabs into stark relief. Again I was seized by the notion that I was viewing the temple as it was intended to be seen, that the appearance of chaos was a deception—or, rather, that some measure of chaos had been part of the design. For a moment, it seemed as if I were looking down on a vast skull, its eye sockets formed by shadowy areas where the moon could not penetrate, its irregular teeth consisting of protrusions of gray stone that seemed white in the moonlight. More unsettling was that the skull seemed precisely oriented toward me; I had the sense that if I had selected a spot thirty feet higher on the ravine, or fifty feet to the east or west, I would not have seen it at all. But when I blinked, I saw that I had been deceived: the features of the skull, if they existed at all, were all out of proportion and misconfigured. My mind, perhaps addled by the cold and the strangeness of that place, had assembled the disparate shadows into a skull the way a desperate man sees his fortune in the sediment of his tea. 
 
    I was still chastising myself for this flight of whimsy when I thought I saw something move near one of the stones close to the center of the ruins. It was at first just a flicker in the moonlight, and I couldn’t be certain I hadn’t imagined it. But then I saw it again, a few feet closer to me. This time the flicker solidified into a form: it was a human figure, picking its way carefully through the ruins. It looked to be a young man, but I could not be certain at that distance. I was certain, though, that I would have seen the person if they had entered the ruins from the other side; whoever it was, he had emerged from one of the cavities in the ruins. At first he seemed headed in my direction, but then I saw that his trajectory would take him to the foot of the ravine a hundred feet or more to my right. Determined not to lose him, I got to my feet.  
 
    By this time I was stiff and my legs were nearly numb. I stepped from one foot to the other a few times to get the blood to circulate and then took a step off the flat rock. The moon’s rays were almost parallel with the ravine wall, so that every boulder or lump cast long shadows, and my own shadow obscured my path all the way to the valley floor. I could only put one foot in front of the other and hope to maintain my footing. I failed. 
 
    I tumbled head over heels several times, finally coming to a halt in a seated position on the valley floor. Other than a few scrapes and bruises, I seemed to be uninjured. I got uneasily to my feet and scanned the area for movement. I spotted the figure, now nearing the slabs on my side of the ravine. He showed no sign of having seen me. I set off running on a course that would intercept him before he reached the foot of the ravine. 
 
    As he passed the last slab, he broke into a run, making a beeline toward the ravine. I found myself running almost directly at him. I was now fully bathed in moonlight, but so intent was the figure on his path that he did not see me until it was too late. I skidded to a halt on the gravel and then dropped into a crouch, turning sideways to avoid taking a knee to the head. The figure reacted with surprising agility. He could not get around me, but managed to vault over me head-first, tucking into a roll as he hit the ground. Within a second, he was back on his feet. But by then I’d already pivoted and launched myself toward him. I got my hand around his ankle and he went sprawling face-first on the ground. I ran to him and put a knee on his lower back, pinning his wrists behind him. The wrists were slender, and when he spoke I realized he was only a boy. 
 
    “Let me go!” he screamed.  
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Please,” he gasped. “They’re coming!” 
 
    I glanced back toward the ruins but saw nothing.  
 
    “Who is coming?” 
 
    “Demons!” he gasped. “They come out in the moonlight! I overslept. Please, you have to let me go!” 
 
    The boy seemed genuinely terrified, and not of me. I held his wrists for a moment with my left hand while I felt in his clothing for weapons. I found only a small hunting knife, which I slid into my belt. “All right,” I said, letting his hands go and taking my knee off his back. “We’re going to walk to the—” 
 
    He sprang to his feet and took off running again. I’d been expecting this, but even so, he was too fast for me. I went to grab his shoulder, but his shadow concealed a rock jutting out of the ground just in front of my left foot. My boot struck it and I fell to my right knee. 
 
    As I did so, something cold struck my left shoulder, and I reeled as the sensation shot through me. It was the same sensation I’d felt when Eben the Warlock had touched me. Something like a veil of gauze, barely visible in the moonlight, rushed over me, continuing toward the boy. I was vaguely aware that if I hadn’t fallen, it would have hit me squarely in the chest. My left arm hung numb and paralyzed at my side. 
 
    Ahead of me, the boy continued to run, but the wraith was gaining on him. I staggered to my feet, my whole body sluggish, as if the blood had congealed in my veins. I tried to run after the boy, but it was no use. It took all my energy to put one foot in front of the other. Even if I knew how to stop the thing, I would never reach it in time. 
 
    Behind me I heard voices, and a horrifying thought occurred to me: the wraith that had almost killed me was one of many. Turning, I saw the thought confirmed: dozens of the things, brighter and more distinct than the one I’d seen, flitted about the ruins, seeming to gather strength from each other. I would say they had human features, but this would be misleading: like the skull I had seen from the side of the ravine, they were made up of elements that occasionally seemed to resemble parts of a human being. In jumbled succession there were eyes, ears, fingers, bellies, mouths… all unmatched and out of proportion to each other. It was as if each wraith was composed of innumerable human-like creatures, each grasping and clawing for prominence in the collective. Equally disturbing was the way the wraiths talked to each other, a mouth appearing for a moment to speak a phrase only to be submerged into the collective by the parts of the other members. Still, they did seem to communicate; I got the impression they were haggling over which of them should be allowed to consume me. I could not understand the words, but the language was familiar to me: it was the language I’d heard spoken in the shadow world. 
 
    Panic arose in me like bile, but I pushed it down, grasping at an idea that seemed to hover in the periphery of my consciousness like a beacon: I was still alive because the wraiths thought me incapacitated. Perhaps they thought I had been struck in the lungs or heart and would soon collapse—indeed, although the thing had only brushed my shoulder, I felt its chill constraining my breathing like cold steel bands wrapped around my chest. But the sensation was diminishing; if the wraiths could be induced to continue bickering for a little longer, I might regain the ability to run.  
 
    Fighting the urge to stagger away with whatever speed I could manage, I allowed myself to fall again to one knee. Unable to control my left arm, I lost my balance and fell with my forehead to the ground. Bracing myself with my good arm, I remained in that position for several seconds, succeeding admirably in my endeavor to appear pathetic and defenseless. Behind me, the chaotic chatter of the wraiths continued. Glancing ahead, I saw no sign of the boy or the wraith chasing him.  
 
    When the numbness in my legs had subsided enough that I thought I could run, I staggered to my feet. It was none too soon: just as I did so, the timbre of the discussion seemed to change, as if a decision had been made. Still unsure of my movements, I didn’t dare look back to see if I was being pursued. I ran. 
 
    I was hampered somewhat by my paralyzed arm and constricted lungs, but I managed to sprint to the foot of the ravine before my vision went black and I collapsed onto the gravel. I may have lost consciousness for a few seconds; when I regained awareness, my lungs burned and my heart raced. Sweat poured down my face despite the cold. Now truly helpless, I lay there for perhaps a minute waiting for the wraiths to take me. 
 
    They did not come. I struggled to sit up. The wraiths fluttered angrily around the ruins, but they did not approach me. As I watched, one came screaming toward me, but it seemed to fade as it approached. It was difficult to judge distances, given the irregular proportions of the wraiths and the strange geography of that place, but it seemed as if the wraith reached its limit about ten paces from me. At that point it was a barely visible contour that then disappeared completely. A few seconds later, another wraith—or perhaps the same one, having re-formed at the source of its power—tried to approach, with the same result. It seemed that by luck or providence, I had fled just beyond the limits of the wraiths’ power.   
 
    Hearing a groan to my left, I got to my feet, still favoring my left arm. A few paces away, shrouded in the shadow of an overhang, lay the boy. I went to him, crouching at his side. He breathed in shallow, pained breaths. Seeing me, he tried to scurry away. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “I don’t mean you any harm. Here.” I took off my cloak, bundled it up and lay it under his head. I was still overwarm from my exertion. The boy relaxed. “Did one of them strike you?” 
 
    He nodded. “It was very weak, but it went right through me. It’s like someone opened a stopper and poured ice water inside of me.” He shuddered. 
 
    “It will get better,” I said. The numbness in my arm had begun to recede; I found I could move my fingers with some effort. “They appear to lose strength away from the ruins.” I looked back to the ruins, where dim wraiths continued to churn and flicker. Their voices were a faint cacophony of snarls and recriminations. They seemed to have given up trying to reach me and the boy. 
 
    “They are strongest at the full moon,” he said, “but they never go beyond the floor of the valley. I’ve had close brushes before, but not like this.” He shook his head, his face a grimace of self-reproach. “I overslept.” 
 
    “You sleep in the ruins?” 
 
    “Why not?” he said. “It’s comfortable enough. No one bothers me.” 
 
    “Except the wraiths,” I reminded him. 
 
    He gave a little shrug and sat up. He seemed to be feeling better, so I took my cloak back. The drying sweat was making me cold. “It’s just a matter of knowing their limits. As I said, I overslept. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” I agreed, “because you will not be sleeping here anymore.” 
 
    “Who are you to command me?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been charged with vanquishing troublemakers from these ruins. I assume you’re responsible for the sheep that have gone missing?” 
 
    “How do you know it wasn’t the wraiths?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but if it had been, you would have indignantly denied your culpability rather than redirect suspicion to ghosts. What are those things?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Ghosts, as you say. Wraiths. Demons. Who can say?” 
 
    “What do you do with the sheep?” 
 
    “I butcher them for meat. Sometimes I trade a little of it to travelers on the Cotton Road for bread or vegetables, but it is a long walk from here. Most of the meat is wasted. I drag the carcasses out of the valley and leave them for the crows. Are people usually frightened by those marks on your face?” 
 
    I was taken aback, thinking the boy’s nonchalance was because my face was hidden in the shadow. “Most are,” I said. “But then, most are frightened enough by wraiths not to nap in their lairs. Why do you stay here?” 
 
    “I have nowhere else to go. The wraiths keep people away, and as long as I keep to the edges of the valley when the moon is bright, they do not bother me. It gets difficult as the month wears on, because the wraiths grow more active as the moon waxes, so I get less and less sleep. I cannot sleep during the day because I must be on guard against the shepherds and herdsmen. It will be better in a few days, when the moon has waned a bit.” 
 
    “I cannot have you sleeping here,” I said. “For one thing, it isn’t safe. For another, my employer won’t allow it. What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Vili.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Vili. I am Konrad. You are alone here, save for the sheep and the wraiths?” 
 
    Vili nodded.  
 
    “Take this.” I reached into my purse and produced an erme, which I gave to the boy. “Go to an inn called the Lazy Crow, in the Hidden Quarter of Nagyvaros. If you give that to the innkeeper, she will let you sleep in the common room for the night and give you breakfast in the morning. You may tell her Konrad sent you if you like, although I don’t know that the innkeeper will do you any favors on my account. I will return there tomorrow around dusk. If you are there, I will pay the innkeeper for you to stay there for another month.” 
 
    Vili’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “It is in my interest. We will meet at the inn on the morning of the day after the next full moon. If no more livestock have gone missing, I will pay you another ten ermes.” 
 
    “How will I live in the meantime?” 
 
    “That is not my concern. You are an enterprising boy; perhaps you can wash dishes at the inn in exchange for meals or try your hand at pickpocketing. I don’t care, as long as you don’t steal any more animals.” 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    “We will see. My employer has charged me with keeping the ruins free of sheep thieves for the next month.” 
 
    “Your employer is Count Hildemar?” 
 
    “It is no concern of yours.” 
 
    “The Torzseki, then. They are not worried about the wraiths?” 
 
    “As you say, the wraiths are predictable. They never go beyond the floor of the valley?” 
 
    “Never, and they only go as far as they did tonight during the full moon. In truth, it seems as if something provoked them tonight. I have never seen so many of them, nor so agitated.” 
 
    “And they do not molest the animals?” 
 
    “They have no interest in sheep or cattle. They prey only on men. In any case, animals stay away from the ruins.” 
 
    “Good. If it is as you say, then all you need to do to earn your reward is to avoid killing any sheep for the next month, which should be easy enough if you are staying at the inn.” 
 
    Vili nodded but did not reply. I thought it best not to press the matter. I could not guard the ruins for a month, and if ten ermes didn’t entice him to stay away, then a hundred probably wouldn’t either. He had shown no great interest in the money. 
 
    “Can you walk?” I asked. “You seem assured of the wraiths’ limitations, but I am not yet inured to their presence.” 
 
    I helped Vili to his feet and we walked another hundred paces or so to the west. “My horse is up above,” I said. “I’m concerned that she may have been spooked by the sounds from the valley. Are you able to climb?” 
 
    Vili shook his head. “I will rest here a while.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, expecting as much. “I will see you at the inn tomorrow.” I turned and made my way up the ravine. 
 
    Half an hour later, I found Ember still secured to her stake. She regarded me with a pained expression, as if I were returning from some festivities to which she had not been invited. “You didn’t miss anything of importance, girl,” I said. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen             
 
    Early the next morning I set off for the southern road and then followed it south. My fingers still tingled and my shoulder ached, but I was otherwise well. After about an hour, I was intercepted by a group of six Torzseki on horseback. The leader inspected my face, determined I was the man they were looking for, and then escorted me another league to the southeast. We came to the Torzsek camp, a semi-permanent settlement of several hundred tents and grass huts. I was brought directly to a large hut near the center of a camp and told to wait for the chief. The Torzseki told me they’d tend to Ember; I murmured a word of reassurance to her and then went inside the hut. 
 
    The chief, a compact, muscular man of about forty years, walked into the hut a few minutes later, without a bodyguard or any sort of fanfare. He bade me to sit on one of the cushions resting on a floor of loose grass, and I did so. He sat across from me. A moment later, another man entered, carrying a tray holding two large ceramic cups and thin wafers of bread. The cups held the bitter root tea the Torzseki drank on all occasions; the wafers were what they call Seta Keksz, or “walking biscuit.” I sipped at the tea out of politeness. Torzsek tea has a pungent odor like horse manure, and I am not entirely certain the similarity is coincidental. 
 
    “I am Chief Nebojsa,” he said, matter-of-factly, popping a biscuit into his mouth. “You are the sorcerer?” 
 
    “I’m the man your lieutenant Davor contracted to investigate the ruins,” I said. “I have just come from there.” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “The place is indeed haunted by wraiths of a particularly dangerous sort,” I said. “However, I was able to commune with them, and we have come to an agreement.” 
 
    The chief frowned. “Then the wraiths have not been vanquished?” He talked with his mouth full of biscuits and tea; the Torzseki are not known for their table manners. 
 
    “Vanquishing wraiths of this sort from the source of their power is no small feat.” 
 
    “It is beyond your capabilities?” 
 
    “I do not say that; only that beings from the shadow world must be dealt with on their own terms. There is a cost for such an action, and it is not a cost I care to pay at present.” 
 
    A disgusted scowl came over the chief’s face. “You haggle for more money?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I do not make myself clear. The fee is amenable to me, and I believe I can offer you a satisfactory result without vanquishing the wraiths. I explained to them the consternation the loss of the animals has caused and hinted that further losses will provoke the local aristocrats to raise an army of men with chisels and levers to complete the destruction of the temple so that no hiding places remain. The wraiths, being immaterial, need no tunnels or hidey-holes, of course, but the ruins are sacred to them. They do not hunger for meat; they kill animals out of amusement. Once they understood the consequences of their frivolity, they were quite willing to desist.” 
 
    “But they will still haunt the ruins?” 
 
    “It is their home, and they are powerless to leave it. Oh, by engaging in some complex negotiations in the shadow world, I could arrange for them to take up residence elsewhere, but it is hardly worth the trouble. They are capable of leaving the ruins only a few days around the full moon, and even then they can barely reach the foot of the ravine before their power leaves them. Tell your herdsmen that their animals are safe, and that the herdsmen themselves are safe as long as they avoid the vicinity of the ruins when the moon is near its fullness.” 
 
    The chief still did not seem pleased with this, so I went on: “What have you lost to these wraiths?” 
 
    “Our tribe has lost nothing so far, save for the cattle that died on the trek south of the hills. The local shepherds have lost several sheep.” 
 
    “A few animals,” I said. “How much have the Torzseki lost to the Szaszoki?” The Szaszoki were the people who had settled Nagyvaros and the surrounding area. They rarely referred to themselves by that term anymore, but it was how the “civilized” people of the plain were known to the Torzseki. 
 
    “We are at peace with the Szaszoki.” 
 
    “You are allied with the Szaszoki against the Barbaroki. In reality, you act as a buffer against a Barbarok assault on Nagyvaros, but you receive little in return. If I am not mistaken, the Maganyos Valley was Torzsek territory until it was taken by the Szaszoki. The Torzseki need the valley; it is only your current alliance with Nagyvaros against the Barbaroki that forestalls war over it. You know very well, however, that the war will come, and at this point the outcome is by no means certain. Now let me ask you, when fighting comes to Maganyos Valley, would it not be possible for a third force, hostile to both sides, to tip the balance of the conflict, particularly if the limitations of this third force were known to you?” 
 
    As I spoke, a smile crept over the chief’s face as he imagined terrified legions of Szaszoki pinned between Torzsek warriors on horseback and the ruins of Romok during the night of a full moon. “It is not the resolution I had hoped for,” he said, “but I think it will do. You will have your payment of two hundred ermes, assuming no more animals are taken by the wraiths. Davor tells me you do not want the advance?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I will take payment in full in one month.” I wished I was as certain as I sounded. Perhaps I should have offered Vili twenty ermes after all. It would be a shame to scuttle the deal over such a small sum, particularly since I did not want Chief Nebojsa as an enemy. 
 
    The chief, thinking I had been up all night engaged in negotiations with the wraiths, offered to let me stay the night at his camp, but I demurred. The truth was that I’d only gotten a few hours of restless sleep curled up next to Ember; my dreams had been haunted by visions of the shadow world and incomprehensible murmurings in the language of the wraiths. I thanked him and told him I would return the day after the next full moon. 
 
    I returned to the Lazy Crow just before nightfall. Vili was not there, and the innkeeper hadn’t seen anyone of his description. I stayed up until I was nodding off in my beer, left an erme with the innkeeper in case Vili showed up, and then went upstairs and went to bed.  
 
    The next day I waited at the inn until almost noon and then reluctantly resumed my search for Beata. By this time I was almost certain my inquiries were pointless; I’d visited every shopkeeper in the Hidden Quarter and every inn and tavern in Nagyvaros. No one had seen a woman matching Beata’s description, and no one could tell me anything more of the events of her disappearance. I forced myself to continue my inquiries, but I was now determined to leave Nagyvaros as soon as I’d collected my bounty from Chief Nebojsa. I would visit Beata’s aunt and then, if that availed nothing, continue east in an attempt to find the probably mythical sorcerers’ sanctuary, Magas Komaron. 
 
    It was nearly dusk when, tired and dirty, I spotted a young woman in a tattered gray dress examining the wares of a man selling onions on a street corner only three blocks from the Lazy Crow. Her hair was completely covered by a brown silk scarf, but there could be no question: it was Beata. She was perhaps fifty paces away, on the opposite side of the street. I called out to her, but she didn’t seem to hear. She gave the onion merchant a nod, turned her back to me, and walked away. She disappeared around a corner into an alley. I ran after her. 
 
    When I reached the alley, she was nowhere to be seen. I ran down the alley, which ended in a T, the far end of which was the stone retaining wall that marked the northern edge of the Hidden Quarter. Reaching the wall, I glanced right and saw that the alley curved back toward the market. Looking left, I saw Beata about halfway to a wooden door at the far end of the alley, about fifty paces away. I ran toward her, but the alley sloped down and then back up, and for a moment I lost sight of her as she passed behind a low overpass. When I could see the entire valley again, she had vanished. I ran to the door and found it locked. 
 
    At first I thought I’d been thwarted, but it occurred to me that there was no way Beata could have reached the door in the time she was obscured from my view. She had left the alley some other way. I retraced my steps, identifying a stretch of about ten paces where she might have exited. The wall to the south was sheer brick and nearly ten feet high; the street was cobblestone. This section of the retaining wall was covered with plaster frescoes—an unusual embellishment in the Hidden Quarter. There were seven scenes altogether. As I faced the wall, to my left was a hunting scene and to my right was a depiction of trading boats coming down the Zold. The scenes were framed by fluted columns which supported lintels decorated with intricately designed flowers. Between each two was a section of bare plaster, perhaps two feet wide. Feeling along the outside of the column bordering the scene on my right, I noted a minute break in the plaster, and then another about three inches lower. I pressed on the section of plaster delineated by the lines and heard a small click. I put my other hand on the wall between the two scenes and pushed. A door swung open. 
 
    I slipped through it and found myself at the end of a passage formed by two tall juniper hedges. The passage extended some twenty paces ahead before branching into a T. No light penetrated the barrier on either side of me; above me I saw only the slate gray sky. Beneath my feet was a lawn of thick fescue. Where the devil was I? Some concealed enclave off the edge of the Hidden Quarter? How did Beata know of this place? Was she trying to evade me? 
 
    Having nothing with which to prop open the heavy door, which seemed to be constructed of a single slab of granite coated with plaster, I let it swing shut behind me on its heavy iron hinges. It made not a sound. I drew my rapier and proceeded down the corridor. Reaching the far end, I saw that the passages to the left and right both branched off into other corridors: I was in a maze. I cursed my predicament. Someone was playing games with me. Had it really been Beata I had seen? Why would she lead me here? Had someone put her up to it? It seemed unlikely I had happened upon this enclave by chance: someone had intended for me to come. 
 
    I considered calling out but rejected the idea. I wasn’t a wounded animal in a trap; I wasn’t going to put on a show for the amusement of whoever had orchestrated this. I cautiously thrust the point of my rapier through the hedge; after a span or so it hit something like brick. So much for hacking through the maze; the only way to the other side was through. 
 
    I spent a frustrating half-hour making my way through the maze. I knew full well that my tormenter intended to exasperate me, but I fell victim to exasperation anyway. If it hadn’t been for my maddening proximity to Beata, I might have managed the experience with more equanimity, but I’m afraid I made a poor show of it, cursing profusely and occasionally hacking at the hedges with my rapier. At one point, my right hand raked against a thick bough and blood began to well up at my knuckles. Finally I came out into a small, pleasant garden with a small fountain in the middle of it. On a bench next to the fountain sat Beata. In her left hand she clutched a handkerchief, and I wondered if she had been crying. 
 
    She looked somewhat older and more tired than when I had left her six years earlier (not that I had any leeway to comment on appearances), but it was definitely Beata. She greeted me with a pained smile as I emerged from the maze. It was clear that she recognized me. Panting from exertion and dumb with surprise, I stood staring at her for several awkward seconds. At last she spoke. 
 
    “I’m sorry for all this, Konrad,” she said. “I had to get you someplace where we could be alone.” 
 
    It seemed a ludicrous explanation. “What happened to you? What is this place?” 
 
    “Just a place I come to be alone. Much has happened since you were arrested, Konrad. It will be difficult to explain. Please, sit next to me.” 
 
    Remembering my appearance, I sheathed the rapier and held a hand in front of my face. “Perhaps it would be better if I kept my distance,” I ventured. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she said. “I want to see you.” 
 
    I reluctantly moved toward her and sat down. She had taken off the scarf; despite the slight change in her appearance, she was as beautiful as ever. Knowing it must be difficult for her, I averted my eyes. 
 
    “You don’t want to look at me?” she asked. 
 
    “I want nothing more, but I don’t want you to feel obliged to look at me. My face… something happened that night….” 
 
    “I know all about it.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She nodded somberly. “As I said, much has happened. I have learned a great deal since that night. I never stopped looking for you, you know. And when I found out you were in that horrible dungeon, I did what I could to get you out, but there just wasn’t any way.” 
 
    “Then you had nothing to do with my release?” 
 
    “No. In fact, I was out of the city on some business and only learned about your release when I returned yesterday. I heard about a man with a disfigured face asking about me, and I deduced what had happened. The warlock, Eben, transferred his brand to you in a desperate attempt to evade capture. I had never understood how they could have mistaken you for him, but now it makes sense. It also explains why I have been unable to locate Eben these last six years.” 
 
    “You have been looking for the warlock?” 
 
    “There is much I must explain to you, but there is little time. As long as you wear that brand, you are in great danger.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Please, Beata, I feel as if I’m going mad. After all that I’ve experienced, and then to find you, and then nearly lose you again in this accursed maze… and now, to have you speak of warlocks and sorcery as easily as you used to talk to me about declensions and infinitives… I know nothing of sorcery, Beata! I’m like a dog who has been given the form of a horse and is suddenly expected to chew grass and bear riders from town to town. I’ve been playing the part of a sorcerer since my release—no, even before my release. Do you know that while I was still in Nincs Varazslat, I warned the prosecutor of the rise of a terrible warlock called Jagr?” 
 
    Beata shook her head. “Jagr is of no great concern. Before we do anything else, we must remove your brand.” 
 
    “And you know how to do this?” 
 
    “I think I have an idea. But you will have to trust me. Do you trust me, Konrad?” 
 
    “Of course! I have thought of little else but your wellbeing for the past six years!” 
 
    “Look at me, Konrad.” She put her hand on my face, directing me to look into her eyes. I almost couldn’t bear the thought of her seeing my disfigurement so close, but I met her gaze. Once I did so, I found it impossible to look away. My Beata, so close after such a long and painful absence! I did not even look down as she gripped my hand, although the pressure of her fingers hurt my knuckles where they’d scraped the hedge. 
 
    As much as I wished to lose myself in that moment, however, I found myself troubled. It was something Beata had said. Her reaction to my joke about Jagr. She should have laughed, seeing the absurdity of a dimwitted criminal like Jagr being pursued as if he were a cunning sorcerer. But she’d taken the remark seriously. 
 
    As I watched her face, a change came over her. It wasn’t only her countenance, which now showed only grim determination in place of kindness; dark lines had begun to appear on her face. She was taking the mark onto herself. Cold surged through my body, and for a moment I was back in the shadow world. It was the first time I’d returned since my release, and I found the bleak landscape strangely reassuring. I did not linger, forcing my consciousness back to the garden. 
 
    The labyrinth was now nearly opaque on Beata’s face, and I felt myself growing weaker. A few seconds more and I wouldn’t have the strength to resist. I cried out and fell sideways off the bench, breaking her grip. She glared at me angrily. Her palm dripped with blood—more blood than could possibly have come from my knuckles. She had cut herself to allow our blood to mingle together. The bloody handkerchief rested on her lap, along with a small razor. This had all been planned. I’d even done some of the work for her, abrading my own knuckles so she didn’t have to cut me. 
 
    She stood up and I got to my feet, drawing my rapier. “Who are you?” I demanded. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen                         
 
    The anger in Beata’s face disappeared, replaced by the faux concern of a moment earlier. The brand was gone. 
 
    “Konrad, please. It’s the only way. You have to let me take the brand.” 
 
    “My Beata would never ask me to do that.” 
 
    “It will destroy you, Konrad. I learned about such things while you were in Nincs Varazslat. I can control it.” 
 
    “Control it? What are you talking about? Of only one thing am I certain: you are not Beata.” 
 
    Grim determination returned to her face. “As you say, Konrad, you are meddling in things you don’t understand. That brand is not a disfigurement. It’s the key to great power.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have thought about that before giving it to a stranger in an alley, Eben.” I held the rapier before me. 
 
    Beata’s face smiled. “There’s the clever lad I’ve been waiting for. Being a sorcerer requires more than cleverness, though. You haven’t the stomach for it.” 
 
    “What have you done with Beata?” 
 
    “She’s gone, Konrad. You understand, I had no choice. The acolyte’s men had me cornered. I’d have bled to death on the way to Nincs Varazslat. I needed a vessel.” 
 
    “So you took Beata’s body. And gave me your brand to throw the acolytes off the trail.” 
 
    “I must confess, that part was an accident. I had meant to take your body, but I was addled and botched the incantation. You ended up with the brand but my spirit remained in the previous vessel. Transferring it to the girl was my only chance.” 
 
    “You’re a coward, trading your life for hers.” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of cowardice. My life is worth more than some silly farm girl’s. The evil that stalks Nagyvaros is real, Konrad. From what I gather about your adventures as an ersatz sorcerer, you know something of what I speak.” 
 
    “The wraiths at Romok? They have no power outside the Maganyos Valley.” 
 
    “You are mistaken. It is true that they are constrained to the vicinity of the ruins for now, but they await the coming of one who will release them from their bonds. Are you the one to vanquish that foul beast, Konrad? Will you defeat it with your rapier or perhaps persuade it with smooth words into passing on to the next town? Your tricks may suffice to garner a few ermes from the local rubes and ignorant tribesmen, but you have never faced true evil.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think I have.” 
 
    Beata laughed. “Evil? I? Dear lad, I’m the only hope the unfortunate denizens of this city have against the forces that would raze it to the ground for its treasures. But I will need all of my power to do it. Give me the brand.” 
 
    “Take it if you can.” 
 
    She sighed. “As you wish.” Beata held out her hand, squeezing her fist tightly. Beata’s eyes went blank, as if Eben’s spirit were now elsewhere. It occurred to me that he had gone to the shadow world. A drop of blood fell from Beata’s little finger but seemed to disappear as it hit the ground. Beata took a step back, and I moved toward her, rapier in hand. I wondered if Beata was truly gone. I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to strike her down. 
 
    Before I could reach her, a cloud of black smoke began to roil from the ground where the blood had fallen. The smoke billowed into a massive column and, rather than dissipating, seemed to congeal into a vaguely human-like form. The beast towered over me, a great horned goat-like head fixing its fiery red eyes on me. Six massive arms, three on each side of a torso like the body of a huge bull, reached toward me with four-fingered hands that terminated in bony black claws. The thing stood on two thick, squat, reptilian legs. It opened its maw and howled a cry like those I’d heard so many times echoing in the crags of the shadow world. I smelled sulfur and felt waves of heat emanating from the beast. I wondered if it was a beast like this that had killed the acolyte. My rapier was like a toy to it; I may as well have attacked it with a feather. 
 
    By all rights, I should have been terrified, but instead I was overcome with rage. There was nothing this creature could do to me to match what I’d already been though. The very hell from which it was spawned had once been a place of respite for me! It might kill me, but I would not cower before it. I would not give any satisfaction to the warlock, who had stolen both my life and the woman I loved. I would let the beast kill me and destroy the brand along with me. Dropping the rapier to my side, I faced it, opening my mouth to growl at it in its own bestial tongue. Clenching my fists at my sides, I stared straight into the thing’s flaming red eyes and dared it to destroy me. 
 
    The beast hesitated. For a moment I thought it was only savoring its victory, but I quickly realized that it was—what? Confused? Frightened? Yes, despite its size and terrible appearance, the creature evinced the same demeanor as the prosecutor and the warden. It was afraid of me. But why? 
 
    A glance at the warlock gave me a clue: his expression was that of a man who’d overplayed his hand. He’d been bluffing, hoping my fear of the beast would convince me to allow him to take the brand. But then… was the beast only an illusion? No, an illusion would not have shown fear. It was real enough, but it lacked the power to kill me. If a beast like this had killed the acolyte, why couldn’t it kill me? 
 
    I smiled as the answer hit me: the brand. For good or ill, it marked me as a sorcerer, and the beast feared that I had the means to punish it in some way—or perhaps it was somehow physically restrained from harming a man with such a brand. No matter; I was saved. 
 
    Eben had begun some new incantation, and I rushed toward him. The beast gave an angry howl and disappeared; I realized the warlock had only been sending the impotent creature back to the shadow world, probably out of fear it would turn on him. Beata’s face had gone stark white, and for a moment I thought I might subdue the warlock without harming her. 
 
    In my anger, though, I had forgotten my own weakness. Eben’s attempt to take the brand had nearly killed me, and suddenly a wave of dizziness swept over me.  
 
    Eben, now only two paces away, hesitated. I could see that he was considering whether he had the strength to defeat me without sorcery. I glared at him, barely able to stand, my entire body trembling. After a moment, he seemed to think better of it; he turned and ran, disappearing into the maze. 
 
    It was not a moment too soon: had he pressed the attack, he surely would have bested me. I staggered and dropped to my knees. My fingers and toes had gone numb; I could feel the vitality leaving my body. Soon I would lose consciousness, and if I ever revived, I doubted I would have the strength or presence of mind to find my way out of the maze. Would anyone find me? Did anyone else know about this secret enclave? I seemed to be completely alone. Eventually Eben would return to take back his brand, and this time he would succeed. I knew I would not survive the process; the only question was whether my spirit would be annihilated or merely exiled to the shadow world. I wondered if I would find Beata there. 
 
    I heard something brush against a hedge somewhere behind me and thought for a moment Eben had returned. But an old man approached and crouched down at my side. He helped me to sit up, putting his arm around my shoulders to support me. With his other hand he produced a vial of liquid, which he pressed to my lips. Thinking that I was dead in any case if this man meant me harm, I swallowed the elixir. It burned my throat, but soon some of my strength returned. Affixing my eyes on the man, I saw him to be perhaps seventy, with a wiry gray moustache and beard and ruddy, weathered features. Other than his simple brown cloak, which I thought should have been purple and perhaps adorned with astrological symbols, he looked exactly as I might have imagined a sorcerer to look. Seeing me scanning his features, he said, “Eben, are you all right? Don’t you recognize me? It is I, your old friend Radovan.” 
 
    Radovan, I thought. I didn’t know the name, but it piqued a memory anyway. The letter, I thought. It had been signed “Your friend, R.” So this was my mysterious deliverer. And now he had saved me twice—the only trouble being that he still thought me to be someone else. There was nothing for it, though: the warmth of the elixir washed over me, and suddenly I felt very tired. My eyes closed and I fell asleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen                        
 
    I awoke in a bed so large and comfortable that at first I thought I must still be dreaming. Sitting up, I found myself to be in a pleasant, well-appointed bedroom. I was undressed; my clothes lay folded on a nearby bureau, next to a wash basin. My rapier lay in its scabbard on a table across the room, along with my pack. 
 
    I got out bed and got dressed. There was a single window in the room; I pulled back the curtains to find that I was on the upper floor of a building that overlooked a rolling pasture. A narrow track led over a hill; I saw no other buildings, and there seemed to be no people or animals about. My head began to clear, and the vividness of the evidence brought to me by my senses convinced me that I was not dreaming. But where was I? How had I gotten here? 
 
    Trying to reconstruct the events of the previous day, I was struck by a vision of Beata in the garden. My Beata! I had been close enough to touch her, but something had gone wrong. It hadn’t been Beata at all, but only someone else wearing her body as one might wear a cloak. The warlock, Eben. Fury overcame me at the thought. Was Beata still in that body as well, her will subordinated to that of the warlock? Or had she been exiled to the shadow world? If there was any way to save her, I would find it. And I would kill Eben the Warlock. 
 
    I strapped on the rapier and tried the door. It opened into a hallway. Across the hall was another door; to the right was another small window overlooking the pasture. To the right were stairs leading down to the first floor. From below I heard humming and the clink of dishes. I crept silently toward the stairs, my hand on the hilt of the rapier, and then made my way gingerly down. 
 
    The stairs led to the great room of what appeared to be a fair-sized cottage. A fire burned in the hearth ahead of me; to my left the old man who had rescued me, Radovan, was puttering over something in the kitchen. 
 
    “Do you care for breakfast?” he asked, without turning my way. “There is toast and tea, and a little cheese. I’m afraid I don’t come to this cottage often, so I have only what I brought with me.”  
 
    I suddenly felt very foolish wearing my rapier and surreptitiously unstrapped it. My efforts to get information out of Radovan depended on my ability to sustain the illusion that I was Eben. “What is this place?” I asked, forgetting that Eben may have been to the cottage before. The slip seemed to go unnoticed.  
 
    “A little estate I keep south of the city,” Radovan said. “It’s actually in Torzsek territory, but the Torzseki go where their animals go, and I’ve set up wards on the paths that dissuade cattle from coming this way. No one else approaches for fear of the Torzseki, so the place may as well be invisible.” 
 
    Radovan turned just as I leaned the rapier against the wall. Radovan, bearing a plate of buttered toast and cheese, seemed to take no notice of it. He motioned toward a simple square table, and I sat down. He set the plate in front of me and then fetched a cup of tea. He watched with a curious look on his face while I scarfed down the food; the previous day’s struggle had left me famished. If Radovan was a friend of Eben’s, he was no friend of mine, but I thought I might as well take advantage of his hospitality while I plied him for information about Eben. 
 
    “You’ve taken on a new vessel,” Radovan said matter-of-factly. 
 
    I shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant. “I was injured and being pursued by an acolyte. I had little choice.” Evidently Radovan was aware of Eben’s ability to transfer his spirit from one body to another. I wondered how many times had Eben had pulled this trick in the past: perhaps the man I had seen was the tenth or the thousandth vessel Eben had acquired. Radovan was also familiar with Eben’s brand, but apparently did not know the brand could be transferred as well; he seemed to have no doubts I was the warlock. 
 
    Radovan frowned at my response. “Yet you were still apprehended?” 
 
    “I apologize if my arrest was inconvenient for you,” I snapped. Eben didn’t seem the sort to enjoy having his competence questioned. 
 
    Radovan chuckled, but beneath his amiable manner was something else: he was afraid of Eben. “It’s all right, old friend,” he said. “I’m sorry it took so long to get you out. Even the chief arcanist of Nagyvaros cannot get a sorcerer released from Nincs Varazslat without facing some difficult questions. I had to call in every favor I was owed and then some, and there may still be repercussions if the warden starts asking questions of the right people.” 
 
    “I hope you did not compromise yourself on my behalf.” 
 
    “It is of no great importance at this point; to be honest, part of the reason it took me so long was that I didn’t dare put the plan into action until I was certain I had the information we needed.” 
 
    While I chewed my toast, I considered whether Eben would be angered by Radovan’s confession. I decided not: whatever Eben and Radovan were planning, it trumped Eben’s personal comfort. “You did the right thing,” I said. “I take it you were successful?” 
 
    Radovan nodded, seeming relieved at my answer. “Indeed, I have determined the precise requirements of the summoning ritual. More importantly, I have discovered how to thwart it. With your help, I believe we can still save Nagyvaros.” 
 
    Eben had also spoken of saving Nagyvaros. He had said “one was coming” who would release the wraiths from their bonds. Was the purpose of the ritual Radovan spoke of to summon this monster from the shadow world, so that the wraiths could be freed from Romok? If so, I certainly approved of the sorcerers’ goals, if not their tactics. I shuddered to think of those ghastly creatures running amok through the streets of Nagyvaros. It didn’t justify what Eben had done to Beata, nor even what he had done to me, but I could understand how a man could be tempted to do such evil, if his goal was to save an entire city from the horrors of Romok. 
 
    “That is good to hear,” I said. “I was afraid we had run out of time.” It seemed a safe thing to say. 
 
    Radovan shook his head. “The ritual must be performed at the full moon, and the Servants of Shadow have only just procured all the materials they will need. To thwart them, we only need to perform a counter-ritual to place a binding ward on Romok.” 
 
    “Then we must travel to Romok,” I said flatly. I might be asking a question or merely stating a fact. 
 
    “Indeed. But do not worry; we will go tonight, while the moon is still just a sliver. The wraiths have no power at this time of the cycle, and the acolytes will not be expecting us to act so soon. Are you up to traveling? You did not look well when I found you.” 
 
    “Much better, thank you,” I muttered, as if I were embarrassed of the incident. The truth was, I’d been hoping Radovan wouldn’t ask for an explanation for the enervated state in which he’d found me. What could I say? A summoning had gone wrong? I’d managed to impersonate a warlock among those who didn’t know any better, but I doubted my ability to fool another sorcerer. The less I said about such things, the better. I ventured a less dangerous question: “How did you find me?” 
 
    “I’d heard you’d been seen around the Hidden Quarter. Asking about some girl?” Before I could formulate a response, he hurriedly went on, “It’s none of my business, of course. I mean only to say that when I heard you were in the Hidden Quarter, I thought you might return to your old enclave. So I tried the secret door you showed me, made my way through the maze—had a devil of a time remembering the way, mind you—and found you half-dead at the center of it. I heard… no, never mind. The important thing is that I reached you in time.” 
 
    “What did you hear?” 
 
    Radovan bit his lip and then went on, “I heard a howl like one of those creatures you used to sometimes summon when you were young and foolish. I had thought… well, I knew you had been looking for a woman, and the thought occurred to me that perhaps you had found her, and that she had been unfaithful to you or committed some other offense. I thought perhaps you had summoned a beast from Veszedelem to punish her, and in your haste had made a mistake in the incantation, prompting the thing to turn on you. Again, it is none of my business. I knew of your dabbling in the dark side of our art when we began our partnership; indeed, your knowledge is the only reason we have been able to hold back the demons until now. I do wish, however, you’d be more careful.” 
 
    I tried to affect anger at Radovan for his impertinence, but found myself unable to muster it. I had been trying to find a way to get him to tell me more about the ramifications of Eben taking on a “new vessel,” but I couldn’t think of a way to broach the subject without raising suspicion. “I appreciate your concern, old friend,” I said. “You needn’t worry about any more impetuousness from me.” 
 
    Radovan smiled at this. I felt a little sorry for the man, having been forced by necessity into a partnership with a devious warlock like Eben. It was obvious he was very worried about angering me; so relieved was he that I didn’t excoriate him for every offense that he didn’t seem to notice the degree to which his “old friend” had mellowed. Perhaps he hoped Eben’s time in Nincs Varazslat had softened him. 
 
    While it was within my power to be kind to Radovan, I was powerless to help him in his efforts to prevent the summoning of the beast. I would have to slip away before I’d be expected to play my part in the counter-ritual. Yet I was loath to leave him: other than Eben, Radovan was the only sorcerer I knew. If anyone knew how to save Beata, it was he. I considered confessing and asking for Radovan’s help, but this seemed unwise; I didn’t know him well enough to know how he would react. He evidently meant well, but if he was willing to ally himself with Eben, he might very well be willing to sacrifice me or Beata to ensure the salvation of Nagyvaros. 
 
    Seeming to sense my unease, Radovan said, “You have been kind enough not to ask, but as you must suspect, I will tell you now: I was not successful in the other task I set out to accomplish as arcanist.”  
 
    I gave Radovan what I hoped was a grim, knowing nod. It seemed to be what was expected. 
 
    “I searched everywhere for answers, but I’m afraid it availed nothing. A brand like yours… it is the key to even more power than I imagined.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m sure you did your best,” I said. It was the wrong thing to say, but I’d lost my bearings in the conversation. Had Radovan been trying to find a way to remove Eben’s brand? 
 
    “There may be other ways to channel that much power,” Radovan went on, “but they are beyond my paltry abilities. And as you’ve said, we are nearly out of time. If we are to stop the acolytes, we must use the brand.” 
 
    Use the brand? What the devil did that mean? And why was it bad news for Eben? “Well, if there is no other way…” I said. 
 
    “It must be your choice, of course,” he went on. “The power is yours. If you wish to keep it, I would be a fool to try to stop you. But you had previously indicated that if I were unable to find another way, you would be willing to be stripped of the brand to save Nagyvaros. You will not be completely relieved of your power, of course, although it will be significantly diminished.” 
 
    Stripped of the brand. I had to bite my cheek to keep from laughing at the irony. Radovan hadn’t been laboring to find a way to get rid of Eben’s brand; he’d been trying to find a way to let him keep it. Evidently, though, the brand was the key to the counter-ritual; Radovan had been unable to find a way to place the preventive ward without stripping Eben of the brand. Another thought occurred to me: if the power was in the brand, then perhaps it didn’t matter that I wasn’t a sorcerer. Maybe my part in the counter-ritual was simply to show up. Again I considered confessing, and again I rejected the idea. I still didn’t know enough. The safe move was to go along with Radovan’s plan for now. I might still find a way to save Beata. 
 
    I let out a resigned sigh. “I have made my peace with it. I suspected that we may be forced to use the brand, and as loath as I am to be stripped of it, I know you would not ask this of me if there were any other way. I might once have put up more resistance, but my incarceration changed me in some ways.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed,” Radovan said cautiously. “Though it was a grave injustice what happened to you, I must confess that I prefer this Eben over the old one.” 
 
    I smiled. “One thing remains unchanged,” I said. “My conviction that we must do whatever is necessary to save Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “In that, we are agreed,” Radovan replied. “Finish your breakfast and we shall set out. If we don’t tarry overlong here, we will have time to stop for a proper meal before the night’s work.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen      
 
    I had left Ember in Nagyvaros, but Radovan had a couple of mares in a barn behind the cottage. We hitched them to a small carriage, loaded it with what few supplies we could muster from the place, and set out toward the ruins. 
 
    As far as I could tell, the cottage was about five leagues south of the city. I assumed I’d been transported there in the carriage, but I couldn’t figure out how Radovan had managed to carry me from the hedge maze to the carriage. When I asked him about this, he told he’d had the assistance of a brawny servant whom he called Ljubo. Ljubo, he said, had left before I’d awoken to produce some materials for the counter-ritual, and would meet us at the ruins. I expressed a hope that the man was reliable, considering that our entire enterprise rested on his shoulders—and broad shoulders they must be, if he had carried me through the maze to a carriage waiting in the street. Radovan assured me that Ljubo was the most trustworthy of servants. 
 
    About two hours before sunset, we stopped at a tavern in a small village. By this time I was thoroughly famished, as I’d had nothing to eat since the previous afternoon but a little toast and tea. Knowing that I must remain on guard, I forced myself to eat only enough to stave off hunger, asking the proprietor to save the rest of the meat and bread in some waxed paper so that I could eat it later. Radovan, seeing the wisdom of my precaution, did the same. He purchased a skin of wine with which we might toast our success. 
 
    We set out again and reached the edge of the ravine just before dusk. Radovan’s horses didn’t seem as unsettled by their proximity to the ruins as Ember had been, but it would be impossible to take the carriage down to the valley floor without going several miles out of our way. We had another small meal, took what supplies from the carriage we could carry, and made our way down the ravine. Being the stronger of us, I carried most of the supplies, which didn’t amount to much: we had food and water, a few torches, some blankets, and a few other mundane items. I wore my rapier as well, of course. To my surprise, Radovan still had not commented on the weapon; either Eben was in the habit of carrying a sword or Radovan assumed this was a manifestation of the change in his personality brought about by Nincs Varazslat. Whatever was required by the counter-ritual, presumably Ljubo was bringing it. I proceeded a few paces ahead of Radovan, thinking that I could break his fall if he stumbled, but he was more sure-footed than I’d have guessed. We made it to the floor of the valley without incident. 
 
    The valley was shrouded in shadow, but we had enough light to make our way to the ruins. Radovan picked his way from one slab to another, nodding and muttering to himself as if recalling the way to a particular location. I followed close behind, my hand on the hilt of the rapier—not that it would do any good against the wraiths. I was uneasy in that place, even though I knew that the wraiths would not come out until the moon rose, and Radovan had assured me that they would be in such a weakened state at this time that they could do little more than howl at us in consternation. 
 
    Hampered by the necessity of appearing to be well-versed on the subject of preventive wards, I’d been unable to glean much information from Radovan on the specifics of the counter-ritual we were to conduct. I’d had a little more success in getting him to expound on the subject of transferring one’s spirit from one body to another. It was clear that he found the practice distasteful, although he hastened to add that he understood the necessity in my case. Radovan was not capable of the feat, as it required a warlock’s familiarity with the shadow world, Veszedelem; Radovan apparently pulled his power from a different place altogether. I gathered that the host did not die in the process, but his or her spirit was exiled to Veszedelem, where it remained imprisoned while the warlock resided in the host’s body. It was possible for the host’s spirit to return if the warlock sought another host—or was driven from the host’s body—but the longer a spirit remained in Veszedelem, the more difficult it was for it to return. If what Radovan said was true, Beata had been imprisoned in the shadow world since the night I’d been taken to Nincs Varazslat—six years and counting. I remembered, with a sensation of sickening dread, how much slower time passed in that place. It must have seemed like a thousand years to her. Once again, I pledged that Eben the Warlock would die for what he had done.  
 
    We came to a place where one slab lay propped at an angle on the edge of another, forming a triangular opening about three feet high. Radovan bade me to light a torch, which I did. I lit another from it and handed the first one to him. Taking it, Radovan inspected the edge of the stone forming the base, where the faintest outlines of some arcane symbols were visible. He gave a nod. “This is it,” he said. Apparently he intended that we crawl into the opening. 
 
    “Should we not wait for Ljubo?” I asked. 
 
    “He knows the way,” Radovan said. “We may as well get started while we wait.” 
 
    I didn’t see how we were going to start if Ljubo carried the supplies, but I didn’t dare raise the question and demonstrate my ignorance. Perhaps sensing my reluctance, Radovan said, “I will go first.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I said, and watched him get on his knees and disappear into the opening, holding the torch before him. I was glad he volunteered to go first but was not keen on following him into the void. There was nothing for it but to play out the ruse; staying with Radovan was my only hope to learn how to save Beata. I got on my knees and crawled after him. 
 
    The ground was hard under my knees; I realized I was crawling not on earth but on top of another granite slab. A few feet ahead of me, a flickering light illuminated a hole in the granite: Radovan was descending a ladder that led down a vertical shaft. I crept forward in the cramped tunnel and waited a moment at the lip of the shaft so that I wouldn’t be singed by his torch. 
 
    “Are you coming, Eben?” Radovan whispered up to me, his voice as loud as a shout in the close confines. 
 
    Glancing over, I saw that his torch was some twenty feet down. I grunted a reply and lowered my legs into the shaft, my feet finding purchase in notches in the stone that served as rungs. With the pack containing our supplies on my back, I was barely able to fit into the tight space. The light from Radovan’s torch had disappeared, and I climbed after him, unable to see anything below me. The torch, which I was forced to hold over my head in the narrow shaft, was useless for anything but dripping scalding pitch on my hair. 
 
    Eventually I reached the bottom and found myself in a chamber with a rough-hewn stone ceiling that was so low I hunched over for fear I would strike my head. I was unable to discern the edges of the cavern, as I was forced to hold the torch so low its glare interfered with my vision. Somewhere ahead of me was another light: Radovan’s torch. It was moving away from me, and I hurried after it. After a few seconds it disappeared again, and I discerned the edge of a wall: he had gone around a corner. I followed and found myself at the top of a very steep and very narrow stone staircase. The ceiling was a bit higher here; Radovan’s torch bobbed up and down over his head. I followed him down the stairs. 
 
    After descending perhaps forty feet, the stairs ended abruptly, and suddenly I could see nothing but blackness. I had emerged into a chamber so vast that the light of the torch couldn’t reach its edges. The floor was of black granite that had been polished just short of a mirror shine, so that no crack or irregularity was visible. Standing on it was disconcertingly like floating above an endless abyss. Radovan’s torch had vanished; he had either doused it or ventured around a corner that was beyond the reach of my torch. I wanted to call out but didn’t. As with Eben’s labyrinth in the secret enclave of the Hidden Quarter, I was aware of being led into a trap, but I felt that I had no choice but to continue. If I fled, I would never know how to save Beata, how to kill Eben, how to rid myself of the warlock’s brand. I was aware, too, that these things were being dangled in front of me like bait, but it made no difference. Fate had drawn me to this place, and it would not be denied. I drew my rapier and proceeded into the darkness. 
 
    I do not know how far I walked. My boots made no sound on that strange surface, and the noise of my breathing and movements seemed to dissipate in the vastness of the space. I listened intently, hoping for some hint of what lay waiting for me in that darkness; the torch flickered impotently in my hand. Thinking I must be nearing the end of the chamber, I stopped, holding the torch in front of me, peering into the black for some slight variation. Too late, I heard something move behind me. I tried to turn, but something had clamped onto my right wrist. My grip went slack and the rapier fell from my hand, making a dull clatter on the stone. Then my arm was free, and I spun around, waving the torch in front of me. I found myself looking up at what at first seemed to be a huge alabaster statue. I then realized with horror that it was a man—chalk white, hairless and naked except for a loin cloth, some eight feet tall, with arms and legs like tree trunks. His eyes were open but I saw no pupils; the eyes were as white as his skin. His face was serene and stupid, like that of a ruminant eyeing some fresh greenery. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the glimmer of the rapier’s blade. I made a movement toward it, hoping to draw the giant in, and then swung at his face with the torch. The giant was not deceived. The torch brushed his face, scattering sparks and burning pitch, which sizzled momentarily on his cheek, but he seemed to take no notice. He drew back his hand as if intending to swat a fly. I tried to dodge but was off-balance from my swing. The massive hand came at me with incredible speed, the giant’s palm striking the left side of my head, wrenching my neck and throwing me to the ground. I lost my grip on the torch and rolled several times before coming to a halt.  
 
    Dazed and disoriented, I opened my eyes and blinked, but could see nothing. Searching desperately in the darkness, I saw a gigantic silhouette moving toward me, framed by the glow of the sputtering torch on the floor behind him. I had just enough time to land one blow, and I made it count; this was not an occasion for gentlemanly combat. It made no difference: the giant was either a eunuch or some other species entirely. The blow nearly broke my hand. I tried to back away, but the giant was too fast. He reached down and grabbed my neck, forcing me to my feet. I nearly blacked out from the pressure of his thumb; I had no doubt he could snap my neck like kindling. 
 
    A light came toward me out of the darkness, and I recognized  the figure of Radovan behind it. He stopped a few paces from me, smiling in the garish light, and said, “I see you’ve made the acquaintance of Ljubo.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen            
 
    I was bound and carried to an even deeper chamber of the dungeon. Ljubo deposited me on a cold stone slab, and I knew even before Radovan had lit the rest of our torches and placed them in iron sconces on the walls that it was some sort of altar. I’d been right in my assessment of the sorcerer: he was willing to sacrifice me to achieve his ends. I might have taken some solace in the fact that I was to be killed to save an entire city, but men who are willing to sacrifice some innocents to save others are generally not to be trusted with the power to do so. And of course, if Radovan had misled me about my role in the counter-ritual, he might have lied about other things. 
 
    I lay on my side on the stone slab with my ankles bound together and my wrists tied behind my back. The altar was just big enough for me to lie in that position; around the edge of the surface was a narrow stone border that helped confine me. I was not tied to the altar, but Ljubo stood at my feet, ready to remind me of my place. I could not tell whether he could see anything with those pure white eyes, or if he used his other senses to compensate. He seemed unnaturally accustomed to that dark place; I had marveled at the way he carried me through the narrow passages without so much as brushing my head against the edge of a column. Indeed, despite his size, the pale giant was so suited to the dungeon that it was difficult to imagine him above ground. 
 
    I strained my bruised neck to survey my surroundings. The room was about ten paces wide and fifteen paces long. The altar on which I rested was at the top of a semicircular dais against one of the shorter sides; the doorway through which we’d entered was in the opposite wall. At equal intervals along each of the longer walls were three sconces, in which Radovan had placed torches. Having finished with this task, he was busying himself with the supplies Ljubo had brought—bronze braziers, sticks of incense, vials of oil and the like. The pack I’d carried sat on the floor next to him, along with my rapier. In the center of the room was another dais, this one circular and about four feet in diameter. At the base of it was a recessed impression like a shallow moat. The moat was connected to a channel in the stone floor, perhaps two inches deep and three inches wide, that extended toward the altar on which I lay. I realized with horror that there was a break in the border of the altar on that side; it was designed to allow blood to pool in the basin and then flow down the channel and into the moat. It would take a lot of blood to fill that moat. 
 
    I’d been silent as Ljubo had carried me through the dungeon, partly because I feared distracting him and causing him to accidentally bash my head against a wall, but partly because I knew protests would do me no good, and I could use the time to think. Having come up with nothing, I decided to throw my cards on the table. 
 
    “You understand you’ve made a mistake?” I said. 
 
    Radovan chuckled, still intent on his alchemy. “Enlighten me, Konrad. Where did I go wrong?” 
 
    I found that I was unsurprised at his response. “Then you’ve known all along.” 
 
    “Since your trial in Nincs Varazslat. I came to see you the night the acolyte brought you, when you were still unconscious. I had expected to find my old enemy, Eben the Warlock.” 
 
    “Then… you and Eben are not allied?” 
 
    Radovan laughed out loud. “That old fool has been a thorn in my side for nearly a century. I rejoiced when I heard he’d been arrested, but I had to see for myself. When I saw you, I was nearly convinced; I assumed Eben had taken on a new vessel since I’d seen him last. But lingering doubt prompted me to attend your trial, where it became clear that you were not he. Yes, I was at your trial; you may remember a hooded man who sat in the back. I considered testifying in your defense in order to put the acolytes back on Eben’s trail. At the time, I’d barely begun my infiltration of the arcanist’s office. I was but a lowly clerk. Still, I could easily have produced exculpatory evidence, altering the balance of the proceedings in your favor. As I observed the trial, though, an idea occurred to me. 
 
    “You see, for some years I had been attempting to conduct a ritual to summon a certain beast from Veszedelem, called Voros Korom. I’m sure that to a man like you, all the denizens of that place would seem more-or-less the same. You’re as awed by the summoning of a stupid brute like the one you faced in Eben’s garden as you’d be by the appearance of Arnyek himself. Without delving too deeply into matters you could not possibly understand, I will simply say that Voros Korom has a unique pedigree that allows him to act as a living conduit to Veszedelem. Beings like the wraiths who haunt this place, who exist on the border between this world and shadow, subsist on energy that leaks from places like the ruins of this temple. But if one such as Voros Korom can be brought here, the wraiths will draw energy from his presence. Voros Korom can travel to Nagyvaros and bring the wraiths with him. They will lay waste to the city, and as the summoner, I will hold Voros Korom’s reins.   
 
    “The difficulty is that summoning a beast as powerful as Voros Korom requires a great deal of power—power that resides in the blood of a sorcerer. The blood must be fresh, and no sorcerer could expend as much blood as would be required to summon Voros Korom and live. Had it not been for the Purge, I might be able to gather three or four living sorcerers to provide blood for the ritual, but then Voros Korom would answer to a committee, and I would have to contend with the other members for the prize.  
 
    “The only alternative was to sacrifice a single sorcerer, who would be killed once Voros Korom was summoned. I would mingle a little of my blood with that of the primary donor, so that the demon would remain bound to me upon the donor’s death. But few sorcerers remain. Only the most powerful have escaped the Purge, and such men are not easy to subdue. None of them would be fool enough to allow themselves to be led to a place like this.” 
 
    “You, however, present a unique opportunity. I realized that the warlock’s brand had imbued your blood with the power of a sorcerer, but you hadn’t the faintest inkling how to use that power. So I bided my time, slowly rising in the ranks of the arcanist’s office—benefiting on occasion from convenient scandals, accidents and poisonings that seemed to affect those holding positions above me. This accorded with my existing plans, as an important position in the arcanist’s office would give me access to certain information I needed in order to accomplish my goals. 
 
    “Eventually I was appointed chief arcanist, and even then, it took me another year to orchestrate your release. From that point, it was a simple matter of luring you to this place, or bringing you here by force if necessary. I would have approached you sooner, but the wraiths are a nuisance when the moon is full or nearly so. When at last the time was right, I sought you out in the Hidden Quarter, but nearly lost you when you went chasing after a woman at the market. When I saw you running down the alley that led to Eben’s garden, I knew who the woman must be. 
 
    “I’d expected to fight Eben for possession of you, but by the time I made my way through that confounded maze, the battle was over. Eben fled past me toward another exit; if he had turned his head, he would have seen me approaching. Seeing how weak he was, I nearly went after him, but I decided to take advantage of the situation to apprehend you. I called to Ljubo, who was waiting around a corner in the maze, and he carried you to my carriage. Realizing you must have some idea what Eben had done to you, I considered telling you that Eben and I were enemies, but if you knew Eben intended to save Nagyvaros, you might be reluctant to aid me, even though you hated him. From what I’d heard of your exploits, I judged that you thought of yourself as a clever sort, and I surmised I could make use of your conceit. You were so wrapped up in convincing me you were Eben that you didn’t consider that I might be deceiving you as well. Kindly old Radovan. Bah! I’m glad not to have to play that role anymore.” 
 
    I strained angrily at my bonds. Radovan was right: having learned I could fool hoodlums and Torzsek tribesmen, I’d convinced myself it would be no great challenge to hoodwink a doddering old man. My arrogance would cost me my life and doom Beata to an eternity in the shadow world. Wraiths would kill every man, woman and child in Nagyvaros. Evidently Radovan’s claim that the summoning ritual could only be performed during a full moon had been a lie as well. 
 
    Radovan’s speech had not slowed his preparations: while he talked, he had finished mixing ingredients and added the mixture to the braziers. He now lit these with a brand lit from one of the torches, and acrid, sulfurous smoke began to pour forth. While I occupied my mind with fanciful escape plans—I imagined myself springing like a coiled snake from the alter, somersaulting across the floor, somehow getting my rapier partially unsheathed, cutting my bonds and then eviscerating the giant—Radovan unstoppered a vial of some liquid, poured it onto a cloth, and walked over to me. I tried to get my feet under me, but the giant seemed to sense what I was doing and hooked a single finger behind the cords around my ankles and jerked my legs straight. I twisted my neck to the left and right, but it was no use: Radovan clamped the cloth over my mouth and nose, and I couldn’t help but breath in the noxious vapor. I felt the strength leave my body, and my vision grew hazy. Everything was like a dream. I barely noticed when Radovan, having produced a dagger, sliced open my left forearm. There was some poetry to that: it was the same place Eben had cut me six years earlier. 
 
    He spoke a word to Ljubo, who walked silently toward the doorway across the room, turned, and stood like a statue overseeing the ritual. Radovan went to stand before the dais, chanting an incantation. Something in my head told me this was my chance: Radovan had his back to me, and the giant’s senses would be dulled by the smoke and the Radovan’s chanting. The rapier still lay to the side of the circular dais, only about five paces from the altar. I might be able to get to it before the giant could react. 
 
    This proved a fantasy: my appendages responded like indolent servants to the call of a distant and hated master. With a monumental effort I might manage to roll off the dais, but that would be the extent of it. Something warm trickled past my cheek, and I recalled that I was bleeding to death. Probably I’d be dead already if Radovan had cut my jugular, but that would have been messy. It wouldn’t do to have my precious sorcerer’s blood spurting against the walls. Radovan had already made his contribution: he’d sliced his own hand with the dagger and allowed a few drops to fall into the moat. 
 
    I murmured an apology to Beata and to the doomed inhabitants of the city of Nagyvaros, and then said a prayer to Turelem to the effect that if the dying words of a dead man who’d tried to do the right thing more often than not counted for anything, he might see fit to smite Eben the Warlock with some miserable and ultimately fatal pox. I closed my eyes and prepared to die. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen           
 
    Something tickled my palm, and for a moment I was put in mind of the rats that had tried to eat me in Nincs Varazslat. The joke’s on you, I thought; I’ll be dead before you swallow your first bite. Then my wrists came free. 
 
    I tried to bring my hands forward but found them constrained again: someone was holding my wrists. “Wait,” whispered a soft voice in my ear. Someone behind me, hunched down behind the altar? Had he (if it were a he; I couldn’t be certain from the whisper) been there the whole time? No, Ljubo would have sensed him. Then how had he gotten in without being seen? He could not possibly have sneaked through the main door; there must be a secret door behind the altar, or perhaps inside the altar itself. 
 
    I knew the voice from somewhere, but couldn’t think whether it signified a friend or a foe. If it was a foe, I thought, he had come too late to do me much harm, so I didn’t resist. As Radovan continued to chant and the giant stared blankly ahead, I felt someone wrap a cloth tightly around the wound in my wrist and then another, even tighter, around my bicep. A tourniquet, I thought. Whoever this was really did intend to help—or at least keep me alive for the time being. 
 
    My ankles came free next, and I resisted the urge to try to climb off the altar. My one hope was to act in concert with my mysterious savior, and I did not know yet what he intended. 
 
    “I will distract the giant,” he said in my ear. It was definitely a male voice. “You must handle the sorcerer on your own.”  
 
    If I’d been able to speak without drawing attention, I’d have shouted my disapproval of this plan. I was drugged and had lost Turelem-knows-how-much blood. In this state, I was no match even for a doddering old man, and Radovan was not nearly as weak as he’d let on. 
 
    But I had no choice in the matter: a small figure leaped over the altar from behind me, landing before the circular dais. Hearing a disturbance, Radovan ceased his chanting and whirled to face the intruder. But he had no weapon, and the intruder was too fast for him. The figure gave him a push, sending him stumbling backwards into the dais. Radovan tripped and fell to the floor, howling curses. The intruder leaped onto the dais, barely escaping Radovan’s sweeping arm, and then vaulted to the floor just in front of the doorway. The giant reached down to grab the intruder, but the intruder ducked under his arms and ran out of the room. As he turned the corner, I caught sight of his face in the flickering torchlight: it was the boy, Vili. Thank the Goddess he had not done as I’d bidden and left the ruins! 
 
    The struggle was far from over, though. The giant bounded after Vili, and Radovan regained his feet. Not realizing I’d been untied—or perhaps wagering I was too weak to get up—he recommenced the ritual. But the tourniquet had done the trick: my blood no longer flowed down the channel. Only a trickle had reached the moat so far; surely not enough to summon the beast. Meanwhile, my head had begun to clear. I flexed my fingers behind my back, wincing as I felt the wound reopen. Only my right hand, then. If Vili could just keep the giant distracted for a little longer, and Radovan didn’t notice the flow of blood had stopped, I might regain enough of my strength and senses to best him. 
 
    After a few seconds, though, Radovan glanced at the channel and cursed. Not daring to wait any longer, I swung my legs over the side of the altar and planted my feet on the floor. Radovan cried out and stepped toward me, producing a dagger from inside his cloak. He was between me and the rapier; I had no choice but to face him unarmed. He jabbed at me with the dagger. It was a clumsy blow, but in my handicapped condition it was all I could do to get out of the way. With the next jab, I wasn’t so lucky: it glanced along my ribs under my right arm, opening another wound. I was still too slow to dodge; my only chance was to go on the offensive. I managed to get a hold of his wrist on the next jab. Ordinarily it would have been a simple matter to get him to drop the dagger, but I found myself too weak to execute the maneuver effectively. The effort I’d put forth so far was making my head swim. Blood dripped from my bandage; the tourniquet had slowed the bleeding but not stopped it. I needed to finish this quickly.  
 
    I managed to twist his arm so that the dagger pointed toward him, and he reacted by stepping backwards into the moat. Now with a slight advantage in height, I used my weight to press the attack. His heels came up against the base of the dais and he fell backwards onto it. Realizing he was in dire straits, Radovan squirmed and fought with all his strength, but I was now on top of him. In my weakened state, he was stronger than I, but he couldn’t keep the point of the dagger from slowly moving toward his heart. My head grew fuzzy and my vision narrowed; it took all my will and concentration to push the dagger toward him. He tried at last to let his hand go limp so the dagger would slip from it, but I wrapped both my hands around his and squeezed tightly. He cried out as the point penetrated his flesh, resisting with renewed vigor. My vision had gone black, and I could no longer feel my fingers. I was aware only of the sensation of the blade sliding through the tissues between the sorcerer’s ribs. Then, suddenly, the resistance was gone. A fountain of warm, sticky liquid burst over my hands, and I knew the dagger had found the man’s heart. I let it go and slid aside, crumpling to the floor. 
 
    For some time I knelt there, shaking and panting, my blood-soaked hands adhered to the stone floor. I could not tell how much of the blood was mine, nor how rapidly my blood was still leaving me. I doubted I would have the strength to find my way out of the dungeon, and even if Vili were not killed by the giant, he would be unable to carry me. It would be a poor death: Eben the Warlock still lived and Beata remained imprisoned in the shadow world. My only consolations were that Radovan was dead and the ritual had been arrested. 
 
    But gradually my strength and senses began to return again. Blood flowed from the bandage only in a slow trickle; it had been primarily the exertion that caused me to swoon. I picked up the rapier from where it lay and slowly pulled myself to my feet, leaning on the dais. Radovan lay unmoving on the top of it, his arms and legs splayed, the dagger’s hilt protruding from his chest. From somewhere outside the chamber, I heard a faint scream. Vili. 
 
    I grabbed a torch from the nearest sconce and staggered to the doorway. Ahead lay the hall through which Ljubo had carried me; to my left was a narrower passageway through which Vili had fled. I went left.  
 
    After twenty paces or so, I came to a fork. Pausing to listen, I heard nothing from either direction, so I picked a passage at random. I did the same at the next fork, and the next, and soon I was lost. I hadn’t had the presence of mind to stick to any sort of system, nor even to remember which option I’d picked at each of the forks. I might still find my way back to the exit, but my wits were dulling further with every passing minute. If I went any deeper into the dungeon, I would never get out. 
 
    I heard another cry, closer this time, coming from a passageway to my right. I hesitated. There was probably nothing I could do to help Vili, and if I went after him now, I would never have a chance to kill Eben. Beata would be lost in the shadow world for all eternity. But I could not make myself leave Vili to face the giant alone. I followed the sound of his cries deeper into the dungeon. 
 
    Suddenly I found myself in a chamber whose walls and ceiling were lost in the darkness. Was it the same place I’d been apprehended by Ljubo? There was no way to know. I’d made so many twists and turns that I might be back where I’d started—or a quarter-mile away.  
 
    “Konrad!” shouted a voice from the darkness. 
 
    “Vili! Where are you?” 
 
    “Stay still. I’m coming to you.” A moment later, I saw him approaching. 
 
    “Where is the giant?” I asked. 
 
    “I think I’ve lost him.” He stopped a few paces from me. 
 
    “How the devil did you find your way without a torch?” 
 
    Vili shrugged. “I’ve spent so much time here, I can find my way by touch. I only needed to get to a passage too narrow for the giant to pass. You do not look well.” 
 
    “I left a fair amount of my blood in that room. Do you know the way out?” 
 
    “Yes. Follow me. We must hurry, because if the giant realizes he is stymied, he may be able to retrace his steps and—” 
 
    A chalk white face came at me from the gloom.  
 
    “Vili, down!” I cried, shifting the torch to my left hand and drawing my rapier. 
 
    Vili ducked as Ljubo’s huge fist swung over him. I swung my rapier, causing the giant to take a step back. Vili scurried out of the way. 
 
     “Get to the exit!” I shouted, pointing the rapier at the giant. I hoped Ljubo would attack quickly, as my vision was growing dim again, and I could barely keep my grip on the torch. I doubted I had the speed or strength to drive the blade into his belly, but if he swung wildly again, I might get lucky and nick a vein. He would still kill me, but Vili could escape. 
 
    The giant must have sensed that time was on his side; he came at me slowly and deliberately, not giving me any obvious targets. I had maybe two or three good swings in me, and I didn’t dare waste them. I retreated. I could no longer see Vili; I hoped he was on his way to the exit. 
 
    There was a dull thud like a wooden hammer on a slab of meat. Ljubo gave a small grunt but otherwise didn’t react. He stepped toward me, and I retreated again. I heard the thudding sound again, and this time the giant grimaced in annoyance. He turned, and for a moment the torchlight illuminated Vili, holding a stone nearly the size of his head. He was throwing rocks at the giant! Or, more precisely, having found a single small boulder, he was throwing it at the giant’s back over and over. It was incredibly stupid and one of the braver things I’d seen a person do. The giant swept at him with his huge fist, and Vili, weighed down by the boulder, couldn’t get out of the way. The fist struck him on the shoulder and he was thrown to the ground. 
 
    Vili’s diversion gave me just enough time to strike. I stabbed at Ljubo’s side while he was still turned, hoping to hit a kidney. But the giant’s skin was like leather; the delicate rapier slid alongside him, opening only a shallow laceration. Blood that looked as thick and black as tar oozed from the wound. Ljubo turned toward me, his face contorted with rage, bringing back his fist to strike. I threw my torch at his face and then gripped the rapier with both hands and sliced downward with all the strength I could muster. The torch bounced harmlessly off the giant’s forehead, landing a few feet away. The point of the blade skittered diagonally across the giant’s chest, opening another shallow gash. Good, I thought sardonically to myself. Another twenty or thirty blows like that and he’ll be in real trouble.  
 
    “Konrad, get down!” Vili cried from somewhere in the darkness. I didn’t see what good that would do, but I doubted it would do any harm, and I was so tired that a moment’s respite seemed like a fine idea. I fell to all fours, still holding the rapier weakly in my hand. As I was about to close my eyes, I became aware of a strange red glow on my hands. The torch? No, the light was the wrong color, and came from the wrong direction. Looking up, I saw Ljubo was now framed by a crimson halo. 
 
    I might have thought this was the manifestation of some arcane ability possessed by members of whatever race claimed Ljubo, except that he seemed as surprised by it as I was. His brow furrowed as he observed his own shadow flickering across the stone floor, pursued by the ominous red glow. Ljubo realized the truth before I did, turning to see what was bearing down on him. My view was obscured, so I saw nothing until the giant was thrown bodily across the chamber, soaring some thirty feet before tumbling to a halt. 
 
    How can I describe the thing that had attacked the giant? It resembled the wraiths in its roiling, chaotic form, but it was clearly guided by a single intellect rather than hundreds of competing spirits. Vaguely man-shaped and head-and-shoulders taller than Ljubo, it seemed to have an indeterminate number of arms and legs. At first it had stood still, and I thought it a monopod, but then it moved toward Ljubo and another leg appeared. It was the same with the arms: at first I saw two, and only faintly, but then these seemed to separate into four as it moved. I watched in awe as it strode toward Ljubo (it no longer seemed fitting to think of him as a giant!), sometimes having no arms at all, sometimes as many as four, walking on one leg or three. Indeed, the parts that weren’t in motion seemed hardly to exist at all, as if the creature called its various parts into being as it needed them. The active parts burned with red fire that produced the glow I had first noticed. The brightest features were its eyes, numbering between one and a dozen, appearing like will-o’-the-wisps in the spherical void that served as the thing’s head. So Radovan had been successful after all, though at the cost of his own life: there could be no doubt that this was the shadow beast, Voros Korom. 
 
    The chaotic movements of its eyes made it impossible to determine whether it had seen me. Was it oblivious to my presence, or had it attacked Ljubo to protect me, thinking I was its master? Had enough of my blood flowed to the dais to give me dominion over Voros Korom? If so, would control of the demon default to me now that Radovan was dead, or was some other ritual required to complete the process?  
 
    For now, Voros Korom seemed occupied only with Ljubo. Ljubo, amazingly, had gotten to his feet and was standing defiant, staring down the beast. No doubt Ljubo was not accustomed to being bested in battle; I doubt it occurred to him to flee. 
 
    I had no such liability. Vili, appearing out of the darkness, helped me to my feet and led me toward the exit. I considered stopping to try giving Voros Korom a command but decided it would be foolhardy. If Voros Korom didn’t recognize me as his master, I’d have squandered our chance to escape. And even if he did, I didn’t have a clue what to do with him. I’d heard once of a janissary colonel who had supposedly tamed a tiger. For ten months, the tiger slept next to him in his tent. Then one day the colonel overslept, causing the tiger to miss his breakfast. The tiger made do, and the colonel made no more mistakes. I supposed a demon was considerably more dangerous than a tiger, whether I held his reins or not. 
 
    I doubt Ljubo lasted more than a minute in his struggle with Voros Korom, unless demons are in the habit of playing with their prey the way cats do. I was barely sensate at this point, and Vili and I didn’t look back. Somehow, with Vili’s help, I made it out of the dungeon. We fled through the ruins to the foot of the ravine, where I could go no farther without rest. It was almost as dark aboveground as below; the moon was only the slightest crescent. I must have fallen asleep, for I was awoken by Vili tugging on my sleeve. He pointed toward the ruins, where the shadowy, sinister form of Voros Korom could be seen towering over the slabs. I wondered what was going through his mind, if such a creature can be said to have a mind. He must know he’d been summoned. Did he know by whom? Did he know Radovan was dead? Was he bound by Radovan’s designs for him, or was he now free to do as he pleased? What would such a creature choose to do? Would he still lay waste to Nagyvaros? 
 
    Again I thought of facing the demon and attempting to exert my will over him. Perhaps I could save Nagyvaros. Or maybe the demon, motivated by spite, would do precisely what I forbade him to do. No, it was no good. I had much to learn before I could try commanding a demon. Besides, I could barely stand, much less face down a beast from the shadow world. 
 
    At last Voros Korom seemed to make a decision. Countless arms moved as if beckoning, and suddenly the ruins were once again alive with scores of wraiths. When the full host had gathered, Voros Korom strode through the ruins, in the direction of Nagyvaros. The wraiths followed. 
 
    Vili and I sat perhaps twenty paces south of the demon’s path, but we didn’t dare move for fear of drawing its attention. We sat dead still, holding our breath as several of the wraiths passed within a few feet. They showed no interest in us, though, and soon they were gone. We rested a bit longer and then made our way up the ravine, thinking that if we could reach the carriage, I might be able to make it back to Nagyvaros. 
 
    We found the two horses dead and unnaturally cold, having had the misfortune of being in the wraiths’ path. I sank to the ground, defeated.  
 
    “Look,” said Vili, pointing to the east.  
 
    I followed his gesture and saw a distant flickering of red light in the east.  
 
    “Where is it going?” Vili asked. 
 
    I shook my head weakly. Voros Korom had been heading toward Nagyvaros but had evidently changed his mind. Whatever the reason, for now at least, Nagyvaros was saved. With our horses dead, I would not be so lucky.  
 
    “I will go for help,” Vili said. “Some shepherds live not far from here.” 
 
    I smiled at this. The shepherds would not be eager to help if they knew who had been stealing their sheep, but we weren’t in a position to be picky. Vili got me some food and water from the carriage, put one blanket under my head and lay another over top of me. Then he was gone. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty                      
 
    I do not know how long I lay there, drifting in and out of consciousness. Several times I found myself in the shadow world and thought myself dead, but with some effort, drawn by a nagging feeling of a task not yet complete, I was able to force my awareness back to my physical form. Each visit to the shadow world was a little longer than the one before it, and each time it took more effort to bring myself back. I was on the verge of submitting when I saw her face, illuminated by a small lantern that had been set on the ground next to me. My lovely Beata, come to bid me farewell. 
 
    In my addled state I allowed myself to believe for a moment it was really her, but the illusion was broken the moment she spoke. Suddenly I was wide awake and, though I was still weak, in full possession of my faculties.  
 
    “You utter fool,” Beata said, kneeling over me. “Do you have any idea what you have allowed to be loosed upon the world? Voros Korom will destroy Nagyvaros, and he will not stop there. I was able to buy the city some time, but he will return, and with even more power.” I saw that Beata’s hands shook. From fear? Exertion? Had Eben faced Voros Korom and his horde of wraiths alone? What had he done or said to cause the beast to turn aside from the city? 
 
    “I can only hope,” Beata’s voice went on, “that your survival means that Radovan is dead. Not that it matters much now; the damage has been done. The chances of stopping Voros Korom are slim, but I shall try. If you do not fight me, the brand will come away easily and you will feel no pain. Will you cooperate, or do you intend to be a fool to the end?” 
 
    Managing to sit up, I considered the warlock’s words. He was right, of course: Voros Korom had been unleashed because of me. If I’d allowed Eben to take the brand, he might have stopped Radovan. For that matter, if I’d simply stayed away from the ruins, Radovan would have been frustrated in his attempt to summon Voros Korom—or at least delayed until he found another sorcerer to sacrifice. But even if I could forgive Eben for what he had done to me, I could not forgive what he had done to Beata. Any man who would sentence an innocent to a thousand years in the shadow world was not to be trusted with the power to thwart demons. Eben’s desire to save Nagyvaros was sincere; of that I was certain. But I was equally certain that his underlying motivations were sinister. He had his own designs on that ancient city. 
 
    “I suppose I will die either way,” I said, “but I would not willingly give you the brand even if it were to save my own life. You do not deserve even the life you have stolen, and I would not have you mar that face with a warlock’s brand.” 
 
    Eben sighed. “I could perhaps forgive your selfishness in wishing to preserve your life when you were ignorant of Radovan’s intentions. But you have seen Voros Korom! You know of his designs for Nagyvaros. You are powerless to keep me from taking the brand, and you will be dead in an hour in any case. Such stubborn spitefulness is the mark of a fool. Very well then, I shall take the brand by force.” He pulled off the bandage on Beata’s left hand and pulled at the wound to reopen it, causing her face to grimace in pain. 
 
    An idea occurred to me. “You are the fool,” I said. “Did you really believe that this was all an accident? Did you think I just happened to be at the inn the night you were caught by the acolyte?” 
 
    Eben regarded me curiously, surprised by my reply—or at least the vehemence of it. He had been certain I would put up minimal resistance, but that certainty had vanished. I think it occurred to him in that moment for the first time that I might know something he did not. With a flash of renewed vigor, I pressed the attack: 
 
     “Did you not think it strange that a man completely ignorant of the workings of sorcery could take your brand from you? There are forces at work here that you could not possibly comprehend. Do you fear Voros Korom? Voros Korom is but a pawn in my master’s plan. Before this is over, you will know true fear. You think you have delayed the doom of Nagyvaros? You have been deceived. Look to the east and you will see the demon approach with his retinue.” 
 
    I do not know if Eben was truly fooled or if he simply decided there was no harm in looking, given my debilitated state. My diatribe was gibberish, of course, but it sufficed: Eben the Warlock fell for a ruse that was already old when Turelem walked the earth. He got to his feet and peered toward the east. 
 
    As he did so, I tore off my bandage and then forced my mind to the shadow world. Suddenly I stood again on the desolate, dimly lit plain. To my left and right were the distant mountains. Ahead of me was the dark castle. I smiled grimly, for I did indeed know something Eben didn’t: I had figured out how to use the power of the shadow world. 
 
    I had noticed when Eben summoned the demon in the garden that his blood seemed to vanish before it hit the ground. That could only mean the blood was somehow physically transported to the shadow world by the will of the sorcerer, just as demons are physically summoned to our world. This, I now realized, was the key to the warlock’s power. The brand had given me the ability to experience the shadow world, but until now I’d been powerless to have any effect on it.  
 
    Allowing some of my awareness to pass back to the material world, I held out my wounded arm. The wound had begun to clot, but blood ran down my little finger and a single drop welled up and fell. Standing on the desolate plain in the shadow world, I mimicked the action, moving with deliberate slowness to synchronize my shadow self with its lethargic twin. My shadow self was unwounded, and no blood dripped from my finger. Yet a crimson globule appeared in mid-air just as it disappeared from the material world. The globule fell with incredible slowness, taking nearly a minute to reach the ground. I forced myself to be patient, remembering that this was all happening in a wink of an eye; I probably had a few minutes in the shadow world before Eben realized I’d tricked him.  
 
    Where the droplet hit the ground, ripples spread outward like a pebble landing in a pond. But the ripples were not disturbances of the surface but rather variations in its vibrancy. It was as if some of the “realness” of our world was transferred to that place, so that what had been little more than a shadowy idea of a plain became nearly as real as the actual plain where even now I sat on the ground next to Eben. The effect lessened with the distance from the point of impact, so that beyond fifty paces or so, the plain was as shadowy as before. I sensed too that the effect was temporary; even now the vibrancy of the plain had begun to fade. 
 
    The effect was not confined to appearances. I could now feel the air around me in a way that I could not before, and even my shadow self seemed more real than it had. Indeed, it was as if I had woken from a dream—or rather, that the dream world itself had awoken. Willing myself to take a step, I found that my shadow self could now move as freely as my material body did.  
 
    By the time I’d taken a few more steps, I could feel resistance developing. Soon I’d be frozen in place again. Another drop of blood had fallen from my hand and was hanging in the air behind me, falling at an unbearably slow rate. I trudged along until the drop struck, and suddenly the resistance vanished as the ripples flowed across the ground under my feet. This time, I ran. 
 
    I realized I’d decided to make for the castle, and this decision was reinforced by a chorus of howls from the mountains on either side of me. It seemed the creatures of the shadow world were no longer oblivious to me. Had they smelled my blood or sensed the ripples of realness spreading across the terrain? Either way, I did not want to tarry on the plain. 
 
    If I ran too fast, I would outpace the spread of the ripples, so I forced myself to keep to a moderate pace. To my left and right, hordes of twisted creatures raced toward me across the plain. If I tore open the wound, blood would fall more quickly, but I didn’t want to bleed to death before I’d reached my goal. 
 
    My goal, I thought. What was my goal? I’d been running toward the castle, but I knew not why. What would I find there? What did I hope to find? 
 
    Beata, I thought. Beata is in the castle. Somehow I knew this, but I did not know how. Perhaps it was only a vain hope: the idea of her being in the mountains with those things was intolerable, although the thought of her imprisoned in the castle was not much better. No, she was not in the mountains. She had been brought here as part of a bargain with the dark powers of this world, and those powers were centered on the castle. Somehow I would find her and free her. And then? I did not know. 
 
    But first I had to reach the castle. It was still nearly a quarter mile off. The hordes were not much farther, and they moved faster than I. I pressed my shadow self against the resistance. It was like running into an icy wind, and the faster I ran, the harder and colder it blew. I didn’t dare shift my awareness back to my material self, but I knew from the slow drip of my blood that only a few seconds had passed. Hopefully Eben would be distracted for a little longer. 
 
    At last I reached the guard tower, which was a squat, cylindrical stone structure about thirty feet high and crenelated at the top. Facing me was a heavy arched wooden door, reinforced by steel bands. A few feet from the top of the tower was a series of angled slots, spaced about five feet apart, so that a man stationed there could look across the plain and see any approaching threats. I had tried in the past to peer through the slot facing my vantage point on the plain, but it was too dark inside to make anything out. 
 
    I still did not know whether a bridge lay beyond the guard tower, nor even whether I’d be able to get into the tower itself. I suppose I assumed that there was some reason I’d been transported to that plain; that some intelligence—malevolent or benign—had meant for me to make my way to the castle. I couldn’t allow myself to consider the possibility of being torn apart by the shadow beasts at the threshold of the tower. But as I stood there, pounding with all my strength on that massive door, with the demonic hordes converging on me, I began to think I’d fallen victim to hubris again. I was no sorcerer; I’d been given the warlock’s brand by accident. The vision of the castle had been meant for someone else.  
 
    I stepped away from the door and reached for my rapier, thinking that I would at least go down with a fight. I found the scabbard was empty. Had I forgotten to put it back in its sheath? I reached for the dagger I’d taken from Vili and found it missing as well. The weapons had not been transported with me to the shadow world. Strangely, though, my clothing was intact. Perhaps metal could not be brought to the shadow world? 
 
    So be it, I thought. I would face the hordes with my bare hands. But as I turned to face them, now only a stone’s throw away, something caught my eye: carved into the stone just to the right of the door was the form of a man’s palm. I pressed my right hand to it and heard something clank on the other side of the door. The door began to swing slowly inward. I threw my shoulder into it, pushing with all my strength. At last the door opened enough for me to slip through. Once on the other side, I threw my shoulder against the door again, trying to push it shut, but to my horror I found that the door continued to open wider. The door shuddered as several of the beasts slammed into it. Arms and tentacles reached through the opening toward me. For the moment I was saved only because the larger creatures had reached the door first and were unable to squeeze through the opening. In a few seconds they would be inside. 
 
    But although a dozen of the beasts must have been pushing on the door, it moved no faster. It occurred to me that I’d been foolish to try to push the door; it was controlled by some mechanism that exerted a thousand times as much force as I was capable of producing. I could not say whether the mechanism was powered by magic or some kind of engine; the physics of the shadow world were foreign to me. What I did know was that brute force would not serve me here. I could see almost nothing, as the only light inside the building came from the ever-widening crack in the door, but I felt along the wall opposite the palm print on the other side. Finding the impression’s mirror opposite, I pressed my left hand to it. The door halted instantly and began to close. One of the smaller creatures—a creature something like a land-dwelling octopus, with tentacles radiating from an amorphous scaly body dominated by a circular maw ringed with razor sharp teeth—thrust its way through, and I fell to the stone floor, defenseless, waiting for the thing to devour me. One of its fellows must have been jealous, though: just as it was about to engulf me, something pulled at one of the tentacles still extending outside and pulled it back. By this time, though, the opening was too small to allow the creature to pass, and it perished with a shriek as the door crushed its body. The door slowed not at all; it closed completely a moment later, severing the arms of several other beasts. For a few seconds, the beasts howled and clawed at the door, and then suddenly the tower was eerily quiet. I was alone. 
 
    Why did the door open to my touch? I did not know. Perhaps the mechanism could sense the power in my blood; perhaps it would respond to the touch of any living person. All I knew was that the beasts outside were powerless to activate it, and that was enough for the moment. I suspected, however, that the door was only the first challenge that faced those attempting to enter the castle. In this, I was soon proven correct. 
 
    The first floor of the tower was empty, as far as I could tell in the dim light. Several large stone pillars supported the upper levels; around the periphery wound a stone staircase. Having a moment’s respite, I allowed my awareness to drift back to the material world. Almost no time had passed there. Eben had only just turned back to regard me. He had a puzzled expression on his face; I sensed he knew he had been tricked but could not tell I’d gone to the shadow world. I don’t think he had any idea I possessed that ability. 
 
    I forced my mind quickly back to the shadow world, where I remained alone in the tower. Climbing the steps to the second level, I found it much like the first. I climbed to the third level, where dim light from the angled slits in the walls illuminated the figure of a man standing in the center of the room. He faced outward from the castle; from his vantage point, I supposed he could observe the entire plain outside the moat. Behind him—that is to say, in the direction of the castle—was an ordinary-sized wooden door. A key protruded from its keyhole. 
 
    So still was the man that were it not for his lifelike appearance, I would have supposed him a statue. When he did not respond to my greetings, I reconsidered the possibility. It was either an incredible likeness or it was a man under some enchantment that rendered him paralyzed in that position. 
 
    I spoke to the man again, but he showed no sign of having heard me. He held no weapon and was dressed in ordinary clothes. His demeanor was not in the least threatening; in truth, were he not frozen before me in that eerie tower, I would not have given him a second look. I saw no expression on his face but perhaps a slight appearance of melancholy. I approached within a few inches and looked directly into his eyes, which continued to stare out over the plain. 
 
    I considered reaching out to touch the man’s arm, but thought better of it. I backed away, lest he come to life while I wasn’t looking, and made my way to the door. It was locked, and the key would not turn. I’m not sure what I expected to find on the other side in any case; it was a strange place for a door. Peering through the nearest slit on the left side of the door, I saw nothing on the other side. In the distance was the castle. Below was the moat, which I saw now was really a chasm. There was no water in it, but only a gray fog that was so thick I could not see the bottom. There was no bridge. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-one                   
 
    No bridge! I looked from the slit on the right side to be sure. How could it be? I’d never been able to see past the guard tower, but in my imagination there had always been a bridge connecting it to the castle. How could there be no way across the chasm? 
 
    As I pondered this, something stirred in my memory. This place reminded me of something. A song that I had heard. Yes! One of crazy old Bolond’s songs that used to come to me through a crack in the wall of my cell in Nincs Varazslat. How did it go? 
 
      
 
    All around the ancient keep 
 
    forever long and forever deep 
 
    runs a chasm only spanned 
 
    by the fingers of a dead man’s hand 
 
      
 
    Blind and deaf the watchman waits 
 
    never opening the gates 
 
    but to the one he once betrayed 
 
    until the debt at last is paid 
 
      
 
    Ten thousand years the traitor stands 
 
    yielding not to fierce commands 
 
    responding only in his shame 
 
    to those who know to speak my name 
 
      
 
    Ho-hum! Ho-hum! 
 
    The days pass one by one 
 
    Ho-hum! Ho-hum! 
 
    His work is never done 
 
      
 
    That was it, as far as I could remember. While still in Nincs Varazslat, I’d noted a possible connection between the “ancient keep” and the castle I’d seen in the shadow world, but Bolond would respond to my questions only by singing the whole thing again. I’d eventually dismissed the similarity as coincidence and forgotten all about it. I must have heard that song a thousand times; as with all of Bolond’s songs, the words had long since lost any meaning to me. 
 
    I tried the key again, but it remained stuck. No, not just stuck: it would not rattle or come free; it was frozen by some enchantment, just as the man in the center of the room. 
 
    Was the frozen man the “blind and deaf” watchman of the song? The similarity was too great to dismiss. But how did crazy old Bolond know of this place? Was he a sorcerer after all? Had he inadvertently—or intentionally, for that matter—communicated to me some of his arcane knowledge? I reminded myself that I’d never learned what became of Bolond. I did not know if he’d been released or if he’d escaped. For that matter, I could not be completely certain he was ever in Nincs Varazslat in the first place. The guards had claimed to know nothing of any other prisoners, and I hadn’t thought to ask the warden about him upon my release. Had Bolond been pretending through some sorcery to be imprisoned in the dungeon? If so, why? 
 
    One question after another came to me, and I forced myself to set them aside. I didn’t have time to worry about such things. Eben must be wise to my ruse by now. Soon he would try to take the brand from me again. With my awareness focused on the shadow world, I would be unable to put up any resistance. When he killed me, would I be obliterated in the shadow world as well, or would I simply be trapped here like Beata? Another question I could not answer. 
 
    I focused again on the words of the song. The chasm around the keep was spanned, it claimed, only by “the fingers of a dead man’s hand.” I had thought this poetic nonsense when I’d first heard it (and stopped thinking about it at all soon after that), but what if the words were a clue about how to get across the moat? 
 
    It seemed to me that the song was about a single man; that is, the “dead man,” the “watchman” and the “traitor” were all the same person. If that supposition was correct, then the song was about a traitor who had been killed and who now acted as the eternal watchman of the keep. I regarded the frozen figure again, considering the melancholy of his face. Yes, I thought. This is the face of a man who suffers greatly, but also justly for a crime he has committed. He betrayed someone very powerful, and that person sentenced him to this eternal post. I shuddered as I realized the man was fully cognizant of his surroundings—not truly “blind and deaf” but simply unable to respond. This poor soul alone had the power to open the door. But how could a frozen man turn a key? 
 
      
 
    Ten thousand years the traitor stands 
 
    Yielding not to fierce commands 
 
    Responding only in his shame 
 
    To those who know to speak my name 
 
      
 
    Commanding the man would avail nothing unless one spoke a certain name. But what name? The name of the watchman? No, the song referred to the watchman in the third person. Only one first person pronoun appeared in the song: my. It was the name of the original singer of the song that I needed, the name of the man who’d sentenced the watchman to this eternal torment. The words of the refrain went through my head: 
 
      
 
    Ho-hum! Ho-hum! 
 
    The days pass one by one 
 
    Ho-hum! Ho-hum! 
 
    His work is never done 
 
      
 
    That is what I thought I heard through the crack in my cell, anyway. It occurred to me that I may have misheard the lyrics, or the madman might have sung different words on occasion to amuse himself. The refrain might just as well have gone: 
 
      
 
    Bolond! Bolond! 
 
    The days pass one by one 
 
    Bolond! Bolond! 
 
    His work is never done 
 
      
 
    A shiver went down my spine. Was Bolond, the harmless old fool who’d kept me company in the dungeon, this man’s tormenter? Whatever the man’s crime, this punishment seemed severe. If I had such power, would I use it on a man like Eben? I thought I might. 
 
    “Bolond,” I said to the man. I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I saw him stir. 
 
    “Bolond commands you to open the door,” I said. 
 
    The man turned to face me, blinked, gave a nod, and walked to the door. He put his fingers on the key and gave it a half-turn. There was a click. He put his hand on the knob, turned it, and pulled the door open. He stepped aside, his hand still on the knob. 
 
    I stood there for a moment, overlooking the chasm and wondering what good an open door was in the absence of a bridge. As I opened my mouth to ask the watchman, I saw the fog roiling toward me. After a moment, it seemed to form itself into a concrete structure: a long, narrow bridge had congealed from the mist. I turned to the watchman and saw him standing there next to door, looking sadly ahead. I could see he had no answers; probably he lacked the ability to speak. He was waiting for me to pass onto the bridge so that he could close the door and return to his post to wait the next visitor who would speak the name of his tormenter, a hundred or a thousand years hence. Perhaps it would be Bolond himself. 
 
    Placing a foot on the platform of fog, I found it to be solid. I stepped gingerly onto it and heard the door close behind me. Not knowing how long the bridge would remain, nor how much time I had until Eben took the brand from me, I hurried across. The portcullis on the other side raised as I approached, and I went into the castle. 
 
    I found myself in a large vaulted hall into which little light penetrated. It seemed to be deserted. I proceeded to a door at the far end and threw it open to reveal a rectangular courtyard open to the dismal gray sky above. Several doors and open passageways led from it, but I saw no activity. The keep was gigantic; I despaired of finding Beata before Eben took back the brand. Thinking I had nothing to lose, I called out her name. After a few seconds, a faint voice responded. Was it Beata? I could not tell. I ran down the passageway from which the sound seemed to emanate. 
 
    Coming to an intersection, I called her name again. This time the reply was a bit clearer. It sounded like Beata’s voice. I thought she said my name, but I could not be certain. I descended a stone staircase that led to an underground tunnel. I could see nothing; I proceeded with my hand on the left-hand wall, guided only by the faint voice of my beloved. The wall abruptly ended, and I emerged into a vaulted chamber lit by the unnatural red glow of a strange crystal lamp that hung from the ceiling. Directly below the lamp stood Beata, her lovely features unmistakable even in that ghastly light. Dimly aware that this was not truly Beata but only her shadow self, I ran toward her. 
 
    “Konrad, is that you?”  
 
    I was relieved to find that she knew me; I had thought the centuries of captivity would have dulled her memory or driven her mad. If she noticed the brand on my face, she did not show it. Perhaps the brand did not affect my shadow self, although I suspected it did. More likely, she assumed my ghastly appearance was due to the crimson lamp hanging overhead. 
 
    “Beata!” I cried. “It is I, Konrad! I have come to get you out of this place, but we haven’t much time.” 
 
    “You have the key to the prison, then?” she asked, her arms still wrapped around me. She felt solid, but there was no warmth in her body. I supposed I felt the same to her.  
 
    “There is no key,” I said, extracting myself from her embrace, “because there is no door.” I looked away as if searching for the opening through which I had come, but in truth I was hoping to prevent Beata from looking too closely at my face. “I walked right into this chamber. We should be able to leave the same way. If the bridge of mist is still there, we can….” It occurred to me that I hadn’t a clue what we would do once we were out of the keep. Perhaps it would be better to remain in the keep and bargain with whoever was holding her here. If a sorcerer’s blood truly was currency here, then I might be able to buy Beata’s freedom. But I was anxious to get Beata out of this chamber and away from that sinister lamp. 
 
    “It is no good,” Beata said. “I have tried to leave many times. Something always goes wrong, and I end up back here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “The way out is right over there, not twenty paces from here. Hold my hand and I will lead you to it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I cannot remember what happens when I try to leave, but I have done it so many times that I feel that I know it’s impossible, the same way you know it’s impossible to breathe underwater, even though you’ve never tried it.” 
 
    “It may be,” I said, “that this inkling you have is the consequence of some enchantment. Perhaps you have never tried to escape at all, but have been instilled with the certainty that it’s impossible. In such a way, someone might be imprisoned for a thousand years in a prison without walls.” 
 
    “A thousand years!” Beata said. “But surely it hasn’t been that long.” She looked at my face, searching for answers. Unable to continue looking away, I met her gaze. Still she did not seem to notice the disfigurement. What she did see was arguably worse: I was unable to hide the truth about her imprisonment. 
 
    “A thousand years….” she murmured, seeming as if she might faint. “This place does things to your memory, I think. There are no days or nights. Sometimes I think I have been here a few minutes, but sometimes it seems like centuries.” 
 
    “In reality it has been only a little over six years,” I said. “But time passes differently in this place.” I could not help but feel somewhat grateful Beata was not fully aware of how much time she had spent in the shadow world. 
 
    “What is this place?” she asked. “How did I get here? I remember singing, and then a man with a terrible mark on his face, like a dark labyrinth, and then… nothing. Just this empty chamber and that awful red lamp.” 
 
    “I will explain later,” I said. “For now, we need to get you out of here.” 
 
    She shook her head again. “It’s no use. I try to leave, but….” She trailed off, realizing she’d already told me this. 
 
    “I know the way,” I said, trying to sound confident. I took her hand. “No matter what happens, do not let go.” 
 
    She nodded dubiously. “Perhaps it will be different this time,” she said. “If you know the way.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand tight and started in the direction of the passage. I had half-expected a portcullis to have slid shut while I was inside the chamber, trapping us both, but the dark passage remained open. I plunged into the darkness, my left hand on the stone wall and my right hand clutching—nothing. 
 
    Beata was gone! I turned and ran back into the chamber. She stood there, just as she had a minute earlier. 
 
    “Konrad, is that you?” 
 
    “It is I, Beata. What happened? A moment ago, I was holding your hand, and then you were gone.” 
 
    She shook her head as I approached. “I do not know, Konrad. You say you were here, but I do not remember it. I think I have tried to leave this place before, but something always goes wrong. How long have we been here? How did we get here?” 
 
    My heart sank. Beata had been right. She had probably tried to leave this place thousands of times, and each time ended up back under the ghastly red lamp, having only the faintest memory of her previous attempts. 
 
    “I will explain everything once we are out of this place,” I said. “This time, you go first. Perhaps if I keep you in view the whole time, you will not vanish as you did before.” 
 
     Beata reluctantly agreed to this, clearly having only the foggiest notion of what I was talking about. But it was no good: when we reached the point where the garish light faded to black, I found that Beata was no longer in front of me. 
 
    “Konrad, is that you?” she called again, as I walked back toward her. “What is happening? What is this place?” 
 
    “She cannot leave,” said a deep, rumbling voice from somewhere in the gloom.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-two                   
 
    A massive horned figure slowly emerged into the red light. I recognized the creature: it was the demon Eben had summoned in the garden. It opened its goat-like mouth to speak again: “Humans who do not have the power in their blood cannot survive in this place. She is sustained only by the light of the lamp, which burns an oil infused with Eben’s blood. No prison is necessary; if she strays beyond the reach of the light, her being fades until it is regenerated by the lamp.” 
 
    The demon stopped a few feet in front of us. Beata looked from me to the demon and back, her face contorted more with confusion than fear. I supposed that she must have seen the demon so many times that her instinctual fear had ebbed, even if she couldn’t remember why. So she stood regarding the horrible creature, baffled as to why she was not more afraid. 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. “Why would you do this?” 
 
    The demon seemed to shrug. “It is not I who does it, but the warlock. It is true I let him keep her in this chamber, but I have little choice, bound as I am by the ancient accords. In any case, what would you have me do? You have seen for yourself that she cannot leave this place.” 
 
    “Why does Eben keep her here?” 
 
    “He needs a vessel. But the girl’s body is inextricably linked to her shadow self. If her shadow self perishes, her body dies, and Eben is without a vessel. So he keeps her here, where she cannot interfere with his work.” 
 
    “Is there a way to cast out the warlock so that she can return to her physical body?” 
 
    “If there were, why would I tell you?” 
 
    “Because you fear my power. I saw it in the garden. You could have killed me, but you did not.” 
 
    “I feared the brand. If I knew then what I know now, I would have killed you. You have the power, but you do not know how to wield it.” 
 
    “But I do have the power in my blood,” I said. “That’s what Eben pays you with, isn’t it?” A droplet was falling to the ground before me even at that moment, almost invisible in the red light.  
 
    I could see the demon wanted to snatch it out of the air, but something was preventing him. Was it the “ancient accords” he was bound by? The beasts on the plain didn’t seem to have such scruples, but I suspected different rules applied inside the keep. 
 
    “The blood is yours if you help me cast Eben out and return Beata to her own body.” 
 
    The demon shook his head reluctantly. “What you ask for is beyond my power. The girl has been apart from her body for far too long.” 
 
    “Then take me to someone who has the power.” 
 
    The demon laughed. “Do you think one of the Masters can be bought with a few drops of blood? It makes no difference. Even Arnyek himself could not reunite the girl with her body now. The shadow self becomes acclimated to this place after a few weeks, and she has been here over six years, as time is accounted in your world. No one has ever gone back after so much time. Leave her be.” 
 
    “And allow her to continue living as a mere shade of herself, trapped in this dungeon for eternity?” 
 
    The demon shrugged again. “It is no great torment to live without a memory in such a place. You have been imprisoned yourself, have you not? You know that true torment comes from memory and imagination. She has neither. She finds herself in a prison and attempts to leave. This is the entirety of her existence, and I daresay it is more tolerable than that of many of your kind.” 
 
    Beata had been listening to the conversation intently, with the look of someone who felt she should understand but does not. When the demon described her imprisonment, an expression of pain washed over her face. 
 
    “Your opinion on the matter notwithstanding,” I said to the demon, “I will not have her go on this way.” 
 
    “Then we come to the heart of the matter. If you would end her suffering, such as it is, I could be persuaded to assist you.” 
 
    “You mean you would kill her.” 
 
    “She is already dead. As you say, she is but a shade of herself. If I were to douse the lamp, she would dissipate completely.” 
 
    “What of these accords you must comply with?” 
 
    “Eben is in arrears in his payments, and his blood does not have the power it once did, owing to his loss of the brand. The Masters are unaware of the girl’s presence, and I risk their wrath by keeping her here. It may be that I will forget to fill the lamp at some point.” 
 
    “Please, Konrad,” Beata said, “if it is possible, please let it be done. I do not want to go on this way. In a way I think it is worse not to remember, for I am eternally in a state of wondering what it is I have lost.” 
 
    “The demon may be lying,” I said. “There may yet be a way to return you to your body.” 
 
    “I do not think so, Konrad. I can’t explain it, but I feel as if I have lost some fundamental part of myself. You speak of returning to another body, but this is the only body I know. In truth, I cannot remember what it is like to eat or sleep; I know that I must have done so, but the idea seems foreign to me. In the same way, I know that I should be delighted to see you again, but all I feel is relief that this ordeal may end.” 
 
    It pained me to hear Beata speak this way, but I could not bear to have her remain in that place. Despite my assurances to her, I too suspected the demon spoke the truth: it was clear that Beata had been diminished by her stay in the dungeon. Even speaking seemed to require great effort, and when she was not speaking, it was almost as if she were not there at all. Still, I feared being taken advantage of by the demon; it seemed all too eager to help. But I did not have much time to haggle: even as I spoke, I felt some of my awareness being pulled back to the material world. Pain gripped my shadow self. Eben had begun to extract the brand. I doubted it would take him more than a few seconds; I might have three or four minutes in the shadow world. 
 
    “If Beata wishes it,” I said, gritting my teeth to hide the pain, “then I would bid you to extinguish the lamp. But I require another service in exchange for my blood: Eben the Warlock must die.” 
 
    The demon laughed. “Do you imagine I would anger the warlock if he were going to live? If Beata’s shadow self perishes, her body will die, and Eben along with her.” 
 
    “Then do it,” I said. “And quickly.” I turned away, affecting impatience, so that the demon would not see the pain on my face, nor the brand fading. Soon my physical body would be dead and I would be trapped in the shadow world. My only worry, though, was that Eben would finish before Beata had been released: then the demon would realize he had been cheated: my blood would be worthless, and he would keep Beata alive for fear of angering the warlock.  
 
    “If I extinguish the flame, the blood is mine?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, through clenched jaw. 
 
    The demon didn’t seem to notice my torment. He reached over Beata’s head and removed the lantern from its hook. Beata turned to me with terror in her eyes, and I had to resist the urge to cry out to her for fear that the demon would pause in his task. He reached into the lamp with his fingers, intending to extinguish the flame. Before he could do so, a surge of energy flowed through my shadow self. The draining sensation was gone. Had Eben been interrupted? Perhaps Vili had returned and killed Eben before he could finish. The light winked out, and I was left in the dark with the demon. Beata was gone. 
 
    I forced some of my awareness back to the material world just as Beata’s body collapsed on top of me. I was too weak even to check her pulse, but I knew she was dead. I was alone on the plain; Vili was nowhere to be seen. But if Eben hadn’t been interrupted, then why had he stopped short of taking the brand? 
 
    I realized with sudden horror that I knew the answer: Eben had somehow figured out what I was doing. Rather than remaining in a body that was doomed to perish, he had retreated to the shadow world. And now that I had returned to my material body, my shadow self was defenseless against him. Eben might now be powerless in the material world, but I didn’t doubt he could orchestrate some torments for me in that dark castle. I tried to shift my full awareness to my material body but found myself unable to do it. I did not know if this was the result of some sorcery of Eben’s, my bargain with the demon, or simply the weakness of my physical body, but I found myself pulled back into the shadow world. Indeed, it felt as if the connection with my material body had been severed. This was death, then, I thought.  
 
    I found myself seated in a chair in a small room lit by a lamp that approximated ordinary light. Everything in the shadow world was gray and faded in comparison to our world, but that dim yellow light seemed positively cheery compared to the garish red light that had sustained Beata. Across the room from me sat Eben the Warlock, looking as he had when I first encountered him some six years earlier—except for the brand, which I still carried. The demon stood against the wall to my left. Neither of them seemed pleased with me. 
 
    “He stirs,” said the warlock to the demon. He turned to face me. “Szarvas Gyerek tells me you have been bargaining with him.” 
 
    “I freed her,” I said defiantly. “You may have escaped to this place, but you will never return to the other world.” 
 
    “That may be,” said Eben, “but you have given little thought to your own fate.” 
 
    “My own death is of no great concern.” 
 
    “Death!” Eben laughed. “No, you will not be so fortunate. You have promised your blood to a demon, and he plans to collect.” 
 
    “I promised him my blood, not my soul.” 
 
    “Where do you think a sorcerer’s soul resides, you fool? It is this very essence that gives the blood its value. If you give your last drop of blood to a demon, he owns your soul as well. Did you not think Szarvas Gyerek agreed to your bargain too easily? You thought to deceive him but, sensing your desperation, he got the better of you.” 
 
    I had the sickening sense Eben spoke the truth. In my haste to free Beata and kill Eben, I had allowed myself to be taken in. But I was not certain I would have had done anything different if I had known. “I am here only because you failed to take the brand.” 
 
    “The brand would be worthless to me if I were dead, as you well know.” 
 
    “Then I suppose the three of us will remain here for eternity.” 
 
    “It would be justice indeed if you were sentenced to serve Szarvas Gyerek until the end of time,” Eben said, “but fortunately for you, I have other plans. You see, I have made a bargain with Szarvas Gyerek myself.” 
 
    Fear gripped me. Had Eben somehow arranged for Szarvas Gyerek to return him to the physical world? Was Beata not truly dead? 
 
    “You are right to fear,” Eben said, reading my thoughts, “but not for the reason you think. We have been enemies, but I am not the one you should fear. Voros Korom intends to destroy Nagyvaros, and because of you, I am unable to stop him. Without a vessel to claim, I am trapped in Veszedelem. You, however, may still return.” 
 
    “What trickery is this?” I asked. “You said yourself I am to remain here forever.” 
 
    “That was your fate, yes. But as I say, I have made a bargain with Szarvas Gyerek. He has agreed to allow me to serve in your place.” 
 
    Taken aback by this statement, I did not reply. 
 
    The demon spoke: “A man with Eben’s knowledge is worth more to me than a naif with a warlock’s brand.” 
 
    I looked from Szarvas Gyerek to Eben. “Why would you do this?”  
 
    “Not for your sake, I assure you,” Eben said. “You may not believe it, but I care deeply about the fate of Nagyvaros. I would not see it despoiled by Voros Korom. And lest you think this is small sacrifice on my part, I will tell you that although Veszedelem is a dismal place, there is a significant difference between being a free man here and a servant of one such as Szarvas Gyerek—particularly for a warlock such as myself. A man with the blood can do well for himself in this place. As you no doubt are aware, this very keep was constructed by one of our kind, and he once ruled a vast swath of the plain and the mountains beyond. His only mistake was to attempt to return to Orszag; the transition after so much time in the shadow world drove him insane. If he had been content to remain here, he might have ruled the entirety of Veszedelem. I myself might have aspired to such a role, but now I must content myself with the humiliation of serving a lower-tier demon.” 
 
    Szarvas Gyerek seemed amused by this outburst; he said nothing. 
 
    “You would send me back to my physical form?” I asked dubiously. 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “How? The life has left my body. I felt the connection sever.” 
 
    “Your body is not yet cold. It is a simple matter to send you back and restore enough of your strength to allow you to heal completely. It will require a little blood; what Szarvas Gyerek has collected from you already should suffice.” He held up a small vial with a little dark liquid in it.  
 
    “I assume there are conditions?” 
 
    “Only one: you must agree to stop Voros Korom.” 
 
    “Stop Voros Korom! You yourself said he cannot be stopped!” 
 
    “I said it is unlikely. But you have the brand, and I will offer you what assistance I can.” 
 
    “And if I fail?” 
 
    “If Voros Korom destroys Nagyvaros, your life is forfeit, and you must return here to serve Szarvas Gyerek.” 
 
    “You have agreed to this, Szarvas Gyerek?” I asked. “I thought Eben was worth more to you than I?” 
 
    “I will remain in his service as well,” Eben said. “But if you fail, I will be freed after a year, as time is reckoned in Orszag.” 
 
    “Time enough for you to learn to fill the role,” Szarvas Gyerek said with an amused smile. Indeed, I thought: a year in Orszag was more like a hundred here. 
 
    I considered the offer. Remain in this dismal place, a slave to Szarvas Gyerek, or return to the physical world in order to pursue an impossible task? Really, it was no choice at all: if I returned to my physical body, I would at least live until Voros Korom returned to Nagyvaros. And if I refused, Eben would be free to roam the shadow world. He might even find a way to return to the physical world. If there were any chance to keep that from happening, I had to take it. But something else still troubled me about the bargain. 
 
    “Your motivations are split,” I said. “You would benefit from my failure.” 
 
    “I have chosen this fate,” Eben said coldly. “I do not expect a man like you, driven by his own vain desires, to understand, but I would gladly choose a life of servitude in exchange for the salvation of Nagyvaros.” 
 
    I nodded, considering his words. I did not doubt he was telling the truth after a fashion, but I did not truly believe he intended to serve his full sentence. Even at that moment he was scheming to improve his position. Whether or not Voros Korom succeeded in destroying Nagyvaros, Eben the Warlock was not finished. 
 
    “Then I will stop Voros Korom,” I said. “Nagyvaros will not fall.” I had intended this pronouncement as a mere formality, signifying my acceptance of the bargain. But as I spoke them, I realized that I fully intended to do everything in my power to save the city. I had been unable to save Beata, although she was at last at peace, but I would save Nagyvaros. 
 
    Szarvas Gyerek smiled, whether from satisfaction with the agreement or amusement at my naivete I did not know. Eben got to his feet. I saw that he had unstoppered the vial of blood. “Good,” he said. “Return to the city. It should be safe for now. When you have healed, come find me here and I will instruct you in how to proceed.” 
 
    Before I could reply, Eben reached out with his right hand, now covered with the blood from the vial. I felt the warmth of the blood on my forehead, and suddenly I was back in Orszag. Vili was hunched over me, calling my name. Beata’s body lay by my side. 
 
    Seeing my eyes open, Vili uttered a cry of relief. “You are alive! I thought you were dead for certain!” 
 
    “I may have been,” I said. “But I have been returned to you, for it seems my work is unfinished. Help me sit up.” 
 
    Vili did so, seeming baffled at my sudden recovery. In truth, I was still very weak, but I was no longer on the verge of death. Vili had put the bandage back on my arm. 
 
    “You were unable to get help?” I asked. 
 
    Vili bit his lip. “The shepherds in the vicinity are suspicious types.” 
 
    “No doubt they are wary of being pulled away from their flocks for fear they are being duped by a thief.” 
 
    “The thought had occurred to me. It seems our deeds come back to us after all.” 
 
    “It is all right,” I said. “I think I can walk to the next village, at least.” 
 
    “Rest a bit,” Vili said. “We will have to leave the horses to rot, but we should bury the woman.” 
 
    I nodded, seeing the wisdom of this. Vili got me some water and blankets, and I dozed fitfully while he dug a grave for Beata. I was too weak to be of much help, but I said a few words once she was laid in the ground. I did not weep, for my Beata had been lost to me for some time, and her body had been defiled by the warlock. I felt only relief that she was at rest. Vili seemed to sense my ambivalence; he never asked who the woman was or how she came to find us here. We did not mark the site. It was a shallow grave, but it would suffice to discourage the animals of the plain. When Vili had finished, I got to my feet. 
 
    “We should not tarry here,” I said. “We are as likely to meet bandits as shepherds on this road, and I am in no shape to fight.” 
 
    “Then we are returning to Nagyvaros?” I could not be certain, but Vili seemed almost disappointed. 
 
    “You wish to remain here?” 
 
    “No. I hate this place. But I have reason to stay.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I did not tell you before, because you were so insistent that I leave. You see, I was traveling through the valley with my parents a few months ago. We had camped just east of the ruins. I was unable to sleep and went to look for firewood by the light of the moon, and when I returned to camp, my parents were gone. Since then, I have remained near the ruins, exploring them when the wraiths were weak, hoping to find some sign of them.” 
 
    I was speechless. Having thought of Vili as some orphaned delinquent who had found the ruins a convenient place to hide and make a living off the local shepherds, I had never considered he might have his own reasons for haunting this place. 
 
    “We will return,” I said, “and I will try to help you find your parents. It should be no great challenge to explore the ruins now that the wraiths have gone. But you must understand that by now….” 
 
    “I know they are dead,” said Vili, with the cold certainty of one who had given a matter a great deal of thought. “I only hope to determine that they are at peace, and not….” 
 
    I nodded. Vili could not bear the thought that his parents had been drawn into one of the collectives of tortured souls that made up the wraiths. “In that case,” I said, “I suspect we will have to remain together somewhat longer. I have been charged with preventing that demon from laying waste to Nagyvaros. I do not know how to stop him, but I intend to learn what I can about such monsters. It may be that I can learn the fate of your parents in the process—and, if they suffer, perhaps how to bring them peace.” 
 
    “Then I shall remain at your side,” Vili said. “And we will learn how to defeat the beast together.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-three          
 
    We walked until I could go no farther. Despite Eben’s assurances that I would live, I had lost too much blood to make it to the next village. I told Vili I needed to rest for a moment to regain my strength, but I knew that if I sat down, I would never get up. Neither could I continue walking: for the last mile, I’d stumbled so often that Vili was exhausted just from trying to keep me upright. We still had some three miles to go. Unless some travelers passed by soon and gave us aid, we would not make it.  
 
    The sky was just beginning to lighten in the east when Vili pointed out a group of figures approaching from the north. Hope quickly gave way to despair as the travelers came closer: this was no merchant caravan, but rather a gang of bandits. They wore tattered clothes, carried clubs and knives, and had a rough look about them. They would be disappointed if they were looking for money: we had only a few ermes on us. But then I remembered the rapier. I wondered if they would let us live if I gave it up without a fight. Probably not. It made little difference; I had no fight left in me. 
 
    “Run, Vili,” I commanded with as much strength as I could muster. The boy could not stand alone against the bandits, but I doubted they could catch him. He was one of the fastest runners I’d ever seen. 
 
    “I won’t leave so soon after pledging to remain with you,” Vili said. “But if you don’t plan to use the rapier, perhaps I could borrow it.” 
 
    I shook my head, laughing deliriously at the thought of Vili holding off the entire gang with my rapier. “It is no use, Vili,” I said. “I’m afraid our partnership has come to naught. We’re done for.” 
 
    “Who’s this, then?” said a shaggy man at the head of the gang. “A couple of vagrants using my road without permission?” 
 
    “Please, sir,” I said. “We have little money, but you are welcome to it. Take this rapier too, if you like. I’d only ask that you leave the boy alone.” 
 
    “Ah, you see, Pavo, he’s the generous sort of vagrant. Going to give us everything he has if we but spare the boy. Yet as the light grows in the east, it seems to me that he is a poor judge of value. Tell me, Pavo, if you had your choice, would you take the rapier or the boy?” 
 
    Another man, just as rough-looking, but taller and more gaunt, had come up next to the leader. “You know, Gaspar, I think I would take the boy. He seems a fine specimen, in the prime of youth.” 
 
    “Fortunately, we need not choose,” said Gaspar. “I had my eye on the lad myself, but since you expressed your preference first, I’ll be satisfied with the rapier. The rest of the men can split what silver they have on them. Come, I’ll help you subdue the boy and then we can finish off the one with the wicked markings on his face.” 
 
    Gaspar took a step toward Vili. I tried to get up but could not even lift my own arm. Vili backed away, but still did not run. The fool boy was going to get himself killed or worse out of a misguided sense of loyalty. 
 
    But as Gaspar neared within arm’s length of Vili, he stopped, raised his arms in front of him as if seized by some unseen spirit, and then crumpled to the ground. My mind hazy, I noticed belatedly that the shaft of an arrow protruded from his left eye. 
 
    Pavo gave a cry and turned to face east, seeking the source of the arrow. But the sun had climbed over the mountains to the east, blinding the bandits. Another arrow shot out of the glare, this one burying itself in Pavo’s throat. He gave a hoarse cry that turned to a gurgle and then fell to the ground beside Gaspar. 
 
    The other bandits had produced their weapons, holding their hands up to block the glare, but seemed unable to pinpoint the archer’s location. The man was either prone or still a considerable distance off. A third arrow found its way into a portly bandit’s palm, pinning his hand to his forehead. The man screamed and ran across the plain in the opposite direction, still saluting the archer’s skill. The fourth arrow hit a man in the kidney; the bandits were fleeing en masse. 
 
    Not wishing to meet our mysterious savior sitting down, I struggled to get to my feet. With Vili’s help, I succeeded. A familiar silhouette strode toward us, framed by the orange halo of the rising sun. 
 
    “Rodric!” I gasped, barely able to believe it. 
 
    “You know him?” Vili asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, still leaning on Vili’s shoulder. “This is the famed archer, Rodric, with whom I served in the Scouts. I see you’ve regained your skill, old friend.” 
 
    “It seems,” Rodric said, “that I am yet capable of a competent shot when the circumstances demand it.” 
 
    “Competent!” cried Vili. “I have never seen such marksmanship!” 
 
    “Rodric,” I said weakly, “This is Vili, who has recently had the misfortune of partnering with me in a thankless and probably impossible task. How is it that you happened to come by this place at this very moment?” 
 
    “You might well think it an accident,” Rodric said, “but in truth I have been seeking you now for several weeks, ever since I heard that General Janos left his estate to some distant relative. When I could get no answers regarding your whereabouts, I went to investigate. I was on my way from that estate to Nagyvaros when I spotted the demon and his retinue crossing the plain.” 
 
    “You deserted the janissaries?” 
 
    “Aye. I don’t suppose I was much missed, though, as I was unable to keep my promise to you. I can only hope that my assistance to you today will go some small distance toward blotting out that debt.” I saw now that Rodric appeared to have aged a decade. He was unkempt and unshaven, and the shame of having resumed his old habits weighed heavily on him. 
 
    “You owe me nothing, my friend,” I said. “But I would be much obliged if you would help Vili carry me to the next town. I am in a poor state, as you can see. How did you even recognize me?” 
 
    “If I had been able to see your face, I might not have. But I am accustomed to identifying men from a distance, and you have a very distinctive walk. What have you done to your face?” 
 
    “That is a story for another time, Rodric.” 
 
    “Very well. Be assured that now that I have found you, I do not intend to let you go as easily as last time. Whatever this task that you have taken on, consider my bow and myself at your service. But what of the lovely Beata, of whom you spoke to me so often and with such ardor?” 
 
    I shook my head. “That will have to wait as well, Rodric. For now, let us find a place to rest. Then I shall tell you all that has happened, and of the impossible task that Vili and I have taken on. Then you can decide whether you truly wish to accompany us on this road.” 
 
    “My choice is made,” Rodric said. “And I say this having seen the demon and its minions making their way across the plain. I can only assume that your quest is somehow related to that baleful procession?” 
 
    “You are as astute as always, Rodric,” I said. “Vili and I have pledged to keep the demon from laying waste to Nagyvaros.” 
 
    Rodric nodded, as if expecting as much. “Then I shall help you fight your demon, and perhaps you can once again help me with mine.” 
 
    And so, having uttered our naïve and fateful oaths, the three of us made our way back toward the doomed city to await the coming of the beast. 
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