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    Prologue 
 
    The woman ran across a carpet of pine needles, skirt hitched up above her knees, her closely cropped hair whipping about in the wind. A full moon guided her steps. Her heart pounded from exertion but not from fear—although she had much to fear. The woman’s name was Turelem. 
 
    She had led her people across the sea and over a hundred miles of wilderness to this place so that they could be safe, and now those people hunted her. Not all of them, to be sure. Some remained true to her, remembering her leadership and trusting her vision. But they were too few and too fearful of the mob to save her—the mob that now chased Turelem through the pine forest south of Telepules.  
 
    Turelem was no longer young, but she could escape the mob if she wished to. She might trade on her knowledge of herbs and medicine to convince one of the nomadic tribes to the south to take her in. Or she might flee with those who remained true to her and start another settlement, perhaps a hundred miles farther north along the Zold. But she would pursue neither of those options. Telepules had been her creation, her vision. A place where those who aspired to live a life of purity could thrive without fear of persecution. If she had failed, she would accept her fate. 
 
    So she led the mob not to the southeast toward the people called Torzseki, but due south, toward a bend in the Zold. She would not give her people the option of exiling her. Being driven from Telepules meant her death, and she wanted the mob to know it. 
 
    By the time she emerged from the pines, she had begun to flag, and she reached the bluff only a few seconds ahead of her pursuers. A few of them held torches, although these were hardly necessary in the moonlight. There was a moment of indecision as the three men in the lead left the trees and stood, bathed in the light of the moon, realizing their quarry was cornered. Turelem stepped to the edge of the bluff and turned to face the mob. From far below, Turelem heard the rushing of the Zold. The three men traded glances and she thought she sensed a hint of shared regret, a recognition of what they had been reduced to. Bron the blacksmith, Thalm the brewer, and Debrusk the farmer. Perhaps if it had been just the three of them, she might have appealed to their sympathy or their reason. But then two dozen others poured out of the woods behind them, and the moment was gone. There was no individual will to appeal to anymore; only the mob. 
 
    “Begone, Turelem!” Debrusk shouted. “You’ve been a blight on our home long enough!” Others shouted their assent. The mob was some thirty strong, at least a third of them women. 
 
    “What sin have I committed in your eyes?” Turelem demanded. 
 
    “Listen, friends,” jeered one of the women. “Now she wants a trial!” 
 
    Turelem clenched her jaw, remaining defiant but silently acknowledging the point. She could have resolved this situation earlier by submitting to justice, but she had insisted that as the founder of Telepules, she was not subject to trial by jury. That, she knew, had left the people with few options. Had she been too stubborn? Perhaps. If she had been accused of some crime against the faith or the people, she might have stepped down and trusted them to select a worthy replacement. But what they had been accused of was essentially adhering too strictly to the original precepts of their movement. Ceding to their demands meant abandoning their founding ideals. 
 
    Her predicament, she had reflected on numerous occasions, was ironic: in her homeland, idiosyncratic women were sometimes accused of using magic and persecuted as witches. Her supposed crime was the opposite: she had forbidden any involvement by her people in magic. 
 
    Many of the settlers had been disgruntled before the current troubles, of course: life in this untamed land was harder than they had anticipated. But the real problems began when the sorcerer, Bolond, appeared. She did not know where Bolond had come from, but he had impressed the settlers with various illusions and other tricks and then announced his intention to build a temple that would act as a gateway between this world and another. Bolond told wondrous stories of this other world, claiming that the union of the two worlds would lead to prosperity and wealth for the people of Telepules. He promised good wages to anyone willing to help build the temple. 
 
    Many of the settlers, who had spent several years eking out a meager existence, were tempted by this new prospect. Some even suggested that the promised bounty was a divine reward for their hard work and perseverance.  
 
    Turelem considered Bolond’s offer and rejected it. Even if everything he said about the riches of this other world was true—which she doubted—she had brought her people here to be free of worldly influences, not to establish a nexus of trade. Where many saw a reward, she saw a test.  
 
    Bolond seemed to accept her rejection gracefully, but over the next several weeks he continued to visit Telepules frequently, often using his magic to assist the settlers in various mundane tasks. Turelem suspected that Bolond was trying to turn the people against her, and she ultimately decreed that he was to be barred from Telepules in perpetuity. She went so far as to forbid the use of magic, in case Bolond had taught some of his tricks to some of the settlers. 
 
    But by this time, it was too late; the seed had been planted. The following winter was exceptionally harsh, and the people began to grumble that only Bolond could save them from starving to death in the spring. Owing to Turelem’s proscription, Bolond had not been seen since the previous summer, but some began to whisper that he might return to save them if Turelem were dealt with. Whispers turned to grumbles, and grumbles turned to secret meetings, and now here they were, an angry mob having driven her to a bluff two hundred feet above the frigid waters of the Zold. 
 
    “We only want to live,” Bron pleaded. 
 
    “As do I,” replied Turelem. 
 
    “Then leave us!” cried Bron’s wife, Sarai, from somewhere behind him. “Can’t you see your leadership has failed? Go make your home among the Torzseki!” 
 
    “Throw her in the Zold!” a man growled. “Let’s be done with this.” Several grumbled in agreement. 
 
    Bron stepped forward. “Come, Turelem,” he said, holding out his hand. “Submit to a trial. I’ll see that you’re treated fairly.” But the hisses and shouts from behind him belied this claim. “It’s too late for that!” someone shouted. “Throw her in the Zold!” 
 
    Turelem knew that those in the crowd spoke the truth. It was too late for a trial. She would not allow herself to be exiled, and they could not afford to keep her imprisoned when food was so scarce. Besides, as long as she was alive, Bolond would not return. 
 
    As the mob grew more agitated, Bron took another step forward. If he came any closer, he might be able to grab her before she could step off the bluff. She shook her head. “Stay back, Bron.” He regarded her silently. Turelem knew she would die tonight, but she didn’t want Bron to be the one to force her to step off the bluff. 
 
    The mob pressed forward around him. Bron was a big, burly man, but even he could not stand against that mob. And Turelem knew in her heart that he would not, in any case. He felt sorry for her, but he was as dedicated to their mission as any of them. He had three young children, one of whom was sick with a terrible fever. They had prayed for a miracle, but it had not come. If there was a possibility Bolond might return to save his son, he would not let Turelem stand in the way. The settlers continued to shout and jeer, and Bron cast his eyes to the ground. Turelem turned away, closed her eyes, and stepped off the bluff. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter One                   
 
    I had been imprisoned in the small cell with walls made of blocks of salt for three days when Katalinn, the new Reverend Mother of the Cult of Turelem, came to see me. 
 
    She was accompanied by two male guards, as she had been the last time I had seen her, but they seemed less on edge this time. They knew it was not only the walls of salt that kept me imprisoned below Regi Otthon: I would not attempt to escape as long as Ilona’s life remained in the hands of the Cult. 
 
    I had brought Ilona here, hoping the Cult could heal her of the wounds inflicted by Eben the warlock. I assumed that she remained alive, somewhere in Regi Otthon, but for the past three days I had been told nothing of her condition. I had little choice but to be on my best behavior and hope that the acolytes would use their power to heal her broken bones and hemorrhages.  
 
    So far, I had managed to convince the Reverend Mother to let me live, and that had been no small feat. During my previous visit to Regi Otthon, I had killed a member of the Council and probably a dozen men-at-arms, destroyed a large section of the building, and in the process allowed their greatest enemy, the sorcerer Bolond, to escape from captivity. To say that I was not popular among the leadership of the Cult would be a significant understatement. 
 
    On the other hand, the new Reverend Mother struck me as the shrewd type, unlikely to have me murdered out of anger or vengeance. The Cult did not take killing lightly, and they would want to keep me alive in case I might still prove useful against Bolond. My greater fear was that I would once again be thrown into the terrible dungeon called Nincs Varazslat, where I had already spent six years of my life.   
 
    But hope kindled inside me when the Reverend Mother entered my cell. She would not have come personally to inform me that I was to be taken to Nincs Varazslat. That meant she wanted something from me. My suspicion was confirmed by her account of some strange apparitions that had been witnessed at Turelem’s bluff the past two nights. 
 
    “To be clear,” I said when she had finished telling me of the reports that had reached her, “you want my help in vanquishing a ghost?” 
 
    “The word ghost implies the presence of a spirit of a deceased person,” the Reverend Mother said. “Please use the word apparition.” 
 
    “And these apparitions have been seen at a bluff overlooking the Zold?” 
 
    “Turelem’s Bluff, yes. There is a shrine there that is visited by many pilgrims. The past two nights, a ghost-like figure has been seen walking to the edge of the bluff and then leaping into the river. We have received several independent reports.” 
 
    “An apparition of Turelem,” I said, unable to completely keep the amusement out of my voice. 
 
    “I will warn you not to blaspheme,” the Reverend Mother said coldly. “Turelem is not dead, and she would not cause her spirit to manifest in this way.” 
 
    “I understood that she was thrown into the Zold.” 
 
    “And three days later was miraculously resurrected. She spent a year among her people, planting the seeds of the Cult. When her work was finished, she crossed the Zold and went west to establish a new domain at the far end of the world, where she reigns eternally.” 
 
    “Perhaps her gho—apparition has come to tell you that it’s time for you to travel west.” 
 
    “No. I will forgive your ignorance because you are not familiar with the higher teachings of the Cult, but what you suggest is blasphemy. Only a very few are called to travel west, and those that do never return. The rest of us—even those as high in the Cult hierarchy as myself—must wait for death before we see the new domain.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” I started uncertainly, glancing at the men standing just inside the cell door. “Prohibitions on blasphemy are all well and good, but you have come seeking my expertise as a sorcerer, have you not?” 
 
    “The apparitions are presumably manifestations of some sort of magic. Although I find the matter distasteful, sometimes one cannot catch a rat without getting her hands dirty. I am not asking you to perform magic, but only to advise me in how this trick can be exposed for what it is.” 
 
    “And you think you know what it is?” 
 
    “I know what it is not.” 
 
    “I have read a few things about Turelem myself, in a book I found in the tunnels beneath Nagyvaros.” 
 
    The Reverend Mother regarded me sternly for a moment, then turned to the men standing behind her. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    “But Your Holiness,” said the man on the right. “The prisoner—” 
 
    “The prisoner is no threat as long as his friend depends on us for her care. Go!” 
 
    The men bowed and left the room, closing the door behind them. 
 
    “You speak of the Book of the Dead,” the Reverend Mother said to me. 
 
    “What do you know of it?” 
 
    “I have heard rumors. Some say it is Bolond’s writings on necromancy. You have seen it?” 
 
    “I have. Turelem features prominently in it.” 
 
    “More blasphemy.” 
 
    “Then you do not believe Bolond raised Turelem with his magic?” 
 
    “Certainly not!” 
 
    “Then how do you explain the book?” 
 
    “Do I have to explain it? Perhaps the woman depicted in the book was not Turelem. Perhaps the book is a recent forgery, created by some enemy of the Cult. Perhaps Bolond wrote it with the intent of discrediting the Cult, and it was lost until you retrieved it. I do not claim omniscience. What I do know is that such a book is dangerous, and it should be destroyed. Where is it now?” 
 
    “It is back in the hands of Bolond, who does not need it. If it is any reassurance to you, I think he is occupied with other projects at present.” 
 
    “The rebuilding of the Temple of Romok.” 
 
    “Yes. If I were you, I would be more concerned about that than reports of apparitions along the Zold. This is what I was trying to tell you when I arrived here three days ago. When the Temple of Romok is complete, it will open a gateway between Orszag and another world, called Veszedelem. Veszedelem is a bleak, dismal place, and the gateway will cause the vitality to drain from Orszag until it is much like Veszedelem. Bolond intends to unite all the worlds into one, and to rule over the unified kingdom. At that point your little Cult will be little more than an annoyance to him. He will crush you as an afterthought. And that is not the worst of it. A demon called Arnyek intends to destroy our world and every other world along with it, and I believe that the rebuilding of the temple will only facilitate his plans. Bolond believes he can stop Arnyek, but I think we know better than to rely on Bolond’s judgment.” 
 
    “And what would you have me do about all of this?” 
 
    “The Cult has given its tacit approval to the rebuilding of the Temple of Romok in the Maganyos Valley. You must withdraw your approval and denounce the project.” 
 
    “To what end? Bolond and his Torzseki henchmen already hold the valley. The Cult’s power is largely symbolic. We command only enough men-at-arms to defend Delivaros. If we had acted decisively when Eben first came to us, we might have exerted enough pressure on the local counts to forestall the project, but now it is too late. Besides, if we were to denounce Bolond now, he would see that the Book of the Dead is widely circulated amongst the nobility in the area. Enough of them would believe the lies contained therein to significantly weaken our position.” 
 
    “Then you plan to sit idly by while Bolond sets about to destroy the Cult and perhaps the rest of the world with it?” 
 
    “No, I plan to do what I can about things I can control. To begin with, I want to find out who or what is causing these apparitions and stop them before they cause me more problems. Does it not strike you as a coincidence that these apparitions began to appear just as Bolond began work on rebuilding the temple?” 
 
    The idea had occurred to me as well. “You think they are related? How?” 
 
    “I do not know, but Bolond has his hands busy, and you claim to have killed Eben. As far as I know, you are the only other sorcerer still alive in Orszag. Assuming that these apparitions are the work of sorcery, then there is still one sorcerer unaccounted for. I assume that this person is either a friend of Bolond’s or an enemy of his. Either way, it would behoove us to investigate, would it not?” 
 
    I nodded. The Reverend Mother was indeed the shrewd sort. 
 
    “If you assist me in this and promise not to cause any more problems for the Cult, I will see that you are released and that your friend is well cared for and returned to you when she is in full health.” 
 
    “You would make Ilona’s care contingent on my assistance?” 
 
    “No. I would see her healed in any case. But she is guilty of abetting a sorcerer, among other crimes. There are many empty cells in Nincs Varazslat.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. “Very well,” I said. “I will find out what I can about these apparitions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Two                 
 
    We left the next day at dawn. There were eight of us in total: six men-at-arms, a dour, middle-aged acolyte named Reka, and me. Reka was to be the Reverend Mother’s official representative; the Reverend Mother had many other matters to attend to. 
 
    We were to make the four-day journey by horse to the aptly-named Turelem’s Bluff, investigate the site, and then proceed as directed by Reka. Ideally we would witness the apparition ourselves, but failing that, we would interrogate witnesses and look for clues indicating sorcery. This latter was supposed to be my forte, but of course I knew almost nothing about conjuring apparitions. My facility with magic had grown by great leaps over the past few weeks, but I still often felt like an ersatz sorcerer. I only hoped I could prove myself useful enough to convince the Cult to release Ilona. I couldn’t even begin to think about how I was going to rescue Rodric from Bolond. As far as I knew, he remained in the Torzsek camp in the Maganyos Valley, where I had left him after my hasty departure with Ilona. 
 
    Rather than travel incognito, as I strongly recommended, Reka insisted that the men-at-arms wear their usual uniforms identifying them as agents of the Cult. This had been standard practice for decades; generally even brigands and nomads steered clear of making an enemy of the Cult. But that was before the Barbaroki, fresh from their sacking of Nagyvaros, violated a longstanding taboo by laying siege to Delivaros. The Barbaroki had been soundly defeated, thanks to an apparently miraculous hailstorm, but the taboo had been broken. Any Barbaroki expecting the hailstorm to be followed by a plague or some other form of divine retribution were relieved to find that Turelem seemed either incapable of or uninterested in punishing them further.  
 
    The Barbaroki had gone on to be defeated by the Torzseki in the Maganyos Valley. Several hundred were killed in that battle, but most of the Barbaroki fled. That meant there were still a few thousand Barbaroki alive and probably scattered all over territory somewhere east of the Zold, south of Nagyvaros and north of Delivaros. The odds of us coming across some of them were high, and the Barbaroki would be hungry and desperate. I didn’t like the idea of having to rely for our survival on their traditional reluctance to attack agents of the Cult. 
 
    So it was that on the third night of our expedition, while the man-at-arms who was supposed to be on guard duty dozed on his feet, I was wide awake and scouring the horizon for any sign of Barbaroki. The moon was only a crescent, providing little light, but the plain was flat enough here that it would be difficult for anyone to sneak up on us.  
 
    As I peered to the northeast, I caught sight of what I at first took to be an unusually bright star, peeking out over the top of the Kerepes Mountains. I did not recognize it, and it did not move with the other stars in the sky. I had just about determined that it was not a star at all, but rather a beacon on a high peak, when I heard one of the horses whinny in terror. The sentry behind me screamed.  
 
    I spun around, but I was too late. A dozen Barbaroki had crept up on us from the west while I’d been distracted. Two men-at-arms were already dead, their throats cut while they slept. The sentry was now wide awake with his sword drawn, squaring off against a Barbarok with an axe. Reka got to her feet and backed toward me while the remaining three men-at-arms put themselves between her and the Barbaroki. 
 
    The men-at-arms fought bravely, but they were too few. One after another, they fell, hewn by an axe or impaled by a spear. The sentry, his right arm hacked off at the shoulder, was the last to fall. Not a single Barbarok had been killed, and at least another score were advancing across the plain toward us.  
 
    Fleeing was not an option. There was no time to mount our horses, and the Barbaroki force would have horses of their own nearby. The only weapon I carried was a knife, and Reka had only a walking stick. If I were a better sorcerer, I could have blasted the Barbaroki with a torrent of fire, but my offensive capabilities were limited. I summoned a kovet, urging it to wrap itself around me and Reka while I tried to figure out my next move. The Barbaroki approached, forming a semicircle around us. 
 
    “Stay back!” I shouted. “I cannot defeat all of you, but I will kill the first man to take a step toward me, and the next ten after that!” 
 
    I wasn’t confident in my ability to do even that much, and if the Barbaroki wanted us badly enough, they would think nothing of sacrificing ten of their number, but I might at least give them pause. 
 
    “Hold, sorcerer,” boomed a massive man with a thick mane of black hair. “I am Ony, Chief of the Barbaroki. We mean you no harm.” 
 
    “And the acolyte?” 
 
    “She may return to Delivaros.” 
 
    “Why have you set upon us in this way?” 
 
    “This is Barbarok territory now. Servants of the Cult are not welcome. I will let this one go so that she may warn her sisters not to come this way.” 
 
    The kovet had begun to dissolve around us. I prepared to summon another. “You will let her take a horse?” 
 
    “A horse and whatever supplies she needs to return to Delivaros. It is nearly sunrise. Start south now and do not stop until sundown.” 
 
    Reka glanced fearfully at me. “It is all right,” I said. “Go.” 
 
    Reka stuffed her bedroll into her pack and walked to her horse. She mounted it silently and then, after another glance back at me, gave the horse a kick. It started off at a trot the way we had come. 
 
    I remained in a defensive posture, now completely surrounded by Barbaroki. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “You fought with the Torzseki against us,” Ony said. “Yet you are not with them now.” 
 
    “The Barbaroki are not my enemy,” I said. “I fought to prevent Eben the Warlock from rebuilding the Temple of Romok.” 
 
    “But your ally, another sorcerer, betrayed you.” 
 
    “Bolond, yes. He now leads the Torzseki, with Davor Sabas as his puppet.” 
 
    “Why do you travel with an acolyte?” 
 
    “It was not by choice. The Council holds a friend of mine prisoner. They promised to release her if I assisted them in an errand.” 
 
    “What sort of errand?” 
 
    “Apparitions have been sighted at Turelem’s Bluff. The Council believes it to be the work of sorcery.” 
 
    There were murmurs from some of the men. 
 
    “You have heard of these apparitions?” 
 
    “No,” replied Ony. “But we have seen some ourselves, on the plain to the east. Distant figures who seem to glow with a faint light. When we approach them, they disappear.” 
 
    “Have you seen anything like them before?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Is this why you spared me?” 
 
    “No. Undoubtedly the apparitions are harbingers of the evil being wrought in the valley, but such things are beyond my ken. Csongor was a fool to do the bidding of Eben the Warlock. We should have stayed in Nagyvaros. The Torzseki took our prize, and now that we have failed to take Delivaros, we are left with nothing but this grassland the Torzseki abandoned.”  
 
    “You could return to your native land, east of the Keskeny Mountains.” 
 
    “My people are too many, and we are beset by enemies farther east. So it has been as long as I can remember. We came over the mountains because we had no choice.” 
 
    “Then you will stay here?” 
 
    “We are too many for this land to support, even after the battle in the valley. Eben enticed us with the promise of other worlds to conquer, but now we are left with nothing. With a sorcerer on our side, we might still take Delivaros. Or even Nagyvaros.” 
 
    I laughed. “You kill my traveling companions and then ask for my help?” 
 
    “The presence of agents of the Cult will not be tolerated on Barbarok territory any longer. Our spies watched you most of the day yesterday. It was clear those men were no friends of yours.” 
 
    “Your spies have a keen eye,” I said. “Even so, why would I help you sack a city?” 
 
    “You fought with Bolond in the valley but then turned against him. Some in our tribe say you are a mercenary. And while our numbers have diminished, we still hold great wealth from our sacking of Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “How much would my services be worth to you?” 
 
    “If you return with us to our camp, I will give you five hundred ermes. You will receive another five hundred upon our taking of Delivaros.” 
 
    I suspected that Delivaros was worth quite a bit more than a thousand ermes to the Barbaroki, but I had little interest in fighting a war against the Cult of Turelem. “A tempting offer,” I said, “but I must respectfully decline. I will make you a counter-offer, however.” 
 
    “Speak it.” 
 
    “I am no mercenary; I fight only to stop the evil Bolond intends to unleash. But I cannot do it alone.” 
 
    “You wish to take back the Maganyos Valley from the Torzseki.” 
 
    “Yes. And when the Torzseki are gone, the valley will be yours.” 
 
    “It is not much of a prize.” 
 
    “If you control the valley and the grasslands to the east and west, you will have enough land for your people to live. Raise sheep and cattle, as the Torzseki did. I’m sure they left some behind.” 
 
    “You would have us trade places with the Torzseki,” Ony said distastefully. 
 
    “It is a strange twist of fate, to be sure. Your people take Nagyvaros but then flee, leaving it to the Torzseki, and now your best option appears to be settling on the ancestral land of the Torzseki.” 
 
    “I am not yet convinced it is our best option. If we are to be at war with the Torzseki, I would rather it be over Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “You are not at war with the Torzseki,” I said. “Davor Sabas is acting in defiance of Nebjosa. When the Temple of Romok is rebuilt, he and Bolond intend to retake Nagyvaros. Davor Sabas plans to take Nebjosa’s place on the throne and declare himself King of Orszag.” 
 
    “Then we would be aiding Nebjosa by ridding the valley of Bolond and the Torzseki?” 
 
    “Yes. Nebjosa could probably even be persuaded to reward you in some way.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “There are lands to the south of Nagyvaros that have traditionally been under the protection of the Governorship. Kalyiba and the county called Kavics, specifically. But Nebjosa has his hands full maintaining order in the city. I suspect he would be willing to cede control of those lands to you. You would then control all the land from the Zold to the Kerepes Mountains south of Nagyvaros and north of Delivaros.” 
 
    “You would speak to Nebjosa of this?” 
 
    “I will, but first I must travel to Turelem’s Bluff.” 
 
    “You continue on your errand for the Cult?” 
 
    “I have my own reasons for wishing to understand who is behind these apparitions. It will not delay me greatly.”  
 
    “I can wait no longer than five days. My scouts report that the janissaries are regrouping to the east. We slaughtered many of them in the swamp called Nyirkos, but their commander is still alive. With Erod Patak and Nagyvaros in the hands of the Torzseki, the janissary command has broken down, and the Fourth Division is now little more than a band of raiders. Even if you could convince Nebjosa to give us his blessing, the janissaries will likely attack our camp, hoping to take the wealth we plundered from Nagyvaros. We are vulnerable on the plain and have not had sufficient time to build fortifications. If we do not move quickly, I fear we will be overrun.” 
 
    “I will return within five days.” 
 
    “And if the Fourth Division arrives before then?” 
 
    “Send a messenger to them advising them that you wish to parlay. Request to speak to General Bertrek, if he truly is still alive—and I suspect he is, given that the brunt of a commanding officer’s stupidity tends to fall on those under him.” 
 
    Ony shot me a quizzical look.  
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “Suffice it to say I have dealt with General Bertrek in the past. Appeal to his vanity. Suggest that his defeat at Nyirkos was merely part of a brilliant plan on his part to lull you into a sense of false confidence, and that due to his unrivaled strategic acumen, you now find yourself at his mercy.” 
 
    Ony scowled. 
 
    “I realize it will hurt your pride, but we need to buy time. Bertrek is a fool, but if he sends his troops against your fort before you are ready, you’ll be in no shape to retake the valley, even if you are victorious in the battle.” 
 
    “You plan to travel to Nagyvaros and back in five days? You will need a very fast horse.” 
 
    “I won’t need a horse. I will meet you at your fort at dawn, five days from now. Try to avoid getting half your men killed before then.” 
 
    I turned and set out across the plain as the sun rose above the mountains to my right. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Three        
 
    I walked until the sun was fully above the horizon and then sat down cross-legged, facing west. Ony and his men were barely visible as dots of movement on the horizon to my left. I spent the next hour bringing to mind every detail I could remember of the inn at Kalyiba, where I had spent an evening several weeks before. When I’d constructed a nearly perfect vision of the place, I summoned enough tvari to propel myself physically through the in-between and then back to Orszag—over a hundred miles north of where I’d just been sitting. 
 
    Fortunately the place was empty. I sat for a while in the chair in the corner of the tavern where I’d materialized, recovering from the journey. I was pleased to find that I’d been able to take my hunting knife with me through the in-between. Previously, I’d had no luck carrying weapons or any metal items with me when I shifted. When I tested the blade, though, it shattered in my fingers. The steel had the consistency of porcelain. So much for carrying weapons through the in-between; perhaps I would have to start traveling with a staff. 
 
    After I’d dozed in my chair for an hour or so, a barman walked in from somewhere and began sweeping the floor. Eventually he noticed me and, after a start, agreed to provide me with breakfast and a room. I’d gotten little sleep, and the trip through the in-between had sapped what little energy I had left. When I’d eaten, I went upstairs to the room and slept until late afternoon. 
 
    Feeling somewhat reinvigorated, I left the inn and set out northward on the main road. I was now less than a day’s travel to Nagyvaros, and Turelem’s Bluff was about three hours from here. I could have shifted to a place closer to the bluff, but I wasn’t familiar enough with the area to bring it to mind with great precision. I’d found it easier to visualize confined locations like the interior of the inn than vast landscapes, and I had only traveled through this area a few times. I had just enough time to get to Turelem’s Bluff before dark. 
 
    As I neared the site, I encountered an ever-increasing number of pilgrims from the nearby villages (and sometimes towns farther away), all chattering excitedly about how they hoped to witness the spirit of Turelem martyred on the bluff, just as she had been a thousand years earlier. Conscious of my frightening appearance, I did not question anyone, but pulled my hood low over my face and picked up what I could from their conversations. 
 
    It seemed that Turelem had appeared briefly each of the three previous nights, about an hour after sundown. She had been seen running from the mob, stopping on the bluff, speaking her final words, and then throwing herself into the Zold, just like the story said. The first night there had only been a dozen or so pilgrims present, but the second night there were over two hundred, and the third night nearly a thousand. Tonight it looked like there would be well over two thousand witnesses. 
 
    To get to the bluff, one had to take a narrow footpath that led west from the road into the forested hills east of the river. There was only room on the path to travel single-file, and the line of pilgrims stretched in front of me and behind as far as I could see. We moved at a frustratingly slow pace, and I began to worry I would not reach the holy site in time. 
 
    But then the forest abruptly ended and I found myself, along with several hundred other people, on a grassy bluff from which I could see the rocky hills on the far side of the river. I pressed forward through the crowd until I could see the swiftly flowing river far below. The sun had just set, and the sky was a mottle of pink and purple. Some of the pilgrims had brought blankets and food, and I found myself wishing I had something more palatable than dry biscuits. I unwrapped my bedroll and took a seat. 
 
    As the sky darkened and the air got cooler, excitement slowly mounted. The crowd continued to grow; the bluff was so full of people that those nearest the river were perilously close to replicating Turelem’s act of martyrdom. Only the bare spot of grass in front of the small stone monument that marked the location of Turelem’s fall remained unoccupied. Soon it was completely dark, and no more pilgrims arrived. Lanterns and torches were extinguished to facilitate viewing of the spectral scene that was expected to unfold at any moment. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    As time wore on, the mood of the crowd went quickly from anticipation to impatience. A cold drizzle began to fall. Those who had witnessed one of the previous apparitions became defensive as those around them demanded explanations. As the group became more acrimonious, I felt certain that Turelem would not be making an appearance tonight. I got up and walked back to the trail. 
 
    A few others had already had the same idea, but they were few enough that I got back to the road quickly. I would have liked to shift directly to the Lazy Crow in Nagyvaros, but I was tired, and there was no good place to sit and concentrate. So I trudged northward on the road with a dozen or so other pilgrims for several miles. The drizzle turned to rain. My face hidden in the dark, I took advantage of the situation to get acquainted with a few of them. They had come from Nagyvaros the previous day and had found a sheltered clearing a bit farther north where they planned to spend the night. They invited me to join them. 
 
    We made camp, and the group shared their food with me. We huddled under makeshift canopies to avoid the rain. Some of the pilgrims must have seen the markings on my face by the campfire, but no one asked about them. It felt good to be among ordinary people, and treated like an ordinary person, even if it was only for a brief time. They were shopkeepers, mainly, and not terribly religious; they had come only out of curiosity. 
 
    When the pilgrims went to bed, I sat alone on my bedroll under a borrowed tarp, trying to envision the place in the Maganyos Valley where I’d waited for the appearance of the wraiths, just before I met Vili for the first time. I’d sat there long enough that it was relatively easy to bring the place to mind, and I figured it would be a good location from which to surveil the Torzsek camp. If I could determine where Rodric was being held, I might be able to get him out of there.  
 
    When the vision of the place was clear in my head, I attempted to propel myself through the in between to it, but I found something blocking me. In the past, I’d found that the less vivid the image of my destination was in my mind, the more effort it took to travel there, and at first I thought the problem was that my memories of the place were confused. But this, I quickly realized, was something else: something was resisting my efforts to travel to the valley. 
 
    “Konrad!” cried a familiar voice, as I floated in the in-between. “Glad to see that you are well. You left rather abruptly. How is your friend, the acolyte?” 
 
    “What are you up to, Bolond?” I asked the disembodied voice. 
 
    “The rebuilding of the Temple of Romok is progressing well,” the voice replied. “I am afraid, however, we are not accepting visitors at the moment. Perhaps if I were to come to you…?” 
 
    The force I felt was no longer merely resistance, but an active pushing toward me. Bolond was trying to travel to me through the in-between. By trying to go to him, I’d inadvertently given him a way of getting to me. I threw up a wall of tvari, pushing back with all I had. Bolond was a much more powerful sorcerer than I; I could never beat him in a fair fight. If I didn’t repel his attempt to come to me, I was a dead man.  
 
    I do not know how long we fought, but it seemed that I had the advantage: it required much more effort to shift than to prevent someone from shifting. At last I felt the push diminish. 
 
    Bolond laughed. “Well done, Konrad! You would be a formidable opponent if you had a good teacher and a few years to train. If you continue to oppose me, however, you will have neither.” 
 
    Trembling from exertion, I struggled to keep my voice steady. “I want to see Rodric. I need to know he is not being mistreated.” 
 
    “Rodric is quite well,” Bolond said. “Perhaps I can arrange for you to see him. Of course, I will need—” 
 
    I forced my mind away, breaking off the connection. I was in no position to bargain with Bolond. Not yet, anyway. Getting into negotiations with him at this point could only make things worse. If he were to threaten to kill Rodric unless I surrendered, it would put me in a bad spot. Better to have no communication with Bolond until I had some leverage. What I was going to use for leverage, I had no idea. 
 
    Perhaps I could persuade Nebjosa to send a few thousand men to join the Barbaroki in their assault on the valley. It seemed unlikely, though, and not just because the Barbaroki and Torzseki were ambivalent to one another. Davor Sabas had already taken 2,000 of Nebjosa’s men; I doubted Nebjosa could spare any more. Still, it was worth a try. 
 
    I did learn one thing from my failed attempt to travel to the Maganyos Valley: Bolond was afraid of me. He had obviously sensed my attempt to shift to his camp, and he could just as easily have allowed me to come through so that we could battle there. Instead, he had blocked me and then tried to come to me. Why? One possibility was that he was not certain he could defeat me. I clearly had not been a match for him the last time we met, but I gathered that the brand gave me tremendous power. Perhaps he thought I had learned how to use that power since I’d last seen him. In that case, his attempt to shift to my location was likely a test: if he’d been able to get through, he’d have reason to believe he could still beat me. 
 
    I sighed and lay down on my bedroll. There was just too much I still didn’t understand, and I had no friends with me to help me figure any of it out. Vili was dead, Ilona was still at Regi Otthon, and Rodric was being held captive. The only other friend I had was Nebjosa, the Torzsek captain who was now Governor of Nagyvaros. I would have liked to go to him, but it was late and I was too tired to try shifting again. I stayed awake for a while, wondering what would happen if Bolond tried to come to me again while I was sleeping, but in the end fatigue won out. I slept. 
 
    In the morning, we set out again, but now that my face could be seen clearly, the pilgrims kept their distance. I thanked them again for their hospitality and hurried on ahead of them. I had not slept nearly enough, and I felt too tired and unfocused to shift to Nagyvaros. So I traveled the honest way, putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
    The rain kept up all day. I reached Nagyvaros early in the afternoon and was immediately recognized by the guards at the gate. One of them escorted me through the city directly to the palace. I waited a short time at the palace gate and was then escorted to the throne room, where Governor Nebjosa waited.  
 
    “Konrad!” Nebjosa bellowed. “How goes the quest to rid Orszag of villains and monsters?” 
 
    “Not well, I’m afraid,” I said. “There are more villains than I counted on.” 
 
    “You have news from the Maganyos Valley?” It had only been five days since I had killed Eben and Davor Sabas and his Torzseki had ousted the Barbaroki from the valley. Nebjosa had evidently not heard about it yet. I was going to have to be the bearer of bad news. 
 
    “Davor Sabas and his men have taken the valley from the Barbaroki,” I said. “Eben is dead.” 
 
    “That is good news, is it not?” Nebjosa asked, puzzled at my somber demeanor.  
 
    “Davor Sabas has betrayed you,” I said. “He has allied himself with another sorcerer, named Bolond, who intends to rebuild the Temple of Romok himself. We are back where we started, but you are out a lieutenant and five thousand men.” 
 
    “I cannot believe it. Davor Sabas has never before shown any sign of disloyalty.” 
 
    “I am disheartened to hear that.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “A few years ago, Davor Sabas and his men undertook to obliterate a peaceful settlement southwest of Hatar, called Yenoom Nivek. He was working on behalf of Bolond.” 
 
    Nebjosa regarded me coldly but did not answer. 
 
    “I take it from your reaction that you were aware of Davor Saba’s activities.” 
 
    “I… suspected. I was not in a position at the time to question him, as I needed his help against a rival for the chiefdom. I did not know he was doing the bidding of a sorcerer.” 
 
    “If you had told me of this, I might have anticipated his betrayal. That said, I made the mistake of trusting Bolond, although I’m not sure what choice I had in the matter. Our mistakes have led us to this point.” 
 
    Nebjosa nodded. “I am sorry for my part in bringing this evil about, Konrad. If I’d been less distracted with goings-on in Nagyvaros, I might have suspected Davor Sabas’s intentions when he volunteered to oust the Barbaroki from the Maganyos Valley. But how does holding the valley further Davor Sabas’s ambitions?” 
 
    “When the temple is rebuilt, it will serve as a gateway to many other worlds. Bolond intends to rule all of them, and he has promised to install Davor Sabas on the throne in Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “Do you think Bolond will be true to his word?” 
 
    “I do not know. The truth is, I do not know whether Orszag will be worth ruling after the Temple is rebuilt. Davor Sabas does not understand what Bolond intends to unleash on this land.” 
 
    Nebjosa shook his head. “So Davor Sabas schemes to take my place. The way things have been going lately, I am tempted to let him.” 
 
    “The governorship is not to your liking?” 
 
    “The people of the city have grown restless. We are trying to rebuild, but resources are scarce. The Barbaroki emptied the treasury and took anything of value in the city they could carry. There is much work to be done, and many men out of work, but we can only pay them in credit. I also worry that if the walls are not repaired soon, the Barbaroki may attack again.” 
 
    “You are safe from the Barbaroki for the time being. They are camped on the plain several days’ ride south of here. I have attempted to persuade them it is in their interest to rid the Maganyos Valley of the Torzseki. I may have offered them inducements on your behalf.” 
 
    “Whatever they want, short of Nagyvaros itself. I do not have the men to project power beyond the city walls.” 
 
    “That was my thinking as well. But there is another complication: it seems the Fourth Division has reformed under General Bertrek.” 
 
    Nebjosa frowned. “Reporting to whom? Erod Patak has been overrun; the nobles of the east have retreated to their castles. I rule in Nagyvaros; the previous Governor is dead.” 
 
    “They are an army without a mission. I suspect they are little more than bandits at this point. And the man leading them is a scoundrel of the highest order. They may eventually try to take Nagyvaros, but as you say, your treasure has been depleted. Better for them to attack the Barbaroki on the plain. When they are flush with gold, they can besiege Nagyvaros at their leisure. They will burn your fields and wait you out, subsisting on food imported from Prenda or Troya. The janissaries have contacts with those nations; you do not.” 
 
    “Damn them!” Nebjosa growled. “Damn the janissaries and damn the Barbaroki. Damn them all!” 
 
    “Now you understand why the Barbaroki left,” I said with a grim smile. “This city has little value if you cannot hold it, and there are many forces working against you.” 
 
    “But if what you are saying is true, then we face an even greater danger from the Maganyos Valley.” 
 
    “Yes. And our one hope is to convince both the Barbaroki and the janissaries of that danger. The Barbaroki are now led by man named Ony, who seems a sensible sort. I believe I have persuaded him of the wisdom of taking the valley. General Bertrek is another matter. He is a fool, and I have reason to believe he would act against his own interests just to spite me, if he knew I were still alive. I have counseled Chief Ony to attempt to dissuade him from attacking, but I do not know if such efforts will do any good.” 
 
    As I said this, the door opened, and a servant rushed into the room. He was not Torzsek, but rather one of the many palace servants who had served the previous Governor. “My lord,” the man gasped, “please forgive the interruption!” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “My lord, the ghost has returned!” 
 
    “The apparition said to be Turelem? Why do you bother me with such things? I have flesh-and-blood enemies trying to get inside the walls.” 
 
    “That’s just it, my lord. The ghost is here!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Four               
 
    “The ghost is in the palace?” Nebjosa asked. 
 
    “No, just outside, in the garden! Come!” 
 
    The servant went hurriedly to the door, and Nebjosa and I followed. He led us to a room with a balcony overlooking the garden. I knew the place: I had walked there once when we occupied the palace after the Torzseki first came to Nagyvaros. It was the site of the Temple of Romok, before it had been torn down and its slabs dragged to the Maganyos Valley. I had a chilling idea I knew what we were about to see. 
 
    Two spectral forms stood on a grassy expanse near the center of the garden: a middle-aged woman in a robe, her hair in the traditional style of the acolytes of Turelem, and a compactly built man I recognized: Bolond. Rain continued to fall, but the two figures seemed unaffected by it. 
 
    “But why would you do this?” said the woman, who could only be Turelem herself. She was holding up her hands and staring at them as if horrified. 
 
    “Your work is not finished,” Bolond said to the woman. 
 
    “You care nothing for my work.” 
 
    “I was wrong. My sorcery has unleashed a great evil, and you are the only one who can stop it.” 
 
    “You have brought me back from the dead to clean up your mess?” 
 
    “You were the only one who saw the true danger of opening the gateway to Veszedelem. Please, Mistress Turelem. I beg your forgiveness. You must go to your followers and tell them the dangers of sorcery. It is the only way Orszag can be saved.” 
 
    “You are a fool, Bolond. My followers will think I am a demon, come to deceive them.” 
 
    “No. Go to them with confidence. Tell them that you were raised from the dead by the gods so that you can preach the eradication of sorcery.” 
 
    “It is only because of your sorcery that I stand here!” 
 
    “I had to use the power of the Temple of Romok to bring you back, but I will never use sorcery again. My time has passed. The future of Orszag is in your hands. Rally your followers. Tell them of the miracle of your resurrection, but you must never tell them it was I who brought it about.” 
 
    “And if I refuse? You will raise a mob to kill me again?” 
 
    “I take responsibility for your death, but I never intended it to come to that. I give you the opportunity to undo the evil I have done. If you refuse in order to spite me, that is your choice.” 
 
    “Some choice! I am a dead woman! Where can I go where I will not be feared and cursed? I can go to my people, preaching a lie, or I can die once again.” 
 
    “It is a small lie, in service of a greater truth. The threat to Orszag is very real, I assure you. Now I must leave this place. I leave the matter in your hands.” 
 
    The apparitions disappeared, and all was quiet again in the garden. I saw now that Nebjosa, the servant and I were not the only witnesses. A dozen or so men-at-arms and servants stood about the garden, in shock. Farther off, several more people had been watching through the gaps in the ornate iron gate at the rear of the garden. A score of heads were visible peeking over the garden walls. Those looking over the wall began to drop out of sight, and the stunned silence gave way to excited chatter.  
 
    I glanced at Nebjosa, who let out a heavy sigh. We waited a while longer, but the apparitions did not return. The show apparently being over, we went inside. “That is all, Justin,” Nebjosa said to the servant. The servant bowed and left. Nebjosa led me to a small salon. Nebjosa took a bottle of some dark liquor from a shelf and poured us each a glass. We each downed the contents and he poured us another. We sat. 
 
    “Was it really Turelem?” Nebjosa asked. 
 
    “I think that depends on what you mean,” I replied. “I do not think the figures we saw were spirits of the dead. I think it was a sort of illusion. You have heard of the sightings of Turelem at the bluff bearing her name?” 
 
    “Of course, but I did not put much stock in them. I have had more pressing concerns. Nor have I had time to worry about the reports about the beacon of Magas Korom.” 
 
    “The beacon of Magas Korom has been re-lit?” 
 
    “So I hear.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “It has been burning every night for the past three nights.” 
 
    “Since the apparitions began at Turelem’s bluff.” 
 
    “You think the same illusionist it behind both? And this new apparition?” 
 
    “A sorcerer, yes. When I say ‘illusion,’ I mean only that the apparitions have no physical reality. We did not witness something that was happening at that moment, but something that happened long ago.” 
 
    “Then you believe what we saw really did happen? That this Bolond raised Turelem from the dead and urged her to start her Cult?” 
 
    “It comports with things I have learned about the Cult, yes. The acolytes work to eradicate sorcery, but they owe the founding of their own religion to Bolond’s magic.” 
 
    Nebjosa shook his head tiredly. “Tomorrow, the entire city will be talking about the ghost of Turelem. I am no expert on the religion, but I understand it well enough to know that this will undermine the Cult’s authority.” 
 
    “To say the least. Many of Nagyvaros’s residents are devotees of the Cult. This will aggravate the tensions in the city. In retrospect, it was unfortunate that you and I were present at the scene. I have become somewhat notorious in the city, and some believe me to be the official court sorcerer.” 
 
    “A misconception you have done little to dispel.” 
 
    “As you say. In any case, some will claim you put me up to creating this illusion in order to undermine the authority of the Cult.” 
 
    “For what purpose? I would be a fool to make an enemy of the Cult now! I can barely hold the city together as it is.” 
 
    “The people of the city will not trouble themselves with such questions.” 
 
    “Not many saw the apparitions. Fewer will understand the implications. Perhaps if I make a public address explaining this was a dramatic presentation….” 
 
    “And when a thousand people come tonight to see the next performance?” 
 
    “You think it will happen again?” 
 
    “The apparition appeared at Turelem’s Bluff three nights in a row. I would not be surprised if tonight’s spectacle is repeated. Whoever is behind this is trying to damage the Cult’s reputation. First they show people the story they know, and then show them the truth about  the Cult. If it happens again tomorrow night, you’ll have a thousand people peering over the walls. If it happens the next night, you’ll have five thousand. The fourth night, I imagine there will be a riot, whether the ghosts appear or not.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you shouldn’t expect any help from me in dealing with Davor Sabas. Is there anything you can do to ameliorate the situation here?” 
 
    I shook my head. “The best thing I can do is leave. My presence here will only complicate matters.” 
 
    “You will meet with the Barbarok chief?” 
 
    “First I must do something else. If the beacon of Magas Komaron has been re-lit, then I have a suspicion I know who is behind these apparitions. I will need his help against Bolond.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Five                  
 
    Until Nebjosa told me that the beacon of Magas Komaron had been re-lit, I had known of only two sorcerers who were still alive in Orszag: Bolond and I. Now I had reason to believe another I knew still lived—a man with a great abiding hatred of the Cult. He was also the only one who could possibly have lit the beacon at Magas Komaron: Domokos, the sorcerer who had helped us defeat Voros Korom. I had assumed Domokos had died in his fall from Magas Komaron, but had not had time to look for his body. If Domokos was still alive and capable of lighting the beacon, it was good news indeed: he might be able to tell me how to defeat Bolond. 
 
    I spent the night as Nebjosa’s guest in the palace. When I got up, Nebjosa was already busy dealing with a dozen crises in the city. While I was eating breakfast, I inquired of a servant, who was able to ascertain for me that the beacon had indeed burned again all last night. The beacon could not be seen from the palace, but reports had come in from merchants traveling from villages to the east. I thanked the servant, gave him an erme, and then returned to my room.  
 
    I sat on the bed and closed my eyes. When I had an image of the courtyard of Magas Komaron in my mind, I summoned enough tvari to propel myself physically through the in-between and then to the courtyard of the mountain fortress. I opened my eyes to find myself sitting on a stone patio filled with broken statuary. To my left were several overgrown fruit trees and to my right was the citadel. I remained seated for some time, to recover from the journey. When I felt strong enough, I slowly pulled myself to my feet.  
 
    The door to the castle was unlocked, and I went inside. I called out to Domokos but received no answer. After wandering the grounds for another half-hour, I concluded that the place was deserted. There was no sign that anyone had been there since Ilona, Rodric, Vili and I left several weeks earlier. I climbed to the room at the top of the beacon tower, where the great bronze receptacle used to hold the fire for the beacon stood empty, save for powdery ash. The metal was cold. A pile of old wood lay in the corner, but it was covered with dust and spiderwebs. There was no way a fire bright enough to be seen across the Plain of Savlos had burned here less than two hours ago. 
 
    Had I imagined it? Or had it been a fire burning on a peak somewhere nearby? 
 
    No, neither explanation made much sense. I had seen the beacon of Magas Komaron, but the beacon of Magas Komaron had not been burning. Just as Turelem had not really returned to the bluff that bore her name a thousand years after drowning in the river. Were the two apparitions connected? Had I seen the ghost of a fire? Having gotten little sleep and still exhausted from my journey through the in-between, I was unsure if I was getting somewhere in my ruminations or simply rationalizing my hallucinations. I went back downstairs, found a bed, and fell asleep. 
 
    I awoke in the late afternoon feeling very hungry. I collected some eggs from the chicken coop in the yard behind the castle, found some salt and dried meat in the kitchen, and made myself breakfast. I sat in the main hall, trying to make sense of what had happened, but I could come up with no better explanation. What I had seen was just a phantom of the beacon. But who or what had caused it? Was someone trying to tell me something? 
 
    I had told Ony I would meet him in three days, and I fully intended to meet that commitment. I hadn’t expected it to be so easy to talk him into attacking the Torzseki in the Maganyos Valley, and I wasn’t about to waste the opportunity. The sooner I returned, the better: Bertrek, having failed to protect Nagyvaros from the Barbaroki, now seemed determined to get his revenge. I hoped Ony could talk sense into him, but this wouldn’t be the first time Bertrek had spoiled my plans. It was largely his fault that I had languished in a cell in Nincs Varazslat for six years. 
 
    I decided to spend one night at Magas Komaron to see if someone returned to light the beacon. In the morning I would teleport back to the place where I’d met Ony and travel to the Barbarok camp. 
 
    At sundown, I climbed the tower stairs again and sat on the cold stone floor with my back against the wall. The tower was hexagonal, and there was a large arch in each of the six walls of the room, allowing the beacon to be seen from all directions. I wrapped my cloak tightly around my shoulders as the wind picked up and whistled through the openings. 
 
    By the time it was completely dark, I had begun to shiver and my toes were going numb. I cursed myself for not bringing a blanket, and I began to consider whether I should light a small fire myself just to keep from freezing to death. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of a spectral figure near the wood pile. My breath caught in my throat as the figure leaned toward the pile, picked up a log and placed it into the bronze receptacle. It was Domokos, somewhat plumper and less haggard than when I had met him. Spectral flames licked at the log, and I now saw that several logs were already burning. Domokos retrieved another log, and another, and the fire grew higher, but the woodpile did not lessen; it was all part of the apparition. So it had been Domokos who had lit the beacon, but it had not been lit for me. I was watching something that had happened years ago. The ghost of Domokos paid me no mind, acting as if I were not there at all. 
 
    Domokos cocked his head as if hearing something, muttered something under his breath, and then quickly threw three more logs on the fire. Once the fire was blazing brightly, he went to the stairs, hiked up his cloak, and hurriedly began to descend. I went after him. 
 
    I followed him downstairs to the main hall of the castle, where I gasped to see several other spectral figures sitting at a large oak table. As the man who had lit the beacon entered, one of the men got up from his seat and walked toward me. For a moment I was seized by fear as the man looked directly at me. But then he stopped a couple of paces away and turned to face the others at the table. Domokos sheepishly took a seat.  
 
    “I apologize for my tardiness,” Domokos said. “I am still not fully recovered from the journey here, and my old bones are not used to the climb up those stairs.” 
 
    “Is the beacon lit?” said the standing man. 
 
    “It is. Brightly enough to be seen for a hundred leagues, for all the good it will do.” 
 
    “Is not every sorcerer in Orszag present, Varastis?” a man at the table asked. “Why do we light the beacon?” 
 
    I stepped around to get a better look at the man he addressed. So this was the famed Varastis, the arcanist who had found the Book of the Dead—and Turelem knew what else—hidden in the tunnels under Nagyvaros. It seemed that I was witnessing the first meeting of Varastis and his followers at Magas Korom. But why? Who was behind this illusion, or apparition? The ghost of Varastis—if that’s what it was—paid me no more mind than Domokos’s had. As far as I knew, both men were dead. Could they somehow project this vision of the past from beyond the grave? I was doubtful. Even sorcery had its limits. 
 
    “There may be more that we do not know of,” Varastis said. “If there are, we will need their help.” 
 
    “How will they get to this place?” another man asked. “We only found it because of your rather cryptic instructions. Agoston still has blisters on his backside.” An older man at the table grumbled irritably, shifting uncomfortably on the bench. 
 
    “This tower was used as a refuge for sorcerers centuries ago,” Varastis said. “The men we wish to attract—if any remain alive—will know of it and how to get here.” 
 
    “As does another we do not want to meet,” grumbled the old man. 
 
    “Bolond has not been seen in many years. He may well be dead, and if he is not, he is in as much danger from the Cult as we are. I do not think he will move against us as long as we are opposed to the Cult.” 
 
    “There is another,” said the old man, Agoston. 
 
    “You speak of the heir of Elhalad?” asked another man. 
 
    “A myth,” said another. 
 
    “They say he can change his form,” Agoston said. “Every time he is about to die, he takes the body of someone else. In this way he has achieved a sort of immortality.” 
 
    “There is no point in entertaining such tales,” Varastis said. “We have a greater threat to worry about. If Bolond or any other sorcerers not present here are still alive, we must assume they are allied with us against the cult.” 
 
    It seemed clear to me that Varastis knew more than he let on about this “heir of Elhalad.” And well he might: Agoston clearly spoke of Eben the Warlock, the son of the long-dead king of the city of Elhalad, which had once stood at the site of the city of Nagyvaros. Whatever Varastis knew of Eben, though, he had underestimated Eben’s animosity against other sorcerers: some time after the gathering I was witnessing, a strange man arrived at Magas Komaron and killed all of those present except Domokos. That man could only have been Eben the Warlock. Years later, the demon Voros Korom, who was in fact Eben’s brother, would kill Domokos as well—and nearly kill me and my friends. 
 
    “And if we are all who are left?” asked the man across from Domokos. 
 
    “Then we do our best to prepare. We cannot remain in this fortress forever, and we have to assume the Cult will find their way here eventually. We must prepare to fight.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Six                          
 
    The ghosts at the table reluctantly voiced their agreement. 
 
    At this point, the apparition faded, and the room was suddenly dark. Hearing voices from the courtyard, I made my way carefully through the darkness toward them. What I saw when I exited the door was the same group of men, now standing in the middle of the courtyard. The group was clustered around Varastis, who seemed to be giving a lesson to the others. He held his left palm flat at eye level, and as I watched, a spiral of yellow-orange energy appeared just above his hand. I recognized it as the same sort of energy that Domokos had used in his battle against Voros Korom. I was watching Varastis teach his pupils how to use offensive magic. 
 
    Varastis went through the procedure several times, explaining how he harnessed tvari and transmuted it into another form of energy that could be used as an effective weapon, and then demonstrated it by shattering a dead apple tree nearby. The apple tree, though, was just another apparition, appearing out of nowhere just in time to be destroyed by Varastis’s blast. The whole scene seemed to have been orchestrated to illustrate Varastis’s lesson. Someone—Varastis? Domokos? One of these other men? Someone else entirely?—was using visions of the past to teach me how to use magic. 
 
    Varastis became fatigued after about an hour of teaching; even the most powerful sorcerer can only channel a limited amount of tvari before needing rest. But as the lesson ended and the men began to say their goodnights before going back inside, the scene faded. Hearing a voice behind me, I turned to see the same group in another area of the courtyard, back at it again. Varastis was now teaching the use of another spell, also offensive in nature. This lesson too lasted for about an hour before the scene faded. 
 
    This went on all night, Varastis delivering one lesson after another. Usually the lessons took place in the courtyard, but sometimes they were in the main hall, and one was even conducted at the top of the beacon tower. I followed the sounds of voices wherever they appeared. I got the impression that I was seeing only a curated selection of all the lessons Varastis conducted over the course of many weeks or months. Some covered things I already knew, and others were too advanced for me to completely follow, but whoever was behind these apparitions had clearly selected the lessons he or she thought would do me the most good. Several times I called out, demanding to know who had brought me to Magas Komaron and why they were subjecting me to these visions, but I received no answers, and the assembled sorcerers did not notice my presence. I suspected I knew the answer to the second question, though: I was being prepared for battle—against Bolond, and perhaps against Arnyek the Destroyer. 
 
    I did not attempt all the spells as Varastis executed them; if I had, I’d have grown exhausted at least as quickly as Varastis himself. I merely followed along and occasionally channeled enough tvari to get a sense of the principle being demonstrated. Even so, by the time the first light of morning appeared in the east and the apparitions faded for the last time, I was nearly dead on my feet. I staggered inside, found my bed, and fell asleep. 
 
    I did not awaken until late afternoon. Famished, I helped myself to whatever scraps I could find in the kitchen and then sat and ruminated on my situation until nightfall. I came to no definitive conclusions. I was fairly certain that whoever had summoned me to Magas Komaron and caused the apparitions that had instructed me throughout the night was the same one who had orchestrated the apparitions of Turelem the previous two nights. I suspected this person was a sorcerer, and I found it unlikely that it was Varastis, Domokos, or any of the other men depicted by the apparitions. I had allowed myself the hope that Domokos was still alive, but I had seen Domokos and Voros Korom fall from Magas Komaron. Even if Domokos had somehow survived the fall, why would he now communicate to me in this way? I knew something of Domokos’s abilities, and I doubted he was capable of illusions like these. Of the others, Varastis was the only one who might have such power, and Domokos had showed me Varastis’s tomb. Why would Domokos have lied about such a thing? None of it made any sense. 
 
    The lessons resumed shortly after dark, and I spent another sleepless night following Varastis and his disciples from place to place in and around Magas Komaron, learning how to use tvari to attack and to defend against attacks—both magical and conventional. At dawn, the apparitions faded again, and I staggered to my bed and fell asleep. 
 
    The following afternoon, after I’d arisen and eaten, I considered my options. I was supposed to meet Ony the next morning at the Barbarok camp. By now, General Bertrek had probably arrived with whatever remained of the Fourth Division. Hopefully Ony had been able to forestall a pointless battle between their two forces, but I could not afford to wait much longer. If I didn’t show up at the Barbarok camp at dawn, Ony would assume I had betrayed him. Unable to take the Maganyos Valley without a sorcerer on his side, he would no doubt give Bertrek the fight he was looking for. The Barbaroki would either punch through the Fourth Division and head back across the Keleti Mountains or they would be crushed by the janissaries. Either way, I’d be left with no allies against Bolond and the Torzseki. 
 
    On the other hand, I was still no match for Bolond. I had learned a great deal the previous two nights, but Bolond had been practicing sorcery for a thousand years. I did not know if the ghostly lessons would continue this evening, but I could not afford to miss them if they did. I decided to stay at least until dark. I just needed to make sure that I had enough strength to shift back to the place on the plain where I had met Ony. 
 
    But as I stood in the doorway to the courtyard, waiting for the last light to fade, I heard Varastis’s voice coming from the hall behind me. I hurried back to the hall in time to hear part of a familiar conversation. 
 
    “How will they get to this place?” a seated man asked as I entered the room. “We only found it because of your rather cryptic instructions. Agoston still has blisters on his backside.” Agoston grumbled and shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “This tower was used as a refuge for sorcerers centuries ago,” Varastis said. “The men we wish to attract—if any remain alive—will know of it and how to get here.” 
 
    “As does another we do not want to meet,” grumbled the old man. 
 
    It was part of the same scene I had witnessed two nights earlier, the first meeting of Varastis and his disciples at Magas Komaron. I began to wonder if whoever had orchestrated the apparition had made a mistake. But before Varastis could speak his next line, the scene faded. It was replaced almost immediately with a very similar, but slightly different scene. Four men sat at the table, but they were not the same men who had been there a moment earlier. One man stood, addressing them, but he was not Varastis. A hood covered part of his face, and I did not at first recognize him. 
 
    “Are you going to explain why you summoned us here?” one of the seated men demanded. He was old, with leathery skin marred with liver spots.  “The journey here cost me three weeks. My work—” 
 
    “Your work can wait, Ambrus,” said the hooded man. “And speak not to me of your travels. I was forced to come here from another world, carrying a great deal of baggage. I assure you I would have greatly preferred a three-week journey by horse.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” said another man at the table. He was younger than the others and clean-shaven. “Out with it. What is the great emergency? It relates to your work for that old fool, Bolond, I suppose?” 
 
    “I know you all had your reasons for refusing to work with him,” the hooded man said. 
 
    “And right we were to be suspicious!” the one called Ambrus snapped. “Is it not true that those who went with him to Veszedelem are now trapped there?” 
 
    “That is so,” the hooded man admitted. “The place drains one’s vitality. Every time I return here, it is more difficult.” 
 
    “Bolond allows you to leave Sotetseg?” asked the younger man. 
 
    “Over the past five years I have sneaked away occasionally without Bolond’s knowledge to take care of some business here, and it is fortunate I did so. My vitality is restored somewhat by the time I spend here. Even so, this last time it was nearly impossible to make the journey. Those who have not returned as often as I have are indeed trapped there. I may not be able to come here again.” 
 
    I realized that I was witnessing a scene that had taken place long before Varastis had come to Magas Komaron with his followers. I had read in one of General Janos’s books that Magas Komaron was known as a refuge of sorcerers centuries before Varastis and his followers fled there during the Purge. What I was seeing was perhaps the first meeting of sorcerers at Magas Komaron. How long ago had this meeting occurred? Evidently it was sometime after Bolond built Sotetseg but before Arnyek’s hordes breached Sotetseg’s defenses, killing all but three of the sorcerers and dooming the project. That was around a thousand years ago.  
 
    “And yet you summon us here to ask us to assist Bolond?” asked another man, heavyset and with a thick walnut-colored beard and moustache.  
 
    The hooded man shook his head. “No, Uric, I do not expect you to join the efforts of those at Sotetseg. I am merely saying that Bolond is no fool. And although his methods are suspect, the problem he hopes to solve is very real.” 
 
    “The draining of tvari from Veszedelem, yes,” said Ambrus, waving his hand impatiently. “Please tell me this isn’t the crisis that prompted this meeting. We have all politely listened to Bolond’s pleas. We remain in Orszag while you and the other ‘Masters’ toil away in that miserable keep precisely because we do not believe the problem to be as severe or as pressing as Bolond believes.” 
 
    I understood now that these men had all been invited by Bolond to assist in his project of crafting an artifact to stop the decay of Veszedelem. Every one of them, except the hooded man, had declined the request. And now the hooded man had returned to Orszag and summoned them here to appeal for their help in some way. I had seen him somewhere before, but I could not place his face. 
 
    “You may believe as you wish,” the hooded man said, irritated but maintaining his composure, “but I have been working on the problem for many years, as time is accounted in Veszedelem, and I assure you the problem is very real, and it is getting worse. Veszedelem will soon become unlivable for ordinary people, and then the rot will spread to Orszag and other lands.” 
 
    “And what of Bolond’s efforts to craft an artifact to stop the rot?” asked Uric. 
 
    “Bolond has been distracted lately. I believe he has become disillusioned with the project. Meanwhile, the rest of us have toiled on, but without Bolond to organize the work, we have fractured into several groups, working independently of each other. I was tempted to leave the project, to return to Orszag while I still could, but one night an idea came to me in a dream. I was not certain at first, but as I worked over the next several weeks, I became convinced that I had been given the solution.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Lorentz?” the young man asked. “That you solved the problem of the draining of tvari?” 
 
    Lorentz. I knew I had seen the hooded man before. This was the man who had been betrayed Bolond and been cursed to man the guard tower at Sotetseg. I knew him as only as a mute watchman; I had not recognized him speaking and moving so animatedly. 
 
    Lorentz reached into his cloak, taking something from his pocket and placing it on the table. It was a crystal orb, about the size of a man’s fist. A glowing nebula of blue light swirled and danced inside of it. 
 
    “What the devil…?” Ambrus gasped. 
 
    “Is this…?” said Uric. 
 
    “It is what Bolond was trying to create,” Lorentz said.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seven         
 
    “The orb acts as a receptacle for tvari,” said Lorentz. “It is constantly replenished, and it draws tvari from a seemingly infinite source beyond any known world. A sufficiently skilled sorcerer could use it to channel tvari directly from the source, without relying on his own body as a conduit. I lack the skill, but a sufficiently adept sorcerer could use it to repair the damage to Veszedelem.” 
 
    I stared at the glowing orb. Could it be true? Had the problem of Veszedelem’s decay been solved a thousand years ago? If so, Lorentz had successfully kept it a secret from Bolond as well as the other sorcerers working at Sotetseg. The three remaining Masters had died trying to solve a problem that had been solved a thousand years before. 
 
    “But… then the project is a success!” cried Ambrus. “Why don’t you give it to Bolond?” 
 
    Lorentz laughed. “Do you think I trust Bolond any more than you do? I said he was right about the problem, not that I trusted him with the solution. You see my dilemma.” 
 
    “A sorcerer with an unlimited source of tvari would be like a god,” said the young man, staring at the orb. 
 
    “Indeed, Dorjan. Were I to give Bolond the orb,” Lorentz said, “he would not stop at repairing the damage. He would make himself the ruler of Veszedelem, Orszag, and a hundred other worlds. I cannot allow that.” 
 
    Uric frowned. “But you say Bolond is the only one who could possibly use the orb.” 
 
    “Making full use of the orb requires the ability to manipulate five distinct strands of tvari at once. The most I have ever managed is three. Unless I am mistaken, none of you has ever done better.” 
 
    “It is said Andrik of Milos could channel four strands at his peak,” said Ambrus. “But he is long dead. I too have never managed more than three.” 
 
    “Even three is beyond my ability,” said the young man, Dorjan. The others nodded and murmured assent. It seemed that three strands was the outside limit of anybody in the group. 
 
    “Bolond is said to be capable of manipulating five strands,” Lorentz said, “but he learned to do it the same way we did. If we could locate enough students with sufficient aptitude, it is conceivable that we could train one to use the orb.” 
 
    “Developing such skill would take decades,” said the fourth man, who had not yet spoken. He was slightly built, with thinning gray hair and a patchy beard. “Perhaps centuries. Even if a sorcerer can be found with the skill to use the orb, how do we know he will not have as much lust for power as Bolond?” 
 
    “We do not, Joska,” Lorentz said. “We must scour Orszag for candidates who have not only the aptitude for sorcery, but also virtuous hearts. We must train them and hope for the best. And we must do this in secret, lest Bolond find out.” 
 
    “What if Bolond or one of the others happens upon the secret?” asked Uric. “What if they craft another orb, or an artifact that is the equivalent of it?” 
 
    “I intend to see that that does not happen,” Lorentz said. “Now I must return to Sotetseg so that the others do not become suspicious. I will not ask for you to pledge your support to this quest today. I ask only that you consider the matter seriously, in light of all that I have told you. Let us meet here again in six months’ time. Today is four days until the autumn equinox, so we will meet again four days before the spring equinox. If you are able to recruit any promising candidates and bring them with you, all the better. I will try to return here myself, but if I do not, you must assume that I have lost the ability to leave Veszedelem. I only hope there are enough of you here to carry on without me.” 
 
    Ambrus spoke. “You truly believe that our world is doomed?” 
 
    “You would believe it too if you had seen the degradation of Veszedelem. All worlds are connected by the flow of tvari. It is inevitable that the rot will reach us. It may be centuries from now, but it will come.” 
 
    The apparitions faded, and for some time the hall was quiet. I knew what had happened next, at least in broad strokes: Lorentz had returned to Sotetseg, where he had betrayed Bolond and the others by letting Arnyek’s horde through the gates. He had intended to put an end to Bolond’s project so that neither Bolond nor any of the other sorcerers in Sotetseg could stumble upon the secret of creating another orb. But although their laboratories were destroyed and several sorcerers killed, Bolond and the Masters repelled the attack. Bolond learned of Lorentz’s betrayal (although apparently not of the existence of the orb) and cursed him to man the guardhouse of Sotetseg for all eternity. Bolond, now thoroughly disheartened, abandoned Sotetseg and began work on a gateway to Orszag, through which refugees from Veszedelem would flee. These refugees would found the city of Elhalad, with its strange spiral towers and maze of subterranean passages. 
 
    While I was still ruminating on this, the hall was filled with more apparitions—perhaps two dozen men, ranging in age from adolescence to middle age. Chatter filled the hall, but I could not make out what any of the men were saying. At first I did not recognize anyone, but then most of the men in the hall disappeared, leaving only three huddled in a corner. They were the men in the previous vision, minus the one with the thick brown beard. I approached them. 
 
    “—any of them are capable of handling five strands?” the youngest one, Dorjan, asked. He was now somewhat balder and more haggard than he’d been in the previous vision. 
 
    “In this group?” asked Ambrus, who had changed the least of the three. “No. Tomas has some aptitude. Another twenty years and he might reach four. I don’t think the three of us are going to live to meet the sorcerer who can use the orb.” 
 
    “Particularly if the Cult of Turelem continues to gain influence,” said the slight man, Joska, whose hair had gone completely gray. “They have already taken Uric from us.” 
 
    “Damn that old fool, Bolond,” said Dorjan. “He could have ridden Orszag of those puritans, and instead he turned their leader into a martyr and a goddess. What was he thinking?” 
 
    “Bolond does not know the problem of Veszedelem’s decay has been solved,” Ambrus said. “Or even that it can be solved. What he does know is that every use of magic makes the problem worse. Given that, it makes sense that he would start a movement like the Cult. Every time they kill or imprison a sorcerer, it buys him more time to find a solution.” 
 
    “It is all madness,” Joska said. “We have the solution but cannot use it and dare not give it to Bolond. Bolond does not know of the solution, so he encourages the persecution of our kind to delay the inevitable. Might it not be better for us simply to seek out Bolond and tell him of the orb?” 
 
    “No,” Ambrus said. “As long as the rot is confined to Veszedelem, and as long as there is a chance we can find someone capable of using the orb, we must keep it a secret from Bolond.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Dorjan. “The time may come when we are forced to share our knowledge with Bolond, but we are not there yet.” 
 
    “In that case,” said Joska, “would you agree that Bolond remains a greater threat than the Cult?” 
 
    “For the foreseeable future, yes,” Ambrus said. 
 
    Dorjan nodded. “Even if the Cult were to find us, they do not have the strength to take Magas Komaron. Bolond might very well be more powerful than all of the rest of us combined.” 
 
    “Then perhaps it is unwise for us to keep the orb here,” said Joska. “As our numbers grow, so does the risk of Bolond finding this place. The orb leaks tvari, and I do not doubt Bolond is capable of sensing such an artifact at a great distance. If he has not done so yet, it is only because he has not thought to look. If and when he does, he will come to this place, and we may not have the strength to repel him. It is one thing for Bolond to kill us, but if he also gets his hands on the orb….” 
 
    “I see the wisdom in what you are saying,” said Ambrus. “Keep our treasure somewhere secret, away from our base of operations. But where? As you say, the orb leaks tvari. I fear that even if we were to bury it in a deep mineshaft in the mountains, Bolond would be able to find it.” 
 
    “There is one place he would not find it,” said Joska, “although you may think me daft for suggesting it.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Dorjan. 
 
    “Regi Otthon.” 
 
    “Ah, a joke,” said Ambrus. “Hide a magical artifact in the temple of the Cult that wishes to destroy us. Very good.” 
 
    But Dorjan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It makes sense, in a perverse way. The Cult has good reason to keep the orb out of the hands of any sorcerer.” 
 
    “Including ourselves,” added Ambrus. 
 
    “When the time comes,” said Joska, “we will take it back from them. Any sorcerer capable of using the orb would have no trouble taking it from the Cult.” 
 
    “That includes Bolond,” Ambrus pointed out. 
 
    “Bolond does not know about the orb,” said Joska. “It is said that the Cult has already taken several arcane artifacts from the ruins of Elhalad. If so, the aura from such items will mask the emanations of tvari from the orb. Even Bolond would not sense it.” 
 
    “And if the Cult destroys the orb?” asked Dorjan. 
 
    “To do so,” said Joska, “they would have to become adept at sorcery themselves.” 
 
    “What if they do?” asked Ambrus. “That is, what if they advance beyond their primitive rituals and incantations and begin to use sorcery in earnest?” 
 
    Joska nodded. “It is a strange thing to contemplate, a religion dedicated to stamping out sorcery using sorcery in pursuit of that goal. But as you say, that is essentially what they are already doing, although they are not fully aware of it.” 
 
    “Even if they do not learn to fully utilize the power of the orb,” said Dorjan, “they may learn to make use of the passive emanations of tvari. Even primitive magic such as that the Cult employs could be very dangerous with such a vast source of tvari. We would be handing our enemies a powerful weapon.” 
 
    “It is a chance we will have to take,” said Joska. “Bolond is a much more pressing danger than the Cult. I think we can find one who can use the orb within a generation or two. How powerful can the Cult become during that time?” 
 
    The apparitions faded before either of the others could answer, and I was once again alone in the dark. I waited for nearly an hour, but no more apparitions appeared. My schooling was apparently over for now. 
 
    If what I had seen had really happened and was not an illusion designed to mislead me, then my suspicions about the Cult had been correct: not only was the “miracle” of Turelem’s resurrection the result of Bolond’s necromancy; the Cult had relied on a sort of magic from the very beginning. A few years after its founding, the men gathered here had entrusted them with Lorentz’s orb. The sorcerers had underestimated how long it would take to find someone capable of using the orb, and over the next several centuries the Cult learned to make use of the orb’s power. The Cult continued to grow in size and influence, and its ascent culminated in the Purge—murder or imprisonment of nearly every sorcerer in Orszag. Those who fled to Magas Komaron—except for Domokos—were eventually murdered by Eben. By the time I was thrown into Nincs Varazslat, there were only a handful of sorcerers left alive: Bolond, Eben, Radovan and Domokos.  
 
    Now it was down to Eben and I. I was the only sorcerer left in Orszag who posed any threat to Bolond—and not much of a threat at that. Did the existence of the orb improve my situation? Even if I had the aptitude to learn to use the orb, I did not have the time. But perhaps there was a way I could use it as leverage against Bolond. As far as I could tell, Bolond had no idea it even existed. Could I use it to lure him away from the Maganyos Valley?   
 
    Too many questions. I did not have the luxury of waiting for someone to come along to solve the problem, as Lorentz and his comrades had done. Bolond would finish rebuilding the Temple of Romok within a few weeks, and then he would be the only one standing between Arnyek and the destruction of Orszag and every other world. In a few hours, I would have one chance to defeat Bolond. I needed answers quickly. 
 
    An idea came to my mind. It was risky, but I had little to lose. I sat down at the table and sent my mind to Veszedelem. I did not travel there physically this time: doing so was too dangerous, and in any case it was unnecessary. 
 
    I appeared on the plain, in the spot where I always ended up when I didn’t deliberately focus on another destination. I ran across the plain, not wishing to meet any monsters who still lurked outside the keep. I entered the guardhouse and went upstairs. I was not entirely surprised to find that the watchman was gone. Lorentz no longer stood, staring frozen out across the plain, holding onto the key that would open the door leading to the fog bridge. He’d either been killed when Arnyek’s hordes attacked the keep or he’d been released from his spell.  
 
    The key was nowhere to be found, which meant that I could neither open the door nor cause the fog bridge to come into being so that I could cross the chasm into the keep. No matter; I had another way to get inside. I closed my eyes and sent my mind to the courtyard. A moment later, I was inside the keep. 
 
    I was not alone. A dozen monsters of various kinds populated the courtyard. The nearest one, a sort of mushroom-like thing with a score of eyes on stalks, gave a shriek and all the others turned toward me. There was something like a grasshopper the size of a bear, with razor-sharp mandibles, three furry bipeds with faces like jackals’ and huge black claws at the ends of oversized, three-fingered hands, a sort of gelatinous gray mass that oozed and quivered toward me, and several other beasts I couldn’t begin to describe. They advanced, forming a circle around me. The air was filled with hisses, growls and moans. Tentacles and claws beckoned toward me. 
 
    I was present in Veszedelem only in spirit, which meant that at any moment I could easily shift back to my body in Orszag. I was not, however, immune from attack. If I was too slow in returning to my body, one of the monsters could damage my spiritual projection, killing me as surely as damaging my body would. But if I fled now, I would never get the answers I was looking for. I had to bet that the monsters’ curiosity outweighed their bloodthirstiness.  
 
    “I am Konrad the Sorcerer,” I announced. “I come with news for the Lord of Sotetseg.” 
 
    This was followed by more hisses, growls and moans, along with a few titters. A few of the monsters crept closer. I kept my hands at my side, determined to show no fear. If I acted like I wanted a fight, they would give it to me. 
 
    “You are wasting my time,” I shouted angrily. “Lord Arnyek will not look kindly on you delaying the delivery of my message.” 
 
    More growls and hisses. “Lord Arnyek is not expecting any messengers,” rasped the grasshopper thing. “And we have not fed on the blood of a sorcerer in so very long.”  
 
    I knew it was not truly my blood the monsters were after, but the tvari that it carried. My blood remained in Orszag, but a flow of tvari was necessary to maintain my presence in Veszedelem. The monsters could smell it. 
 
    “Back away!” I shouted. “You see the markings on my face. You sense the tvari. You know my power. Do not force me to use it against you.” 
 
    “We would be happy with just a taste,” said the grasshopper thing. Some of the others nodded or murmured agreement. “For a taste, we could be persuaded to request an audience with the lord for you.” 
 
    “I will not tell you again,” I growled as several of the creatures moved closer. “Back away or be destroyed.” The truth was that I had already concluded I was not going to get past the monsters without a fight. I was simply stalling for time, trying to decide what spell to cast and which of the creatures to attack first. But the decision was made for me. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight          
 
    A tentacle came from behind me, wrapping itself around my right wrist. I sent a pulse of tvari down my arm and the creature yelped and pulled away, engulfed in blue-white lightning. Not wanting to fight on multiple fronts, I launched myself toward the three furry bipeds, unleashing a wave of orange fire before me. The bipeds yowled and retreated, their fur engulfed in flame. I ran through the gap, dodging claws and pincers. When I had the monsters all behind me, I spun around to face them. 
 
    The grasshopper thing was in mid-leap, and I fell onto my back to avoid having it land on top of me. It missed me by inches, landing with a skitter behind me. Meanwhile, the gelatinous mass oozed toward me, flanked by a hairless, eight-legged wolf and a giant albino toad with blood-red eyes. The mushroom creature and several other abominations brought up the rear.  
 
    I had learned a great deal over the previous two nights from the apparition of Varastis and his followers, but I’d had little opportunity to put any of it into practice. Also, I was realizing that practicing sorcery in Veszedelem was very different from doing it in Orszag. In one sense, using offensive magic was much easier here: for all their terrifying appearances, the creatures in Veszedelem possessed less vitality than those in Orszag. A small amount of tvari could be used to devastating effect against them. I’d only intended to repulse the tentacled creature that had first attacked me, but it lay in a heap, unmoving.  
 
    On the other hand, I did not have the tactical advantage of being able to flee momentarily to another world. While fighting Voros Korom, I’d been able to shift from Orszag to Veszedelem, where I could take a moment to think and plan before returning to battle. I could even shift to a different location than where I’d left, and because of the much slower passage of time in Orszag, I could effectively travel almost instantaneously between two points.  
 
    Fighting in Veszedelem, I did not have that option. I could shift back to Orszag, yes, but the time differential would work against me: for every minute I passed in Orszag, a hundred would pass in Veszedelem. I might flee, rest for a moment, and return to Veszedelem to find a hundred more monsters were waiting for me. They could not wait forever, of course, but then neither could I: I needed to meet Ony at the Barbarok camp before dawn. I also had to take care not to become exhausted from the battle: traveling across the Plain of Savlos would require a great deal of energy. 
 
    Hearing the chittering of the grasshopper thing behind me, I summoned a kovet and urged it to wrap itself around the monster. Getting to my feet, I cast the spell I had used frequently to incapacitate enemies, pulling the air from their lungs. That took care of the wolf, the toad, and three other abominations. Only the mushroom and the blob seemed unaffected. I threw a blast of fire at the blob and it exploded, showering the mushroom and several other incapacitated creatures with flaming ooze. The mushroom hopped around at random for a bit and then collapsed onto itself. Glancing behind me, I saw the grasshopper thing still struggling to get free of the shadowy mass that enveloped it.  
 
    I fell to my knees, panting and trembling. Soon the kovet would fade and the grasshopper thing would be free. The creatures I’d incapacitated were already beginning to recover. I wished I had my rapier with me, but I’d never been able to take weapons to Veszedelem. I would have to rely on my ability with sorcery. I drew tvari into myself, readying myself for the next round of battle. I thought I could finish the monsters, but I didn’t see any way I could do it and still have enough energy left to shift all the way across the Plain of Savlos. 
 
    As I prepared a spell against the grasshopper thing, the kovet faded and the monster sprang to its feet. Rather than attack me, though, it leapt away and then skittered through a crack in the courtyard wall. Turning, I saw the reason: a gigantic horned demon, nearly as large as Voros Korom, strode toward me across the courtyard. In its right hand was a great obsidian sword. Those monsters that could still move scurried, staggered or slithered out of its way. This could only be Arnyek the Destroyer. 
 
    I despaired of defeating him. He advanced toward me without a word, his face expressionless, as he brought the massive black sword up over his head. I closed my eyes and prepared to return to Orszag. I would find no answers here. I only hoped I could still focus well enough to leave Veszedelem before that sword came down. 
 
    “Wait, Vallen,” said a soft, almost melodious voice from somewhere behind me. I opened my eyes to see that the massive demon had stopped advancing. He stood a few steps from me, sword still raised. The rest of the monsters had gone into hiding. I turned to see a figure approach. 
 
    He was not large—slightly built and almost a head shorter than I. He wore a rather ordinary-looking gray robe. I say “he,” although his lack of beard and fine features made him look almost feminine. His long black hair was pulled into a braid behind his neck. 
 
    “I have heard much about you, Konrad,” he said. He glanced up at the huge demon. “You are dismissed, Vallen,” he said in a voice so quiet I could barely hear him. The demon I had thought to be Arnyek lowered his sword. It gave a deep bow, turned, and walked away, leaving the courtyard through an arched doorway. 
 
    “You are Arnyek?” I asked uncertainly.  
 
    “I am he. Arnyek the Destroyer, greatest among the demons of Veszedelem, born to bring the end of all things.” He came to a halt before me. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit, Konrad?” 
 
    “We share a common enemy,” I said. “I thought there may be a way to cooperate against him.” 
 
    “You speak of Bolond, but Bolond is not your enemy. If you were wise, you would ally with him against me.” 
 
    “I appreciate your candor, but at present, Bolond is the greater threat. As I understand it, you cannot destroy Orszag until Bolond finishes rebuilding the gateway between our two worlds—that is, the temple called Romok.” 
 
    “The decay will find a way to spread to your world, regardless of what Bolond does. Will the rebuilding of Romok accelerate my plans? Perhaps. But whether it takes a week or a thousand years, I will eventually find my way to Orszag, and I shall bring the void with me. All things must end.” 
 
    “I had hoped you could be reasoned with,” I said. “I was told that you wished to bring about the end of all worlds because of the suffering of Veszedelem. But I believe I have found a way to repair the curse affecting your land. What if we could restore Veszedelem? You could rule here and leave our world alone.” 
 
    Arnyek chuckled. “How little you understand, Konrad. You speak, I assume of the orb?” 
 
    “You know of it, then.” 
 
    “Certainly I know if it. The orb could not exist without me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Do you think that Bolond failed for a thousand years to find a solution to the decay of Veszedelem because he lacked Lorentz’s acumen? Bolond is a far better sorcerer than Lorentz, and that was precisely his problem. Whether he realized it or not, on some level Bolond knew what it would cost to repair the curse of Veszedelem. Lorentz did not, and so he dabbled in things best left alone. I came to him in a dream, and he made the dream into something real.” 
 
    “It was you who caused his dream?” 
 
    “Not I precisely. A primordial version of me. Call it a demiurge. The demiurge came to Lorentz, and Lorentz cast the incantation that brought me into being, along with the orb. Then he betrayed Bolond, letting my horde into this place. I intended to take the orb then, but Lorentz had already carried it to your world.” 
 
    “Did Lorentz not know he was doing your bidding?” 
 
    “When he created the orb? Surely not. He thought he had happened upon the cure for the curse of Veszedelem. He would never have crafted the orb if he had fully understood what he was doing.” 
 
    “Where is Lorentz now? Did you kill him for keeping the orb from you?” 
 
    “Of course not. I am a man of my word. Lorentz did what was expected of him. He betrayed Bolond as agreed, and he paid dearly for it. When I finally took control of Sotetseg, he was released from the spell. He has left this place, and I do not know where he has gone. It is no concern of mine.” 
 
    “All you care about is getting the orb.” 
 
    “Indeed. It is what I was born for. I will find the orb, and I will bring about the end of all things.” 
 
    “Then I was mistaken about you. I had thought you intended to bring the end of our worlds out of a misguided sense of mercy; that you desired to end the suffering of Veszedelem. But you are no better than the rest of those monsters, a creature of unthinking bloodthirst and blind rage.” 
 
    “My rage is anything but blind, Konrad. Look about you. There is no happy ending for this place, nor for those poor souls still trapped under Nagyvaros. Our vitality has been drained. We continue to live through force of habit, but we have no pleasure, no happiness, only existence. If you were to repair the rot affecting our land, it would only cause us pain. My kind cannot tolerate the realness of your world. Do not speak to me of a cure for the curse of Veszedelem; we have suffered long enough. I choose destruction not because I am blind, but because I see.” 
 
    “You choose nothing. You claim to have been born a destroyer, and so that is what you do.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I will grant you it is a paradoxical thing, to choose what one is destined to be. The fact remains that I will come to your world, and I will possess the orb. And then all suffering will end.” 
 
    “Then you were right. Bolond is not my enemy. I must ally with Bolond to kill you.” 
 
    “Ah, but Konrad, I cannot be killed. Have you not been listening? I was born for precisely one thing, and I cannot die until the end of all things.” 
 
    “I have heard men called immortal before. I killed one of them three days ago.” 
 
    “Eben the Warlock, yes. A nice trick, swapping one body for another, but it is a shabby sort of immortality, is it not? And it availed him little in the end. Then, of course, there is Bolond, who has remained essentially unchanged, physically speaking, for the past thousand years. But while he is long-lived, he is not immortal either. If you stop his heart, he will die.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I have no heart. You see me as flesh and blood, but my being is not limited to such things. If you were to destroy this vessel, I would only form another from the dust around you. I am a dream, Konrad. A nightmare from which there is no waking. I am shadow. I am void. I am chaos. Do not speak of killing me, Konrad. You may as well speak of snaring the maelstrom. Settle your quarrel with Bolond as you see fit. It will make no difference in the end. I am not your enemy. I am the end of all things.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine              
 
    I found myself back in the gloom of Magas Korom, feeling lonely, tired and demoralized. Since being given the warlock’s brand, I had faced many terrible monsters, but none as terrifying as Arnyek the Destroyer. Was he lying about being immortal? Perhaps, but I saw the way that demon with the black sword cowered before him. Any one of the creatures in Sotetseg could have torn a man his size apart. Perhaps some had tried—and had been punished for it. 
 
    Somehow I knew what he had said about Lorentz bringing him into being was true as well. Bolond had failed to cure the curse of Veszedelem because he understood the cost. The short-sighted watchman Lorentz did not. So now the balm and the bane had both been brought into being, and reality continued to exist only because they were separated by two worlds. Soon Bolond would finish rebuilding the Temple of Romok, and the two worlds would be united. Arnyek would come through, and he would seek out the orb. When he found it, he would bring about the end of all things. 
 
    Could Bolond stop him? What would Bolond do if he knew about the orb? Would he be able to use it to destroy Arnyek? Would he use it to save Veszedelem? What would it mean for our worlds if Bolond controlled a rebuilt Temple of Romok and the orb? I’d returned from Veszedelem with some answers, but still more questions. I knew one thing for certain: whoever held the orb controlled the future of our worlds. 
 
    It had now been over a week since I’d left Ilona in the care of the acolytes. I had seen the results of an acolyte’s healing once while I was in the janissaries, and the Reverend Mother had told me Ilona was mending well before I had left. If it was true that their power was much greater in Regi Otthon than elsewhere, then Ilona was probably well on her way to a full recovery. At least I hoped she was; I was going to be making a visit to Regi Otthon, and if I didn’t get her out of there soon, I might not have another chance. 
 
    I at first considered shifting to the old Reverend Mother’s quarters, as I’d done when I’d arrived with Ilona, but I thought better of it. I didn’t know where Ilona was being held, and I didn’t have time to wander the passages of Regi Otthon until I found her. I focused on Ilona’s face, and when I felt I had an accurate vision of her, used tvari to pull my body through the in-between. I opened my eyes to find myself standing beside a bed in a small room lit by a single candle. Ilona, her head bandaged, lay asleep in the bed. I knelt down next to her. 
 
    “Ilona,” I said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    She stirred, and I said, “It is I, Konrad. Do you know where you are?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. “Konrad?” she asked sleepily. “Where is Rodric?” 
 
    “He is still in the Maganyos Valley. Do you remember? I had to take you out of there. Eben nearly killed you.” 
 
    “I remember… fighting. There was… lightning? Did you kill Eben?” 
 
    “I did. Unfortunately, Bolond has now taken over where Eben left off. He’s using the Torzseki to rebuild the Temple of Romok. I think I may know a way to stop him, though. Can you get up?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    I helped her sit up. Finding her robe hanging on a hook on the wall, I brought it to her and helped her get dressed. She was weak, and bruises still showed in several places, but she seemed to have no broken bones or other major injuries. Her recovery had been miraculous indeed. 
 
    “Are we in Regi Otthon?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I brought you here so the acolytes could heal you. Have you been treated well?” 
 
    “I think so. I don’t really remember. I thought I heard familiar voices praying, but I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a dream. We have to leave?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s not safe for us to stay. I, uh, made a sort of deal with the Reverend Mother, but I’m afraid things went a little sideways. Also, there’s something we need to do before we leave. Do you know anything about an orb?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An artifact, about this big. Never mind, I think I know where it is. Can you walk?” 
 
    I helped Ilona to the door. It was locked from the outside. I used a spell to pull all the heat out of the lock and then pulled hard on the door handle. The brittle metal shattered and the door swung open. I found myself facing a very surprised young guard who barely managed to get his sword out of its sheath before I rendered him unconscious with a tap on his forehead. I caught him as he collapsed and dragged him inside the room. Finding the passage otherwise deserted, I helped Ilona into the hall and closed the door behind us. 
 
    “Which way to the sanctum?” 
 
    “Why do you want to go to the sanctum? I’ve never even been inside.” 
 
    “I think that’s where the orb is.” 
 
    “Orb?” Ilona asked hazily. 
 
    “The artifact. The thing I… look, do you know where it is or not?” 
 
    Ilona directed me down the hall to the right. We walked slowly, her right arm around my neck, me supporting about half of her weight. Every twenty steps or so, we had to stop so she could rest. It was fortunate that it was the middle of the night; we saw and heard no one else. 
 
    We made our way through the maze of passages until we neared the centermost part of the temple. As we approached a heavy wooden door, Ilona murmured something about a guard station and then she fell asleep on my shoulder. Figuring I could find my way from here, I carried Ilona to a darkened alcove and set her on the floor with her back resting against the wall. 
 
    “Rest here a moment,” I said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I left the alcove and walked to the door. It was unlocked. I found myself at the end of a short hall that led to an atrium with three exits. Directly across from me were ornate wooden doors that could only lead to the inner sanctum. Two sleepy men stood guard, one on either side of the doors. Before they could even shout a challenge at me, I’d pulled the air from their lungs. I rushed forward and tapped them each on the forehead, rendering them unconscious for good measure. 
 
    There was no good place nearby to quickly stash the sleeping guards, so I left them were they lay and threw the doors open. 
 
    Beyond the doors was a dome-shaped chamber perhaps a hundred feet across. The perimeter was lined with tiers that ascended as they got farther from the center. On each tier were benches where acolytes could sit and pray. I had heard it said that there were always at least forty acolytes meditating in the sanctum at any time. At the moment, the place was nearly full; at least a hundred women, ranging from middle age to decrepitude, populated the benches. Their eyes were closed, and no one looked up as I entered. 
 
    In the middle of the room was a dais on which rested a cubical block of white marble. A bowl-shaped impression about three feet in diameter had been carved into the top surface of the marble. The impression was filled with water, the surface of which trembled with vibrations too faint to be felt by human senses. 
 
    I had heard this place described enough times that I’d had an idea of what I was looking for, but of course I had never been here myself. Even fourth-tier acolytes like Ilona were not allowed in the inner sanctum. This place was restricted to acolytes who had passed the trials elevating them to the fifth tier. Fewer than a third of all acolytes ever made it that far. 
 
    I walked silently toward the dais. If the conversation I’d seen between the three sorcerers at Magas Komaron had really happened, the orb had to be here. This place was the focus of all the acolytes’ prayers, the fulcrum of their power. But the orb was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I stepped onto the dais, and still no one protested. The acolytes were so focused on their meditation that they had no idea there was an intruder in their midst. I approached the water basin and looked into it but could discern nothing. The surface continued to tremble, obscuring my view underneath. 
 
    From my abbreviated studies of sorcery, I had learned that water would act as a conduit and reservoir for tvari, just as salt would impede it. A basin like this would be a perfect aperture for absorbing and channeling tvari. The Reverend Mother had spoken of a “reservoir of power” that had been depleted after the hailstorm that repelled the Barbaroki. Perhaps there were pipes in the column that led to a vast pool somewhere below Regi Otthon. The amount of tvari that would be needed to manipulate the weather would be staggering.  
 
    I glanced out at the rows of women, some with heads bowed, others with their heads craned upward, but all with their eyes closed, oblivious to me. What did they think about? I wondered. Was their meditation similar to the process I used to harness tvari? Did they know that they were working magic? Could they feel the power of the orb?  
 
    More importantly, how long would it be before one of them had to leave, or another one arrived? If this place were constantly filled with acolytes, then they had to come and go in staggered shifts. At any moment, one or twenty of them might open their eyes and see me. There was no time to dither. 
 
    I plunged my hand into the pool and felt toward the bottom. My hand closed around something that felt like a fist-sized glass sphere. I pulled it from the basin and held it before me. It was dull and nearly invisible, but as I watched, a spark of light came to life inside it. 
 
    I did not feel any powerful aura of tvari emanating from it. If it weren’t for the flicker of light inside it—and the fact that it had been serving as the focal point of the meditations of a hundred acolytes—I would have thought it no more than an inert ball of glass. Perhaps I would find a way to use it against Bolond, but my training in sorcery thus far would not help me. 
 
    There was a scream. Whether it was precipitated by me pulling the orb from the basin or one of the acolytes opening her eyes by chance, I did not know, but the scream was quickly followed by a dozen more. Every eye in the sanctum was now on me. I turned to leave but was suddenly overcome with pain and nausea. It was as if my entire body had suddenly been flooded with some noxious poison. I dropped the orb and felt to my knees, retching.  
 
    Barely conscious, I crawled toward the orb, which had rolled toward the double doors. Every acolyte’s eyes remained fixed on me; none of them had moved. Amazingly, the pain continued to worsen. I’d nearly reached the orb when the doors ahead of me flew open. Two temple guards stood at the threshold, swords drawn. It took me a moment to understand why they hadn’t rushed inside: the guards would not violate the taboo even to apprehend a thief. Besides, they didn’t need to: there was only one exit. 
 
    On the verge of blacking out from the pain, I put up a shield to block the acolytes’ attack. I didn’t know what they were doing to me exactly, but I knew it was a form of sorcery, whether they realized it or not. The shield repelled the worst of the attack, but it was insufficient. The amount of power being directed at me was just too vast. Could I somehow intercept the flow of tvari from the reservoir and use it against the acolytes? No, the acolytes had learned to use tvari directly from the reservoir, but I could only use tvari by first taking it into my body, and trying to absorb that much tvari would kill me. I needed to find another way to end this—and quickly. 
 
    One of the guards in the doorway had produced a bow, and he was in the process of nocking an arrow. I could barely move, much less dodge an arrow. Pain and nausea continued to wrack my body.  
 
    I closed my eyes and pressed my hands against the cold marble floor, trying out one of the spells Varastis had demonstrated. This was the spell Domokos had used to weaken the mortar of the merlons at the top of the tower of Magas Komaron. This was the first time I had tried it, and I needed to execute it on a much larger scale than Domokos had. 
 
    The energy spread out from my fingertips across the floor in all directions until it reached the walls of the chamber. Nothing happened. I collapsed, unable to maintain the shield. The energy of the acolytes’ attack tore through me. For a moment, I was aware only of pain. 
 
    Then the floor gave way.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Ten                    
 
    The floor of the sanctum fell apart not piece by piece, but all at once, every bond of the mortar failing. The mortar turned to sand, and the sand fell with the slabs of marble as a single mass into the cavity below. 
 
    Had my hunch about the reservoir been wrong, we might all have been killed, but the lessons paid off again: I fell, along with the hundred-or-so acolytes, until we struck water perhaps thirty feet below. I was tired from the battle, but the attack had ceased the moment the floor gave way, and the cold water revived me somewhat. While the acolytes thrashed and gasped for air around me, I treaded water and tore off my cloak, which was worse than useless in the water. I took several deep breaths. It was dark except for the dim light from torches filtering down from above; I could not tell how deep or wide the reservoir was. 
 
    The orb had to be somewhere below me. Closing my eyes and reaching out with my mind, I tried to sense its location, but the tvari in the water interfered with my perception. I took a deep breath and dived below. I swam until my ears felt like they were going to burst, and then swam some more. At last I saw a faint glimmer of light in the darkness. I swam toward it and my hand closed around the hard form of the orb, resting on the bottom of the pool. I spun around, kicked off the bottom, and shot back to the surface. Around me was chaos. Acolytes thrashed and screamed. Acolytes, I knew, were all required to be trained in combat. Did they also learn to swim? I hoped so, but there wasn’t much I could do about it now. I was going to be lucky to survive this myself.  
 
    I took several more deep breaths and then, still clutching the orb, dived again. I went deep enough to avoid the kicking feet of the acolytes and then swam in a straight line in a random direction until my lungs burned. Surfacing, I found myself still surrounded by thrashing and gasping acolytes, so I dived again and swam for another fifty feet or so. I slammed into a stone wall, nearly dropping the orb, and then surfaced. The commotion was now all behind me.  
 
    I felt in front of me for a ledge, but there was nothing: the top of the reservoir was beyond my reach. I went left and swam along the wall until I heard someone splashing around in front of me. One of the acolytes had reached the edge and was trying to climb out. I considered diving under her and continuing on my way, but my empathy got the better of me. 
 
    “You can’t climb out,” I said. “I’ve already tried.” 
 
    “You!” gasped a woman’s voice in front of me. She clearly had more to say, but it was taking most of her strength just to keep her head above water. She sounded older than me, but perhaps not by much. 
 
    “Just stay calm,” I said. “Stop thrashing about. Conserve your strength. Turn left and follow the wall. There has to be a way out. Go!” 
 
    She stopped thrashing, and for a few moments she quietly treaded water. Then I heard her moving away from me. I swam after her. Splashing and shouts continued in the distance, but the din was lessening. I didn’t stop to ponder why. 
 
    “Here,” the woman in front of me said at last. “An impression in the rock.” 
 
    I swam closer to her, feeling her warm breath on my cheek. I hadn’t noticed until now how cold the water really was. I was shivering, despite my exertion. The acolytes wouldn’t last long in this. I felt the impression in the wall. It was a step carved into the stone, so eroded from a thousand years of water lapping against it that it was almost unidentifiable. Reaching up a few inches, I felt another impression, just as eroded as the first one. 
 
    “I don’t think I can do it,” said the woman. “My fingers….” She broke off, out of breath. I could hear her teeth chattering. I put my hand on top of hers, on the lower rung. Her knuckles were gnarled and swollen. Evidently some ailments could not be cured through prayer. She would never be able to climb out of the reservoir. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” I said. 
 
    “No!” she gasped. “You’ll leave me!” 
 
    “I won’t,” I snapped. “Be quiet and conserve your strength.” I realized, though, that I wouldn’t be able to climb the ladder while holding the orb. Without my cloak, I had no pockets to carry it. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” I asked. 
 
    “What? I don’t…” 
 
    “This isn’t going to work if you don’t trust me. Do you trust me?” 
 
    For a moment, silence. Then: “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. I promise I am going to get you out of here. But I need you to do something for me. You have to hold this.” I held the orb out to her. It glowed faintly in the darkness. 
 
    “You stole that from the sanctum.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “No.” She had paused slightly before she spoke, and I suspected she was lying. 
 
    “It is a powerful magic artifact. The Cult has been lying to you. They pretend to fight against sorcery, but this is the source of their power. I need it if I am going to stop a very powerful sorcerer from doing some very bad things.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Fine. I wouldn’t believe me either, if I were in your position. But I need you to hold it for me.” 
 
    “And if I do not, you will let me drown?” 
 
    “No. I will save you anyway. I didn’t come here to kill anyone. But the fate of Orszag depends on that thing, so I would very much appreciate it if you would hold onto it. Here.” I pressed it into her free hand. She took it from me, and I began to climb. 
 
    The rungs were smooth and slippery, but I’d made more difficult climbs when I was in the Scouting Corps. If I hadn’t already been exhausted from channeling tvari and swimming in the frigid water, it would have been no challenge at all. As it was, I barely made it. 
 
    The top of the reservoir was only about four feet above the surface of the water. I climbed onto a stone slab and lay there for a moment, shivering and panting. Then I peeled off my tunic and trousers, tied them together, and lowered the end of the makeshift rope toward the acolyte below. There seemed to be nothing up top to tie it to, so I was just going to have to hold it and haul her up. 
 
    “I’ve thrown a rope down,” I said.  
 
    For some time, there was no response, and I wondered if she had succumbed to the cold water. Then there was a tug on the rope. 
 
    “Wrap it around your wrist,” I said. “Tie a knot if you can, and then hold on.” Ideally I’d have had her tie it around her waist, but the rope wasn’t long enough for that. 
 
    “All right,” she said quietly. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Use your feet on the rungs if you can. I will pull slowly.” If her wrists and shoulders were in as bad shape as her knuckles, I could easily cause a serious injury. 
 
    I pulled the rope hand over hand, slowly and carefully, praying that my bare feet didn’t slip on the stone surface. I caught a glimpse of the dim light glinting off the woman’s thin, gray hair as she emerged from the reservoir. I fell backwards and she collapsed on top of me. I could see now that she was gripping the rope with both of her bony hands. She had let go of the orb. 
 
    I crawled out from underneath her. She had gone limp, either unconscious or simply exhausted. I untied the makeshift rope from her wrist, wrung it out, and then wadded it up under her head as a pillow. I was freezing, but my damp clothes weren’t going to do me much good anyway.  
 
    “Sister?” I asked. “Are you all right?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Sister?” I said, gently shaking her shoulder. 
 
    She groaned softly, and I couldn’t help feeling a bit of relief. It was a stupid bit of sentiment: I’d probably killed nearly a hundred acolytes and failed in my mission, but at least I’d saved this one old woman. 
 
    I got to my feet, peering into the darkness around me. Ahead of me, the splashing and cries for help continued, but quieter and more sporadic now. Turning, I could just discern a stone wall marking the edge of the cavern. In the distance, I saw a commotion: several people, one of them holding a torch, were trying to figure out how to get the acolytes out of the reservoir. I started toward them. 
 
    “Wait,” said a weak voice from behind me. I stopped and returned to the woman I’d pulled from the water, kneeling down beside her.  
 
    “What is it, Sister? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Is it true? What you said about the Cult?” 
 
    I hesitated. The woman had nearly been killed and had probably just lost most of her friends. A reassuring lie wouldn’t hurt her. But I did not lie. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “The Cult was built upon a lie. Turelem did return from the dead, but only through the sorcery of a man named Bolond.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Bolond believed sorcery would ultimately bring about the end of the world,” I said. “He started the Cult with the intention of eliminating rival sorcerers, to buy himself time to solve the problem he had created. But now he has gone mad, and I’m afraid the solution he envisions will only bring about the end all the sooner. The orb was my only hope of stopping him.” 
 
    She was silent for some time, and then I heard her sobbing. Lacking the strength to comfort her, I got to my feet. 
 
    “Wait,” she said again. “The left pocket of my robe.” 
 
    I felt at the damp fabric at her side. There was a round, fist-sized lump. I extracted it from the fold and held it before me. Without the water drawing the tvari away, it had begun to glow more brightly. 
 
    “Thank you, Sister,” I said, and knelt to kiss her forehead. I got to my feet and started toward the commotion in the distance. 
 
    As I approached, I saw that about twenty people—a mix of acolytes, temple guards, and servants—had gathered. Some held torches while others held ropes or pulled acolytes from the water. In the chaos, no one saw me. I crept along the wall and slipped through the open door behind them. 
 
    A few yards down the passage, I nearly ran into a servant carrying a pile of wool blankets. His jaw dropped at the sight of a naked man running toward him. I didn’t bother with sorcery, opting to drop him by slamming the edge of my hand against his trachea. He fell to the ground, dropping the blankets. I tore off his cassock, threw it over me and kept going. I reached a spiral staircase and began to climb. After about twenty steps, I ran into a group of three guards heading down. The lead man shot me a suspicious glance, but before he could speak, I cried, “Quickly! They’re drowning! I’m going to get more blankets!” I ran past the men without slowing, and they did not stop me. 
 
    The staircase seemed to go all the way to the level of the sanctum; there were no intervening floors. I exited into a hall, where a group of servants rushed toward me, chattering excitedly to each other. I ducked into a side passage, and they paid me no mind.  
 
    I took a moment to get my bearings. During my time in Nincs Varazslat, I had developed the ability to visualize places and objects with great accuracy and detail. I only had to close my eyes and retrace my steps to determine with some precision where I was in relation to the alcove where I’d left Ilona. I’d gotten somewhat disoriented in the dark reservoir, but I was fairly certain the passage I was in was perpendicular to the one I’d taken to the sanctum. I gradually worked my way there through trial and error, occasionally ducking into a side passage to avoid a group of guards or acolytes. Finally I found the alcove and went into it. Ilona was still there, sound asleep. 
 
    “Ilona,” I said, shaking her gently be the shoulder. “We have to go.” 
 
    She mumbled something, and I helped her to her feet. If I’d been alone, I might have tried shifting through the in-between to somewhere outside Regi Otthon, but I didn’t think I had the strength to take Ilona with me. I put her arm around my neck and we made our way through the maze of passages to where I knew there was a side door. Fortunately there was enough chaos in the temple that we had little difficulty reaching it. I looked like a servant helping an acolyte to safety. 
 
    Once outside, we wended our way through the rainy streets of Delivaros until we came to an inn. After lifting a few ermes from a drunken man leaving the place, I paid for a private room and we went upstairs. The innkeeper seemed to be nearly blind; he didn’t seem to notice the markings on my face. There was a single bed that was just large enough for both of us. I lay Ilona down, but resisted the almost overpowering urge to lie down myself. I had only a few hours to get to the Barbarok camp before sunrise. If I could find a fast horse, I might still get there in time. 
 
    There was one other problem, though: I couldn’t risk the orb falling into Bolond’s hands. I couldn’t even use it as a bargaining chip against him if he could just take it from me. 
 
    “Ilona,” I said, squeezing her shoulder gently. 
 
    She moaned in response. 
 
    “I’m leaving the orb with you.” 
 
    “Orb,” Ilona echoed. 
 
    I pressed the orb into her hand. She squeezed it tightly. 
 
    “Keep it safe.” 
 
    Ilona nodded her head slightly. 
 
    I got a blanket from her pack and threw it over her. Then I left the room. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven                           
 
    The first challenge was going to be getting out of the city. The guards at the gate would surely be suspicious of a man with arcane markings on his face leaving in the middle of the night, particularly if word had reached them of the disaster in Regi Otthon. Ordinarily I might have used magic to incapacitate the guards, but I would need all my strength for the journey to the Barbarok camp. I avoided the gate, continuing along the wall until I found one of the gaps left by the Barbarok assault. A guard had been stationed to watch the gap, but he was nodding off, and I easily slipped past him. 
 
    I found a stable in a village about two miles up the road. The speckled gelding I picked from the three horses available would have been no match for Ember, who was still in the hands of Davor Sabas’s men, but horse thieves can’t be choosers. Once we were on the main road, I urged the horse to a full gallop. We would follow the road almost to Hatar and then turn north, cutting across the muddy plain. The rain had diminished to a slight drizzle. Barring mishap, we would reach the Barbarok camp shortly after dawn. 
 
    While I rode, my thoughts returned to the events at Regi Otthon. I wondered how many acolytes had died from the collapse of the sanctum. Twenty? Eighty? I was responsible for all those deaths. I’d acted in self-defense, yes, but they had been defending their temple and their home. They couldn’t know who I was or why I had invaded their sanctum. Most of them probably didn’t even know the orb existed. I wondered if Ilona had any inkling of what I’d done. If she had, would she still trust me with the orb? 
 
    But the orb was the only thing that might give me a chance of stopping Bolond, and there was no way the Cult would have surrendered it willingly. Besides, the Cult was by no means innocent: they had started the war on sorcery, and I’d been a victim of their zeal myself. I’d spent six years in a dungeon simply because the Cult leadership considered me too dangerous to walk free.  
 
    And yet… 
 
    The Cult did a great deal of good in Orszag. Their healing powers were legendary throughout the land; many traveled hundreds of miles to bring a sick relative to be treated by the Cult. Those expecting true miracles were often disappointed, but more often than not, significant improvement was seen. The Cult charged for these services, yes, but no more than the patient’s family could pay—and they seemed to have ways of knowing when someone coming to them dressed in rags was really the scion of some noble family from the eastern lands. They rarely turned anyone away, even in the case of such attempted deceptions, although the price might increase dramatically.  
 
    Beyond their healing work, the Cult also established orphanages and schools, and because of their political neutrality and diplomatic skill, they were often called upon to broker peace agreements and settle disputes—also for a price.  
 
    Moreover, despite my reasons for personal animosity against the Cult, I had to admit their primary mission was essentially justified: for all Bolond’s deceptions, he had told Turelem the truth. Sorcery had drained Veszedelem of its vitality, and the decay would inevitably someday reach Orszag. By discouraging the use of magic and persecuting sorcerers, the Cult had probably forestalled the end by centuries. 
 
    Now, though, the end was perilously near. If Bolond didn’t bring it, Arnyek would. Many had died in this war already, and it would all be in vain if I didn’t see this through to the end. I did not yet know how, but I knew the orb was the key to saving Orszag—and perhaps many other worlds as well. 
 
    What would happen to the Cult? I wondered. It was hard to see how they could survive all that had happened. Between losing their source of power, the death of many of their acolytes, and the revelation that the entire Cult was built on a lie, I didn’t see how the Council could keep up the charade. But then, human beings are funny creatures, and the urge to believe in something is strong. Ilona had told me of a group of disillusioned acolytes who had left Delivaros a few years earlier to start a new movement. If those women knew the truth about the Cult and still believed there was something of their religion worth saving, maybe the Cult would survive in some way as well. 
 
    I was still pondering this when I became aware of the sound of another horse galloping, somewhere behind me. Turning, I saw several dark figures outlined against the starry night sky. They were gaining on me. I gave the gelding a kick, but he was getting tired and had little more to give. The Barbarok camp was still a good two hours away. Whoever these men were, I was not going to escape by outriding them. 
 
    I had no weapons on me, and I was so exhausted I could barely stay on my horse. If these men meant me harm, my only chance was to somehow dispatch them all with whatever small amount of tvari I could manage to harness. 
 
    I slowed the gelding, bringing him around to face the approaching riders. They were now less than a hundred feet away, still advancing at a full gallop. They looked like Torzseki or Barbaroki, but I could not be sure which. I wasn’t sure it mattered: either tribe might consider me an enemy at this point, although if they were Barbaroki, I could at least try to explain to them my understanding with Chief Ony. They would be on me in seconds. The gelding evidently didn’t like the situation any more than I did; he whinnied and reared up so abruptly that I was nearly thrown off. I slid off her back and stood facing the oncoming riders. 
 
    Fighting exhaustion, I closed my eyes and summoned a kovet. I had just enough strength left for a single spell, so I was going to make it count. A kovet takes on a form appropriate to the task it is given; mine usually looked vaguely like squids or starfish, but a skilled sorcerer could summon kovets with more defined forms, like the spidery things that Eben had used to kill the sorcerers at Magas Komaron. 
 
    The kovet appeared, a snake-like thing, almost invisible in the dark, writhing and stretching itself out across the riders’ path. By the time they saw it, it was too late. I barely had time to dive out of the way before the hooves of the two horses in the lead hit the kovet, causing them to stumble and fall. The riders tumbled over their mounts’ heads and landed hard on the plain. A second later, the next two horses ran into the kovet, throwing their riders as well. The kovet began to fade, but the horses farther back couldn’t avoid those that had already fallen, and they too crashed to the ground, throwing their riders. There seemed to be seven horses in all, each with a single rider. Every one of them was now on the ground.  
 
    I turned to see that my own horse, having decided its new owner was not to its liking, had bolted. Facing the fallen men, I saw from their clothing and leather armor that they were Torzseki. There would be no talking my way out of this. 
 
    I ran toward one of the horses, which was struggling to get to its feet. It had been in the rear of the group and so had had more time to slow down than those in the lead; with any luck, none of its legs were broken. As I neared it, though, one of the fallen men, whom I’d taken to be unconscious, grabbed my ankle. Unable to pull away from the grip of his massive hand, I stepped toward him, shoving the sole of my boot against his windpipe. That got him to let go, but then another man tackled me from behind. We fell to the ground together. I threw an elbow into his ribs and rolled away from him. I staggered toward the horse, which was now fully on its feet, but it was too late. Another man blocked my path. Panting and near-delirious with exhaustion, I advanced toward him. Too late, I saw the moonlight glint off a scimitar at his side.  
 
    “Sorcerer,” said the Torzsek, as if it were my name. “We have been looking for you.” 
 
    The scimitar’s blade flashed toward my face. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I awoke with a pounding headache and the impression of a scimitar blade across the side of my head. I was lying on my side on a straw mat in a small tent. My hands were tied behind my back, and the rope seemed to be secured to a stake in the ground. Daylight filtered through the tent. I groaned, realizing I was back in the Maganyos Valley. This was the exact tent where I’d been sequestered by the Barbaroki; I had no doubt there was still a ring of salt around the tent to inhibit my use of magic. 
 
    Someone must have heard my groaning and moving around, because a few minutes after I awoke, Bolond entered the tent. He beamed at me. 
 
    “Hello, Konrad! I’m glad I was able to accommodate your visit this time. I know how badly you wanted to see me. I apologize for the uncomfortable lodging, but I do have to take precautions.” 
 
    “What do you want from me, Bolond?” 
 
    “My offer stands. Join me, and I will teach you how to use the power of your brand. We will rule the twelve worlds together.” 
 
    “Worlds despoiled by your sorcery.” 
 
    “The blight will spread, yes, but there is still much time left to find a solution. We’ll find it together.” 
 
    “You’ve been searching for a solution for a thousand years, and you have not found it.” 
 
    “Ah, but I have! That is, I have begun the process. I thought I had erred in joining Veszedelem and Orszag, but now I understand that my error was in thinking too small. Don’t you see? With the modifications that I am making to the temple, it will connect not two worlds, but twelve! The decay will spread to all of them in time, yes, but like poison that is diluted by water, it is rendered harmless—perhaps it will even have a fortifying effect, the way that physicians use a small amount of arsenic to cure some illnesses.” 
 
    “But your sorcery continually produces more poison. Eventually it will become too strong, and choke the life out of those other worlds as well.” 
 
    “Then we will find others!” Bolond cried. “A hundred worlds. A thousand! I was wrong to look for a cure. There is no cure. There is only expansion, dilution, and discovery!” 
 
    “An infinite number of worlds to rule. And to befoul. You truly are mad, Bolond.” 
 
    “But you see the wisdom of it, do you not? Please, Konrad, tell me you see. For a thousand years I have been surrounded by fools. But you see!” His voice had turned to pleading, and I saw now that it wasn’t the brand that caused him to want to recruit me—not only the brand, in any case. He saw something else in me: the capacity to understand his peculiar madness. Bolond was, above all else, terribly lonely. What he wanted most, more even than ruling an infinite number of worlds, was to know that there was someone else who could see what he saw. And the truth is, I did see it. His plan made a dreadful kind of sense: having started the evil in motion, one couldn’t stop it; one could only stay ahead of it. 
 
    “The problem has already been solved,” I said. 
 
    “In a sense, yes,” he said, nodding vigorously, still hoping for some affirmation. “The worlds are out there. We just have to—” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I meant. Lorentz solved the problem of Veszedelem’s decay.” 
 
    Bolond burst into laughter. “That fool. He didn’t even have the foresight to….” Suddenly the mirth disappeared from Bolond’s face. “No. It can’t be. Lorentz?” 
 
    “It’s an orb, made of something like glass. It glows with the power of tvari, but it is tvari pulled from somewhere beyond any known world. Perhaps it is just another formulation of the same solution, poisoning another world to buy a little more time in our own.” 
 
    “How? How can this be? Lorentz has been frozen for a thousand years, as time is reckoned here. Where has it been all this time?” 
 
    I snorted. “You really do not know? It never once occurred to you to wonder at the source of the Cult’s power?” 
 
    “The Cult… The Cult is an idea. My idea. Ideas are powerful, they take hold in fertile soil, spread like weeds….” 
 
    “It was a powerful idea, yes. A prophetess, resurrected as a goddess with the purpose of eradicating sorcery. But the Cult’s power stems from much more than an idea. They have been using the orb for a thousand years to subtly exert their influence over Orszag—and you, presumably. I can think of no other explanation for your failure to see the signs.” 
 
    “Manipulating me… all of us, this whole time,” Bolond said. “Then Arnyek….” 
 
    “Arnyek was brought into being by the process that Lorentz used to create the orb.” 
 
    “Of course. I wondered….” Bolond seemed to be in a daze. “I am the fool….” 
 
    “In any case, all that is over now. I have the orb.” 
 
    “You?” Bolond bent over to inspect my clothing. 
 
    “Not on me. It’s somewhere safe.” 
 
    “You wish to bargain for your life.” 
 
    “The orb is the key to curing the curse of Veszedelem, and you are the only one with the skill to use it. Before I give it to you, though, I want some assurances.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “First, the rebuilding of the Temple of Romok stops immediately. The orb gives you the power to fix Veszedelem without reopening the gateway to Orszag or joining it to any other worlds. Do what you can for Veszedelem and then leave the Maganyos Valley and do not come back.” 
 
    “Davor Sabas will be disappointed. What else?” 
 
    “Rodric and I are to be released. I will return with the orb.” 
 
    Bolond, having regained some of his composure, chuckled. “I agree to your terms, but your friend stays here until you return with the orb.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. I hadn’t really expected Bolond to go for the full deal, but it was worth a shot. “But I want to see him at least.” 
 
    “I will bring him here.” 
 
    “Untie me first.” 
 
    “To be clear, you don’t expect me to give the orb back when I’m done?” 
 
    “I know better than to make such a stipulation. You and I will meet again, when this is all over.” 
 
    Bolond smiled. “I look forward to it.” He produced a knife and cut through the ropes securing my hands. As I got to my feet, he walked out of the tent. I stepped outside to see the sun was already near its zenith in a clear blue sky. As I stood there, blinking and rubbing my wrists, Bolond returned, followed by Rodric who was flanked by two Barbaroki with spears. Bolond stepped aside to allow me a good look at Rodric. 
 
    “Hello, old friend,” I said. “Are they treating you well?” 
 
    “As well as I deserve,” Rodric said. “Barbarok food is not great, but there is plenty of it, perhaps for that reason.” He certainly looked well enough—better than I did, for sure. 
 
    “I’m going to get you out of here,” I said. “I just have to go get something.” 
 
    “Is it a roasted chicken? I’d wrestle a hedgehog for something other than biscuits and dry mutton.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, friend. We’ll have roasted chicken and whatever else you want at the Lazy Crow in a few days.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Bolond interjected. “Because you have three days to bring me the orb. If it is not in my hands by dawn of the third day, I will have the Barbaroki flay your friend alive.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twelve                         
 
    I walked until I was well outside the Barbarok camp. I’d had no intention of giving Bolond the orb, but he had forced my hand. Now I was in the exact situation I’d been trying to avoid: trading the orb for my friend. Would I give him the orb if it came down to Rodric’s life? Probably, but things weren’t quite that desperate yet. I’d at least bought some time. I might still find a way to use to orb to get the better of Bolond. I’d missed my appointment with Ony, but perhaps the Barbaroki and the Fourth Division had not yet come to blows. 
 
    When I was well away from the bustle of the camp, I sat down on a small boulder and visualized the room where I’d left Ilona. A moment later, I was there. The room was empty. She and her possessions were gone. I lay down on the bed to think and promptly fell asleep. I hadn’t had a particularly restful night, and shifting a long distance took a lot out of me. Fortunately I was not disturbed while I slumbered. 
 
    Judging from the light coming through the window when I awoke, it was now late afternoon. I went downstairs and located the proprietor, who was cleaning out a storeroom. He informed me that a high-ranking acolyte and four men-at-arms had shown up in the night looking for me. I’d noticed when we’d arrived that there was a shrine to Kalwa in the entryway, which meant that the proprietor was a devotee of a sect that had historically been persecuted by the Cult. I’d also paid him three ermes extra to warn me if anyone came in asking for me. He showed me a bruise on his forehead where he’d struck a table when one of the men-at-arms shoved him. Evidently he’d made enough noise that Ilona had had time to slip out the window. I thanked him and gave him two more ermes—everything I had left. 
 
    The question now was: where had Ilona gone? As far as I knew, she had no friends or relatives in Delivaros. Acolytes tend to live insular lives, having close associations only with other acolytes. She had never known her parents. Her father had apparently been the sorcerer Varastis, who had died at Magas Komaron, and her mother had died alone in another city. The Cult agents had been looking for me, not her, but she was probably afraid of being recognized. That was probably wise: if they’d searched her, they’d have found the orb.  
 
    I assumed that Ilona had fled to escape the Cult, but another possibility crept into my mind. What if she were running away from me? Had she pieced together what had happened at Regi Otthon while she’d been waiting, semi-conscious in the alcove? Or had she heard the news from someone in the inn? She must have heard the collapse of the sanctum, at the very least. What would she think if she knew I was responsible for the deaths of dozens—at least—of the acolytes? Women who had been her friends and essentially her family? Ilona had come to accept that the Cult had been founded on a lie, but she had a soft spot for the rank-and-file acolytes like herself.  
 
    The proprietor gave me permission to look around the room, so I went in and closed the door. I sat on the bed and brought Ilona to mind, as I’d done when she was convalescing in Regi Otthon. But when I tried to shift through the in-between to her, something blocked me. Terror struck me as I considered the possibility that Bolond had caught her as well, but as I continued to push, I realized that this resistance was something else. It was not an active thwarting of my attempt to reach Ilona, but rather a sort of vague interference, as if I were trying to find her through a fog. Was the orb hindering my ability to reach her? 
 
    If so, it was good news in one way: Ilona still had the orb, or was at least near it. But where was she? She would know better than to go to another inn, which meant that unless she had someplace to hide that the Cult didn’t know about, she had fled the city. When she had left Delivaros to try to learn the truth about her parents, she had first gone to the village called Salonta, a few miles to the south. There she had learned that her mother had died six years earlier. Was there perhaps someone else in Salonta who might take her in? I had nothing else to go on, and I couldn’t risk staying in Delivaros much longer myself. I made my way to the gap in the wall, taking care to avoid running into any of the city guard or agents of the Cult. 
 
    The gap was now guarded by two alert men-at-arms, and I might have talked my way past them, but I didn’t have the patience. I put them to sleep using a spell I’d picked up from Varastis and kept walking.  
 
    I reached Salonta just before dusk. In the center of the town was a market square, where the vendors were packing up their tents for the night. After helping a leather-faced man secure his load in a cart, I asked if he knew a man in town who had rented a room to an unmarried middle-aged woman. Ilona had never told me her mother’s name, nor that of the landlord who owned the building where she’d stayed, but the town was small enough that if the man had been there for a while, he would probably know who I was talking about. He’d been happy for my help with his cargo, but now he regarded me suspiciously. 
 
    “You from that settlement in the woods?” 
 
    “What settlement?” 
 
    He stared at me. “Never mind. I don’t know who you’re asking about.” He went around to the front of the cart. Lacking a mule, he was going to pull the cart himself. 
 
    “Let me do that,” I said, moving past him and taking the poles of the cart. I could see that he wanted to argue but was relieved at the prospect of not having to drag the cart.  
 
    “This way,” he said, setting off down the avenue toward the west. I followed, pulling the cart behind me. It must have weighed several hundred pounds, but the load was balanced well enough that I had no trouble moving it. As we left town, the last light of dusk faded, and the road became rougher. I struggled at times to keep the wheels out of ruts, and I marveled that the old man had evidently done this many times before. 
 
    His modest farm was about a mile outside of town. We walked in silence except for my occasional grunts as I pulled the cart through a puddle or over a bump. When we neared the house, the old man held up a hand. A plume of smoke arising from a chimney was barely visible in against the dark sky. I stopped, grateful for the rest.  
 
    “Mule died last week,” he said. “Appreciate the help.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You’re not one of the people from the woods?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know anything about them.” 
 
    “Your face is why I ask. Looks like sorcery markings to me, not that I know anything.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what they are. I’m a sorcerer.” Something told me a direct answer would be appreciated.  
 
    The man nodded. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “The people from the woods. They’re sorcerers?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t know what they are, exactly. Strange people. Thought they had something to do with the Cult at first, but there’s men and women among them. Equal, I mean, not just servants. Sometimes they come to town. Usually in pairs, though. Not alone.” 
 
    “Do you know where this settlement is?” 
 
    “Why are you so interested in these people? I thought you were looking for a landlord in town?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a friend of mine. She may be in danger. Her mother rented a room from a man in town years ago, and I thought she might have come here, but now I think she may have gone to find this settlement.” Ilona had spoken to me once of a group of acolytes who had left Delivaros to start a rival movement, free of the corruption that plagued the Cult. They had settled in a place called Kijarat. Ilona had hinted that she knew where the settlement was but had never told me. If she were looking for a place where she could hide from the Cult, Kijarat would be a good choice. 
 
    “Don’t know where it is, exactly,” the man said. “About a day’s journey to the northwest, I think.” 
 
    “Near Yenoom Nivek?” 
 
    “Don’t know it.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, sir. You have helped me a great deal.” 
 
    The man nodded. “You have someplace to sleep tonight? No room in the house, but you’re welcome to sleep in the barn.” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated,” I said. I hadn’t been looking forward to making camp in the dark.  
 
    The man grunted goodnight and continued up the track to the house. I went into the barn and felt around until I found a haystack to lie down on. I barely got my boots off before falling asleep. 
 
    The next morning I breakfasted on spring onions and washed them down with goat’s milk, courtesy of my obliging roommate. Then I sat on the haystack and brought Yenoom Nivek to mind. 
 
    I had only been to the place once, and rather briefly, but it had left an impression. Yenoom Nivek was a small farming community founded by some of the latter-day followers of Bolond, who had been trying to find a way of channeling tvari that did not contribute to the degradation of Veszedelem. They had failed, and Bolond had betrayed them, persuading Davor Sabas to destroy the settlement and kill the men who lived there. By the time I had visited the place with Ilona and Rodric, it was a collection of charred ruins. 
 
    I had no reason to think Ilona was at Yenoom Nivek, but if the old man were right, the settlement he spoke of was closer to Yenoom Nivek than it was to Salonta or Delivaros. It was, in fact, an odd coincidence that two similar movements had been founded so close to each other. Yenoom Nivek had been founded by sorcerers trying to find a way to use sorcery that would not drain tvari from Veszedelem, and Kijarat had been founded by acolytes trying to live up to the Cult’s ideals by distancing themselves from the Cult’s lies and political machinations. Both strived to have the good without the bad. The sorcerers at Yenoom Nivek had failed. I wondered if the acolytes had had any more luck. 
 
    I figured I would go to Yenoom Nivek and travel east, hoping to find a path leading to the settlement. It was a slim hope, but it was what I had. Putting my friendship with Ilona aside, the orb was the only chance we had against Bolond. Even if I could rally the Barbaroki to my side, I was not nearly powerful enough to lead them to victory against Bolond. 
 
    I arrived in Yenoom Nivek and took a moment to sit and recover from the journey. The place looked much as it had when I’d been there a week earlier: a collection of collapsed and burned out buildings surrounded by fields overgrown with weeds. I was trying to see if I could identify a trail through the woods to the east when someone stepped out of the trees about fifty paces to my right. It was a stout-looking man, wearing a tattered brown robe and a small wool cap on his bald head. He seemed to be alone. 
 
    I stood still, watching him approach. He was no tribesman, and he didn’t look like a bandit. He did not appear to be armed. 
 
    “Are you Konrad?” he asked. 
 
    “I am,” I said, seeing no point in being coy about the matter. “Who are you?”  
 
    “My name is Kristof. Ilona said I might find you here.” 
 
    “You know where Ilona is?” 
 
    “She is at our settlement, which we call Kijarat. I will take you there.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirteen               
 
    “Ilona is well?” I asked Kristof. 
 
    “We found her unconscious on the path about three miles east of Kijarat. She was exhausted and dehydrated, but is recovering well. When she awoke, she said you would be trying to find us, and that you might start looking at Yenoom Nivek. Come.” 
 
    I followed Kristof into the woods.   
 
    It took us a little over three hours, walking on a barely discernible forest path, to get to Kijarat. On the way, I asked Kristof about the place. He told me much that I already knew: a group of seven acolytes disillusioned with the Cult left Delivaros five years earlier to start a movement free of the lies and the political machinations of the council. They were called Valerites, from an ancient word meaning “bald,” because they had shaved their heads in protest of what they saw as the Council’s failure to live up to Turelem’s teachings while mimicking her outward appearance. These acolytes believed the Cult had become corrupted both by the lies about its founding and its focus on persecution of sorcerers. They understood that the Cult’s rituals relied on the same energy underlying sorcery and wanted to find a way to use it to do good. 
 
    Kristof was more willing to talk about Kijarat than himself, but after some prodding I learned that he’d been one of Bolond’s followers at Yenoom Nivek.  
 
    “You are a sorcerer?” I asked. “I’d thought there were none left, besides Bolond and myself.” 
 
    Kristof shook his head vigorously. “I dabbled, years ago. Bolond recruited me for his project at Yenoom Nivek, and I spent ten years trying to find a way to channel tvari that would not worsen the blight of Veszedelem. I know less about sorcery now than when I started, and have no desire to relearn what I have forgotten. The others feel the same way.” 
 
    “Others? You are not the only one who escaped the destruction of Yenoom Nivek?” 
 
    “There are four of us in all. It is difficult to survive as an isolated settlement in these woods, and we learned a few years ago of the existence of Kijarat. We traded frequently with the acolytes. Four of us happened to be there when the Torzseki attacked. They killed our comrades, our families and our servants. We have lived at Kijarat ever since.” 
 
    “I am very sorry to hear of your loss. Are you now dedicated to the Valerites’ cause?” 
 
    Kristof hesitated. “Better that you speak to Noemi of such things,” he said at last. We did not speak for the rest of the journey. 
 
    Kijarat was a tiny settlement, smaller even than Yenoom Nivek. It was essentially a cluster of three small houses and a few outbuildings, animal pens and vegetable patches centered around a small, temple-like building in a clearing deep in the woods. Two men and a woman—all three of them completely bald—eyed me suspiciously as Kristof escorted me to the largest of the three houses. Ilona lay sleeping on a couch in the main room of the house in front of a fire blazing in a large stone fireplace. On a chair next to the couch sat an elderly woman who wore a soiled and much-repaired acolyte’s robe. Like that of the other Valerites, her scalp had been shorn.  
 
    “I am Noemi,” said the woman as I entered. “I am in charge of this place. You are Konrad the sorcerer?” 
 
    “I am,” I replied. “How is Ilona?” 
 
    “She is well. I suggested she sleep until you arrive.” The way Noemi said it, it sounded almost as if her ‘suggestion’ was a sort of spell. What sort of magic were these people capable of? I wondered.  
 
    “Ilona,” said Noemi quietly.  
 
    Ilona’s eyes opened. She smiled as she saw me and sat up on the couch. 
 
    “Easy, dear,” Noemi said. “You are still weak.” 
 
    “I didn’t know if you would find me, Konrad,” Ilona said. “I had no time to leave you a message. Agents of the Cult came to the inn, and I fled. I asked the sisters to send someone to Yenoom Nivek to wait for you in case you thought to go there.” 
 
    I was glad to see that Ilona didn’t appear angry with me. But then, I still didn’t know how much she knew about what had happened in Regi Otthon. “It was more luck than anything that brought me to Yenoom Nivek,” I said, “but I’m glad you thought of it.” 
 
    “There is no luck,” Noemi said. “There is only the will of the Three.” 
 
    “The Three?” 
 
    “The Cult of Turelem teaches that three divine beings created the world and continue to sustain it. The Cult elevated Turelem to godhood, but we believe that is a misunderstanding of her teaching. She was resurrected only to spread the word of the Three.” 
 
    “In that case,” I said, “the Three have a curious sense of humor.” 
 
    “So it often appears to us,” Noemi said with a smile. “It was the Three who brought us to this place, and who caused four men from Yenoom Nivek to join us. It was the Three who caused Ilona to seek us out, and who brought you to us as well.” 
 
    “And was it the Three who made Bolond raise Turelem from the dead and start the Cult bearing her name?” 
 
    “Indeed. The Three allow lies to propagate in order to reveal the wonders of the truth.” 
 
    I smiled, raising a hand in surrender. I had no doubt Noemi would best me in a theological debate. I decided to focus on more concrete concerns. “Where is the orb?” 
 
    “It is safe. The Three have brought the orb where it needs to be. We have long prayed for this day.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. Ilona had brought the orb here to keep it safe from the Cult—not to hand it over to another sect. I glanced at her, but her face was unreadable. “What do you plan to do with it?” 
 
    “We have no intention of turning into another Cult, if that is your concern,” Noemi replied. “We have no political ambitions. We only wish to use our power for healing.” 
 
    “The power of the orb, you mean.” 
 
    Noemi shook her head. “You misunderstand. The orb is only a concrete manifestation of the will of the Three. Our power does not derive from it.” 
 
    “Then you would not mind if I took it from you?” 
 
    “We do not own the orb. Nor do you. The question is how it can best be used to promote the will of the Three. What would you do with it?” 
 
    “I plan to stop the sorcerer, Bolond.” 
 
    “Bolond?” asked Kristof, who had been standing quietly just inside the door. “He still lives?” 
 
    “He does,” I replied. “Right now he is rebuilding the Temple of Romok in the Maganyos Valley, with the help of the same band of Torzseki who wiped out Yenoom Nivek.” 
 
    “We sensed something ominous happening in the valley,” said Noemi. “Are you certain it is Bolond who is behind it? We had suspected the warlock, Eben.” 
 
    “Eben began the project. I killed Eben, and now Bolond has taken over. He intends to make the temple into a gateway to many other worlds, but I fear that doing so will only hasten the end of them all.” 
 
    “Bolond working with the Torzseki,” Kristof murmured. “But then…?” 
 
    “He was behind the destruction of Yenoom Nivek, yes,” I said. “He knew the project had failed, and allowing sorcerers to live would only hasten the degradation of Veszedelem. He had Davor Sabas destroy the place.” 
 
    “We had suspected,” said Noemi, “but we did not know for certain. But how will you use the orb to stop Bolond?” 
 
    “I do not know,” I admitted. “To be honest, it is starting to look like the best option is to give him the orb.” 
 
    “Give it to Bolond?” Kristof said. “Are you mad?” Ilona regarded me with alarm. 
 
    “For all his mistakes,” I said, “I believe Bolond still wants to solve the problem he created. With the orb, he would have the power to heal Veszedelem. He has agreed to do so, and to abandon the rebuilding of the Temple of Romok, if I bring him the orb.” 
 
    “And what then?” Noemi asked. “You will have given a madman, who is already the greatest sorcerer in Orszag, an artifact of unimaginable power.” 
 
    “It is a less than ideal solution,” I replied. “I must admit as well that another factor weighs on me. Bolond is holding a friend of mine hostage. A man named Rodric. If I do not bring him the orb, he will have Rodric tortured and killed.” 
 
    “And you wish to give the orb to a man who would make such threats?” Kristof asked. 
 
    “Konrad, you can’t,” Ilona said. “There has to be another way.” 
 
    “There is,” Noemi said. “We must trust in the Three.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to groan out loud. “I respect your faith, Sister, but I do not share it. In any case, faith is not a strategy.” 
 
    “Faith must give rise to our strategy,” Noemi said. “I believe the Three have brought you two here, along with the orb, for a reason. Your arrival is connected to the events in the valley, but Bolond is not the one to fear. After him comes another.” 
 
    “You speak of the demon Arnyek.” 
 
    “I do not know the name, but I and the others who fled Regi Otthon have long believed that the creation of the orb caused a destructive force to come into being. A being that will bring the end of all things.” 
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    “That is Arnyek,” I said. “I met him in the keep called Sotetseg, from where he now rules the land of Veszedelem. He claims to be immortal, and he believes he is destined to bring about the destruction of our world and all others.” 
 
    “And you believe the rebuilding of the Temple of Romok will allow Arnyek to fulfil his destiny?” Noemi asked. 
 
    “Bolond believes he can contain Arnyek. I think he suspects Arnyek will try to come to Orszag when the gateway is open, and he intends to try to trap him. But Bolond’s hubris knows no bounds. I would rather not rely on him to keep Arnyek under control.” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” asked Ilona. “We cannot prevent Bolond from rebuilding the temple.” 
 
    “I have spoken to the chief of the Barbaroki. He is willing to help us retake the valley, but frankly he has overestimated my capabilities as a sorcerer. I may be able to learn to use the orb, but not before the temple is finished. We have a week at most.” 
 
    “Less than that, I’m afraid,” said Noemi. “I can feel the emanations of energy from the valley. Every time a pillar is raised, the energy increases. The temple will be complete by tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Then we have lost,” Ilona said. “It is as Konrad says. We must either give the orb to Bolond or trust him to deal with Arnyek.” 
 
    “No,” said Noemi. “We must trust in the Three.” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” I said, unable to keep the annoyance out of my tone, “but I don’t see how it translates into a plan. Unless you can use the orb to create a hailstorm like the acolytes at Regi Otthon did, it’s not going to be much help against the Torzseki.” 
 
    “We lack that scale of power, being only eleven people,” said Noemi. “And we are sworn not to use violence.” 
 
    “What about an illusion?” I asked. “When the Torzseki attacked the valley, Bolond kept them hidden from the Barbaroki.” 
 
    “Deception is not our way,” Noemi said. 
 
    “We are not sorcerers, Konrad,” Kristof explained. 
 
    “That’s my point,” I said. “Healing and promoting general goodwill is wonderful, but it doesn’t help us stop Bolond. Can you at least put some kind of blessing on the Barbaroki forces to help our chances a bit?” 
 
    “We won’t condone violence,” said Noemi. 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Then this is pointless. Show me where the orb is. I’m taking it back.” 
 
    “No,” said Noemi. Her calm manner only irritated me more. 
 
    “You think you can keep it from me?” I asked. “I’ll find it and I’ll take it, and you won’t do a damn thing to stop me.” 
 
    “Konrad, please,” said Noemi. “Think for a moment. If you had wanted the orb in the hands of someone who would use it against their enemies, you could have left it at Regi Otthon. Instead, you brought it here. Why?” 
 
    “I didn’t bring it here. Ilona did, and only because the Cult was….” I trailed off, realizing my bargaining position wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. Agents of the Cult had been out looking for the orb, yes, but they had no idea where it was now. Their temple was half-destroyed, many acolytes were dead, and the lies on which the Cult was founded would soon be known across Orszag. In all likelihood, the Cult was finished. If it survived at all, they had better things to worry about than a group of Valerites living in the woods. 
 
    “I would like to offer you a bargain,” I said. 
 
    “We don’t bargain,” Noemi said. “We will act in accordance with our principles, regardless of the cost. If you have a suggestion regarding how to do that, I will listen.” 
 
    “All right, good,” I said. “I have a suggestion. I think perhaps you are right. The Three brought us here for a reason. I think the Three intend for you to help us defeat Bolond.” 
 
    “I question your sincerity, but I am open to the possibility. We will not, however, be involved in violence.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Is it true that the Cult used the orb to manipulate people on a large scale, to create positive feelings about the Cult among the people of Orszag?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noemi said. “We are opposed to such manipulation, of course, but it is perhaps not as ominous as it sounds. The effect of the acolytes’ meditation, even augmented by the power of the orb, is minimal over such a vast number of people. During political negotiations and crises, the acolytes are often directed to focus their thoughts on particular places and people, in order to bring about outcomes amenable to the Cult. Even in these cases, however, the influence is little more than a sort of mental nudge.” 
 
    “And the Valerites are capable of such ‘nudges’ as well?” 
 
    “Yes, although of course we are far fewer in number and lack the tvari reservoir of Regi Otthon. And again, I must warn you that we believe it is wrong to directly manipulate thoughts or use this power against our enemies. Many times we have been sorely tempted to use our power against the Cult—even as we know they use their much greater power against us—but we will not do it. We meditate and channel the power only to heal and to bring about positive thoughts.” 
 
    “What sorts of positive thoughts?” 
 
    “We encourage hope, kindness, calmness of mind, and the desire to solve problems peacefully.” 
 
    “Toward particular people or toward all of Orszag?” 
 
    “When we receive news of wars, plagues, famines or other problems, we focus specifically on those affected. Other times, our meditations are more general.” 
 
    “So you could, for instance, focus on the Maganyos Valley in an attempt to prevent any violence from occurring there?” 
 
    “It is possible.” 
 
    “How effective would such a nudge be, assuming that you have the orb?” 
 
    “We cannot change what is in someone’s heart. We can only encourage them to consider non-violent ways of dealing with situations. What do you have in mind, Konrad?” 
 
    “It is perhaps better if I do not say too much,” I replied. “I would like you to be able to remain true to your principles if at all possible.” 
 
    Noemi smiled wryly. “You have specified a way in which we might help you achieve your goal of stopping Bolond. Am I right in thinking that you also have in mind some way of helping us?” 
 
    “It is to all of our benefit to stop Bolond,” I said. “But yes, I know of a way that I can help you, in the spirit of promoting, ah, general good feelings all around.” 
 
    “In a way that is most certainly not a bargain.” 
 
    “Very much not a bargain. Simply a way that I can help you while you are helping all of Orszag—and other worlds as well. I can stop the persecution of your sect by the Cult. You will be able to leave this forest if you like, and spread your message freely. Perhaps not in Delivaros immediately, but the Cult will not bother you if you focus your efforts on Nagyvaros and other cities in the area.” 
 
    Ilona shot me a puzzled glance. Noemi regarded me sternly. “You intend violence against the Cult?” 
 
    “I will not lift a finger against them,” I said. “I will not harm any acolytes, their agents, or their property.” It wasn’t a lie, of course. The damage had already been done. News just hadn’t reached Kijarat yet.  
 
    “I assume that you wish not to sully our consciences with the details of how you intend to accomplish this?” 
 
    “That would be a fair statement,” I said. “Look, I understand that you don’t want to get entangled in the sort of political machinations that corrupted the Cult. That’s not what I’m asking here. But in order to do any good at all, you have to acknowledge the reality of your situation. It is of vital importance that we stop Bolond. And if your movement is to grow, you must be free of persecution by the Cult. We can accomplish both of those things if you help me.” 
 
    “By doing what, exactly?” 
 
    “First, by doing whatever you can to prevent the Barbaroki from getting into a fight with the Fourth Division.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “The Barbaroki defeated the janissaries in Nyirkos Swamp about two weeks ago. The janissaries were scattered but now they have re-formed and are looking for revenge. If the Barbaroki are forced to fight them, they will be in no shape to retake Maganyos Valley.” 
 
    “You want us to stop one battle to facilitate another.” 
 
    “I do not ask you to fight. Only to help prevent fighting. Are your ‘nudges’ effective at such a distance?” 
 
    “Distance is not a factor,” Noemi replied. “But it is difficult for us to affect a situation that we have so little understanding of. Do you intend to go to the Barbaroki?” 
 
    “Yes. I will shift there as soon as I am able.” 
 
    “That is good. Our efforts will be more effective if we can focus our meditations on you.” 
 
    “Then you will do it?” 
 
    “I will speak to the others. They will need to meet you, in order to better focus their meditations.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “It would be still better if you could take the orb with you.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be possible.” I remembered Amira telling me about how difficult it was to carry things like books through the in-between, and Lorentz’s comment about being forced to carry “a great deal of baggage” with him from Veszedelem. If an experience sorcerer like Lorentz had that much trouble carrying the orb through the in-between, I had no chance.  
 
    Noemi nodded. “I understand. Still, we will do what we can, assuming the others agree. And if your efforts to prevent a fight between the Barbaroki and the janissaries are successful? You will lead the Barbaroki in battle against the Torzseki in the valley?” 
 
    “I… do not know. I had planned to fight with them, but I cannot abandon Rodric. After I meet with the Barbaroki, I will try to rescue him. But even if I am successful, I am not certain I will have the strength to return to the Barbaroki. Shifting across great distances is draining, and if we have as little time as you suggest, I will need to conserve my strength to be of any help against Bolond.” 
 
    “It is a noble goal to save your friend. If you intend to do it without violence, we may be able to assist you in this as well.” 
 
    “I had hoped as much. Thank you, Sister. Now I must apologize for imposing on you, but would it be possible to meet the others now? I must hurry if I am to prevent a great deal of pointless bloodshed.” 
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    I met briefly with the rest of the Valerites—six former acolytes, not including Noemi, and four former sorcerers—in the little temple in the center of Kijarat. After an introduction by Noemi, I explained to them the situation on the plain and what I was trying to do (without burdening them with the knowledge of my purpose for wanting the Barbarok force intact), and they laid hands on me, blessed my peacekeeping efforts, and pledged to focus their meditation on me for the rest of the day. Ilona stood with me, holding the orb, while they stood around me in a circle. 
 
    The whole ceremony struck me as a bit ridiculous, but I reminded myself that before I’d been marked with a warlock’s brand, I’d felt more-or-less the same way about sorcery. And what were miracles but magic by another name? I had seen first-hand the power of the Cult, and although the Valerites were a much smaller group, perhaps their devotion to their cause would make up for their lack of numbers. I had no idea what to expect in terms of help, but even a modest soothing of tempers would be welcome. I just needed Bertrek to hold off attacking long enough for the Barbaroki to move their force to the valley.  
 
    I was also reminded of Ilona’s attempt to ward off Voros Korom when we met him on the plain on his advance toward Nagyvaros. The demon had been about to kill me when Ilona stepped between us and commanded him to depart. Voros Korom hadn’t obeyed, but he’d hesitated long enough to allow Rodric to take out his one good eye with an arrow, turning the tide of the battle. I had suspected at the time that Voros Korom was unable to kill me because some of my blood had been used to summon him, but perhaps Ilona had been able to channel some of the orb’s power. Or perhaps I’d been looking at things too narrowly: whatever had saved me from the demon, at that moment I’d have called it a miracle, and that’s what I needed right now. 
 
     After the ceremony, I said goodbye to Ilona and walked into the woods where I could be alone to concentrate. I could tell Ilona wanted to ask me about what exactly had happened at Regi Otthon, but she kept quiet, knowing I had more pressing matters to attend to.  
 
    I found a fallen log where I could sit and spent nearly an hour bringing to mind the place on the plain where I’d met Chief Ony. Shifting to such a non-descript place was not easy, and I was already drained from shifting to Yenoom Nivek that morning. At last I succeeded, and I opened my eyes to find myself seated amongst the corpses of the men killed by the Barbaroki three days earlier. It had been cold enough that the smell wasn’t too bad, but the crows and wolves had made a mess of things. I stood and made my way through the torn limbs and entrails and started across the plain toward the Barbarok camp. 
 
    I was exhausted from the journey, but I didn’t dare stop to rest. The ground was soggy from the rain, and it got worse as I walked north. After two hours, I was struggling to extract my boot from the mud after every step. I was ready to collapse from exhaustion when I was intercepted just before sundown by six Barbaroki on horseback. I gathered that they’d been told to watch for me, which was fortunate, because I was too fatigued and addled to explain what I was doing there. I was helped onto a horse and somehow remained on it until we reached the camp. I remembered little after that. 
 
    I awoke on a bed of furs on the floor of a tent. I was still clothed, but my mud-covered boots had been removed, cleaned, and left by the door. The only light was the flickering of torches filtering through the gaps in the tent flaps. Outside I heard Barbaroki shouting orders and hurrying about, making preparations. I gathered that I had not arrived any too soon. A janissary attack was expected at any moment. 
 
    I pulled on my boots and exited the tent. Outside, men ran this way and that, carrying bundles of arrows, tearing down tents, and engaging in a hundred other tasks. I asked the nearest man where I could find Chief Ony. He pointed me toward a group of several men standing around a makeshift table, inside a ring of torches. I hurried over to them.  
 
    “You are late, sorcerer,” Ony chided as I approached. He dismissed the group, and they dispersed. Some of the men cast disapproving looks in my direction. I ignored them. I saw now that on the table was a crudely drawn map of the surrounding plain. 
 
    “It’s been an eventful few days,” I said. 
 
    “Have you learned what you needed to in order to defeat Bolond?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. What is the situation with the janissaries?” 
 
    “My appeals to them went unanswered, and they’ve continued to advance toward us. Last night they camped about two leagues east, here.” He pointed to an area that had been marked on the map. “I suspect they would have attacked sooner, but Bertrek is being cautious after getting caught in the swamp.” 
 
    “The terrain is bad to the south,” I said. “If it’s like that to the east, they’re going to have a tough slog getting to you.” 
 
    “I selected this spot for our camp in part because the ground is sandy, so the water drains. The sandy area extends in a crescent shape, to the south here and to the east here.” I saw now that the sandy area Ony spoke of was delineated with a line from a grease pencil. It was, as he said, a vaguely crescent shape. The top of the crescent narrowed almost to a point before opening up again to the east. The janissary camp was located just beyond the bottleneck. Ony put his finger on the bottleneck. “We expect them to cross here.” 
 
    “If Bertrek has put that much thought into his attack, he’s a much better tactician than I remember,” I said. 
 
    “Experience is a harsh teacher,” Ony said. “We watched all day yesterday as his scouts reconnoitered the area.” 
 
    “How much time do you think we have?” 
 
    “No more than an hour. They will want to attack while the sun is in our eyes.” The faintest pink light of dawn was just visible in the east. “You will fight with us?” 
 
    “I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that,” I said. I removed one of the torches from its pole. “If I’m not back in an hour, go ahead and start without me.” 
 
    I turned and hurried toward the eastern edge of the camp. 
 
    I kept carefully to the narrow sandy strip indicated on Ony’s map. I couldn’t tell in the dim light, but I guessed it was only about a hundred yards across. To the north and south was more muck like that I had trudged through on my way to the camp.  
 
    “Halt!” cried a man’s voice from somewhere ahead of me. I could make out a few figures silhouetted against the dawn sky. “Who crosses the plain?” 
 
    I stopped walking. “My name is Samvel,” I said, using the name I’d given Bertrek the last time we met. “I am a sorcerer. I have come to speak to your commander, General Bertrek.” 
 
    “Run back to your camp, Barbarok,” shouted a voice—whether the same one or a different man I did not know. “You will hear from us soon enough.” 
 
    “I am no Barbarok, as you can surely tell from the way I speak. I only ask that you allow me a moment to appeal to your general.” 
 
    “You are a Barbarok agent, sent to delay our attack until the sun is high.” 
 
    “Please,” I said, holding the torch before me. “Look at my face. I am the sorcerer who came to speak with Bertrek once before. I counseled wisdom then, and I do so again now. I mean you no harm.” 
 
    “So it is you!” cried another voice, which I recognized as General Bertrek’s. I pushed down the revulsion that surged upward at the sound. “Have you learned any tricks yet?” 
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    “I know a few,” I said. “I could be persuaded to demonstrate one if you will speak with me for a few minutes.” 
 
    A long silence followed. “Approach,” shouted one of the other men. “The General will see you.” 
 
    I proceeded toward the men. As I approached, I threw the torch toward my right side. It arced into the air and then winked out as it hit the flooded ground. The passage between the two camps was even narrower than I’d thought. 
 
    After another twenty yards or so, I came to a group of ten men standing just to the west of the janissary camp. In the distance, I could make out the outlines of tents and horses. I realized that I knew at least three of the men standing before me: they were officers I’d met while I served in the janissaries. I could only trust the markings on my face and the dim light to keep them from recognizing me. The ones I didn’t recognize were younger infantrymen, probably charged with protecting the officers. 
 
    How easy it would be to kill them all. I had advanced enough in my learning of sorcery that it would be no great challenge for me to kill ten men, in any of a dozen different ways. But killing them would likely only provoke the rest of the men to attack, bringing about the battle I was trying to prevent. And the truth was, with the exception of Bertrek, these were not bad men. I did not want to have to kill any of them if I didn’t have to.  
 
    “What do you want, Sorcerer?” Bertrek demanded as I approached. 
 
    “Only to implore you not to attack the Barbaroki today.” 
 
    “You threaten me?” 
 
    “I mean you no harm. A great evil lurks in the Maganyos Valley, and Chief Ony has agreed to assist me in eradicating it. I would not have him expend his strength repelling an attack from your janissaries.” 
 
    “How confident he is!” cried another officer.  
 
    “The Barbaroki did defeat you once,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Bah!” the man growled. “They surprised us while we were trying to get our carts out of the mud. We’re ready for them this time.” 
 
    “What is this evil you speak of?” Bertrek asked. 
 
    “A sorcerer named Bolond is nearly finished rebuilding the Temple of Romok. When it is finished, he will have great power. He will rule all of Orszag and other worlds as well.” 
 
    “Lies and nonsense,” said the officer who had spoken before. 
 
    “We have had reports of fighting in the Maganyos Valley,” said another man. “A skirmish between the Barbaroki and the Torzseki.” 
 
    “I thought the Torzseki took Nagyvaros when the Barbaroki left?” Bertrek said. 
 
    “They did,” I replied. “This is a separate group of Torzseki, under the leadership of Davor Sabas, who is no longer loyal to Nebjosa. He is working for Bolond now.” 
 
    “It’s all dreadfully complicated,” Bertrek said. “I liked it better when all of our enemies were on the other side of the mountains and we would just kill them when they tried to come through.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” I said, “as you say, things have gotten more complicated. I need the Barbaroki’s help to deal with Bolond and the Torzseki.” 
 
    “There’s something you’re not telling us,” Bertrek said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s in it for the Barbaroki. Why would they wish to drive the Torzseki out of the valley?” 
 
    “It’s valuable land,” I said. “And Ony is aware of the threat Bolond poses.” I didn’t want to get into my promise to speak with Nebjosa about giving the Barbaroki control of other lands south of Nagyvaros.  
 
    “I don’t buy it,” Bertrek said. “There must be something else in the valley worth taking. Some treasure in this temple perhaps. Maybe I will see about taking the Maganyos Valley myself after I deal with the Barbaroki.” 
 
    “That would be a mistake,” I said. “There is no treasure in the valley.” 
 
    “You seem familiar to me, sorcerer.” There was now enough light that it was becoming difficult to hide my face. “Did we meet before you came to me at the camp on the plain?” 
 
    “That is unlikely. I only recently came to Orszag after many years of travel in distant—” 
 
    “Konrad! That’s it, isn’t it? You were in the Scouting Corps. Hold on, you were the one who cost me my job with General Janos! You shot me!” 
 
    “I am afraid you are mistaken. I am Samvel. I have never—” 
 
    “It is he!” cried one of the officers. “A particularly insolent young scout, as I recall.” 
 
    “My resemblance to some scout—” 
 
    “No, no, you can’t fool me, Konrad. Even with those marks on your face, I know it is you. Say, weren’t you in prison? Yes! I got a letter asking for a character witness! They said you were being tried for sorcery. So this is what you’ve come to. A vagabond sorcerer, selling his services to the highest bidder. Gentleman, this man is a blasphemer of Turelem and a traitor to the janissaries. Seize him!” 
 
    Three of the men advanced toward me, brandishing poleaxes. I backed away. 
 
    “Don’t do this, Bertrek,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
 
    Bertrek and the other men laughed. “He doesn’t want to hurt anyone!” Bertrek howled. “I’ve had enough of this. Seize him!” 
 
    I continued to back away, but the three men quickly encircled me. I muttered an incantation, and the handles of their poleaxes splintered and fell to pieces. The metal heads thudded to the ground. The three men glanced at each other uncertainly. 
 
    “Seize him quickly!” Bertrek shouted. “Before he can try any more tricks!” 
 
    The men lunged at me, and I cast another spell. The three men collapsed simultaneously to the ground. They were only unconscious, but it made for an effective demonstration. Maybe too effective. 
 
    “Attack!” Bertrek replied, wagging his finger at me, while retreating backwards toward the camp. “All of you! Attack!” 
 
    It was light enough now that I could see that the entire division was already assembled for battle. The cavalry brigades were in front, only about two hundred yards off. They numbered perhaps five hundred. Behind them was the bulk of what remained of the Fourth Division, another two thousand or so men. They’d evidently been waiting for sunrise, but as Bertrek continued to scream at them, a horn blew, and the cavalry advanced. 
 
    Meanwhile, the men Bertrek had left behind spoke nervously with each other, glancing back and forth between me and the advancing horses. I felt for them; reporting to Bertrek had to be trying on any day, and thanks to him they were trapped between the enemy and their own cavalry charge. The only way to the Barbaroki was across the narrow sand bridge on which I was standing. The cavalry quickly reached a full gallop, and they weren’t going to stop for a few officers who were stupid enough to stand in the way. The men standing near me could flee to the mud on one side or the other, but the unconscious men would be trampled. The cavalrymen wouldn’t see them until it was too late. 
 
    I reached down and seized the ankles of one of the fallen men, dragging him away from the horses. “Help me!” I shouted. “They’re going to be trampled!” 
 
    Realizing what I was doing, two of the infantrymen ran to the other men and began to drag them. I could have moved the fallen men with magic, but I feared I was going to need all my power to deal with the cavalry. “We can’t get them across in time!” one of the officers shouted, coming up alongside of me. “Drag them this way!” The cavalry had already closed half the distance between us. 
 
    I shook my head. “Just get them a little farther away. I’ll take care of the horses.” 
 
    I could see the man wanted to argue, but there was no time. The fact was, we’d never get the men to the side in time either. If I couldn’t stop the cavalry, they were dead men—and it was beginning to look like the rest of us weren’t going to fare much better.  
 
    I dropped the legs of the man I was dragging and faced the oncoming charge. The lead horses were now less than fifty yards off and still heading toward us at full speed. The officers had ditched their comrades and were sprinting one way or the other in an attempt to get out of the horses’ way. The two infantrymen who had been helping me stood over their comrades, frozen with fear. 
 
    I reached into the in-between, summoning the biggest kovet I could manage. It came into being just ahead of me and to the right of the sand bridge, a great black wedge the size of a house cutting through the muck ahead of us. It moved incredibly fast, cutting a rut through the swamp and throwing up huge waves of brown mud that showered down on the officers who had fled. It tore across the sand bridge, creating a moat nearly ten yards wide, and continued another twenty yards into the swamp on the other side before vanishing.  
 
    Water and muck from the swamp had rushed into the void behind the kovet, and the lead horses, unable to stop in time, fell into it along with their riders. The horses immediately behind them fell in as well, and many of those that followed. Those farther to my left fared a bit better, having seen the kovet coming before it passed in front of them. In all, nearly a third of the five hundred horses were soon at the bottom of the moat, which was rapidly filling with water. Several had broken limbs or other injuries; others whinnied and pranced about frantically in a panic. Nearly half of the riders had been thrown to the mud, and many of these were in danger of being trampled. Others were desperately clawing at the muddy walls to escape the torrents of water now pouring into the trench from both sides. 
 
    On the far side of the moat, some men struggled to control their horses while others tried to help their comrades out of the muck. A hundred or so horsemen, having steered their horses off the sand bridge to avoid the impending calamity, had been thrown into the swamp when their mounts stumbled in the thick mud. Others remained mounted, but their horses had all but stopped, struggling to pick their hooves up with each step. Behind all this chaos waited some two thousand infantrymen with poleaxes and pikes, unable to advance. 
 
    I fell to the ground, enervated from my sorcery. One of the advantages of using a kovet is that they operate under their own power—tvari is required to summon them, but once formed they can pull tvari on their own until they evaporate, exhausting the supply of will required to hold them together. To move such a vast amount of earth by directly transforming tvari into kinetic energy would require a thousand times as much power as I could hope to harness, even with the brand. Just summoning a kovet that size had nearly killed me. I knelt on my hands and knees, shaking and panting. Nearby, I heard the awed mutterings of the men I had saved. I could only hope that I had adequately demonstrated I intended them no harm; I had no strength left to fight. 
 
    A moment later, though, I realized my work was not yet finished. I head the rumble of hoofs from behind me, and then a familiar cry. It was the sound of Barbaroki archers being ordered to nock their arrows. Ony, it seemed, had decided to take advantage of the janissaries’ bad fortune. 
 
    I staggered to my feet, turning to face them. The sun was now peeking over the mountains, and I saw a row of several hundred men on horseback where the sand bridge widened, readying their bows. With the glare of the sun in their eyes, they would be shooting almost blind, but with nearly half of the janissary cavalry incapacitated, it wouldn’t make much difference. The janissaries were sitting ducks. 
 
    If I weren’t completely drained, I might have mustered the strength to knock a hundred arrows out of the sky, but even that wouldn’t stop the assault. Once it started, it wouldn’t end until hundreds or even thousands were dead. The janissaries were in a bad spot, but they would trudge across the mud to eliminate the archers, and then the battle would begin in earnest. 
 
    I mustered what strength I had left to cast the simplest spell I knew. “Hold!” I cried in the Barbarok language, and my voice was transmuted by the spell into a thunderous roar that would give pause to even the stoutest warrior. “These men are no threat to you. In my mercy, I have staved off their attack without slaughtering them, but if you take advantage of my kindness, I will not be so merciful to you!” 
 
    My voice trembled, but the Barbaroki heard only rage, rather than exhaustion and fear. The janissaries standing nearby marveled at the difference between my demeanor and the sound of my voice. It was fortunate that the sun was against the Barbaroki, or they might have seen how I struggled even to stand. Ony gave the order for the Barbarok archers to draw their bows. 
 
    “Chief Ony!” I cried, my frail whisper transmuted to a roar like the crashing of ocean waves. “We have made a bargain. I implore you to cease this foolishness or forego what I have promised you… and learn what it is to have a sorcerer as your foe!” 
 
    I was spent. The energy of the spell had dissipated, but it made no difference: I had not the strength even to whisper. The nearest infantryman, motivated either by pity or a keen desire not to be riddled with arrows, moved a step closer, so that I could rest my hand on his shoulder. I swooned, but I did not fall. 
 
    There was a long moment of utter silence. “Hold!” Ony shouted at last. “Put down your bows. Sorcerer, tell the janissaries to return to their camp. Then we will have words.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventeen      
 
    The janissaries needed no encouragement not to press the attack. Several officers were stomping around nearby, trying to get the mud off their boots and out of their eyes. Horses and their riders continued to struggle to get out of the moat while infantrymen stood around with nothing to do. Bertrek, having thoroughly bungled the advance, seemed to have disappeared. 
 
    When I felt I could stand on my own, I thanked the janissary who had helped me and then began to walk slowly back toward the Barbaroki camp. Ony came forward to meet me. I must have looked pretty rough, because he summoned two men with a stretcher. I tried to resist, but at some point I lost consciousness.  
 
    I awoke some time later on a bed of furs inside an animal hide tent. It was full daylight outside. Sitting up, I saw that a jug of water and a plate, covered with a cloth, had been left on a small table near me. I uncovered the plate to find fresh meat and cheese. I devoured it and drank half the jug of water. Feeling somewhat better, I got to my feet and exited the tent. The Barbaroki seemed to be breaking down their camp. I sought out Chief Ony. 
 
    “Ah, so you are still alive,” Ony said when he saw me. “Arresting the janissary attack seems to have taken more out of you than you let on.” 
 
    I nodded wearily. “I apologize for the deception. A battle between the Barbaroki and the janissaries would serve neither of us.” 
 
    “I do not require an apology. It was a clever ruse, well executed. And while I would like to have finished the janissaries, you may well be right.” 
 
    “I suspect, in fact,” I said, “that we may be able to convince the janissaries to ally with us against Bolond.” 
 
    “I’m not certain I want such allies.” 
 
    “Bertrek is a fool, but we would be fortunate to have the janissaries’ help in retaking Maganyos Valley.” 
 
    “So you say. But what interest do the janissaries have in the Maganyos Valley? Have you land to promise to them as well?” 
 
    “Bertrek is under the impression that you wish to retake the valley because of some treasure in the temple. I suggest we capitalize on that misconception.” 
 
    “Lie to him, you mean.” 
 
    “I mean promise him half of whatever treasure is in the temple. Maybe there is something in there. Who can say? You and I will meet with Bertrek and his officers. I will tell Bertrek of the threat from Bolond and Arnyek to play upon his need to be seen as the savior of Orszag. He will balk at allying with the Barbaroki, and then we will reluctantly confess that we also hope to take the treasure from the ancient vault Bolond has unearthed while rebuilding the temple. Intense negotiations will ultimately result in an agreement to split the treasure equally between you.” 
 
    “And when he finds there is no treasure?” 
 
    “We’ll deal with that problem when the time comes. I suspect that one way or another, you’re still going to have to fight the janissaries. Better to have them on your side for now. Bertrek has not yet realized the janissaries are doomed. His force will not last much longer without support from Nagyvaros and Erod Patak. Already his men are demoralized and their supplies are running low. Soon they will grow desperate. If we’re lucky, the bulk of his force will desert when they learn there is no treasure.” 
 
    “Assuming we defeat Bolond.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right then, make your appeal. We certainly need as much help as we can get.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The meeting with Ony, Bertrek and their officers went about as expected. As always, Bertrek allowed his thinking to be driven by his emotions, and so he was easy to manipulate. Some of Bertrek’s officers expressed doubts about the existence of any treasure in the Temple of Romok, and Ony and I pretended to encourage such doubts, causing Bertrek to be all the more certain that we were trying to keep it for ourselves. Bertrek remained particularly suspicious of me, but my intervention preventing the Barbarok archers’ assault seemed to have convinced him I was not an immediate threat. I flatly refused to answer any questions about my identity or relation to a scout named Konrad, and the matter was soon dropped. I got the feeling my suspicions about the Fourth Division were correct: demoralized and low on supplies, they would not follow Bertrek much longer without a decisive victory and some gold to show for it. 
 
    Having secured the alliance, we put together a plan for taking the valley. I let Ony drive the discussion, only occasionally interjecting with some support for one of Bertrek’s terrible ideas in order to make him doubt himself. The plan, minus Bertrek’s embellishments, was a simple one, entailing the Barbaroki attacking from the south and west and the janissaries attacking from the north and east. The two armies would depart that afternoon, beginning their two-day march across the plain to the valley. The attack would begin at dawn on the third day. I told Ony I would try to meet him at the western mouth of the valley before dawn, but to begin the assault without me if I did not appear. I assured him I would deal with Bolond, but the truth was that I did not know yet how I was going to do it. 
 
    While the meeting went on, breaking down the two camps continued. By the time we finished, those on both sides were anxious to get moving. I was exhausted. One thing I hadn’t counted on when I’d begun dabbling in sorcery was how damned tired I was going to be all the time. 
 
    I bade farewell to the Ony and his officers and then walked westward until I was out of sight of the receding armies, which were moving south. I found a small boulder and sat down. With some difficulty, I brought Kijarat to mind. A moment later, I was there. I staggered to Noemi’s house and was helped into a bed by a couple of acolytes. I slept until the next morning. 
 
    When I awoke, Ilona was resting in the next room. She looked much better than she had the day before; a day at Kijarat had done her nearly as much good as two weeks at Delivaros. Since my return, they had been focusing their meditation on her. I noticed, too, that the orb rested on a table next to her bed.  
 
    While Ilona slept, I met with Noemi in the main room of the house.  
 
    “Her body is unusually attuned to tvari,” Noemi explained. 
 
    “You mean she has the makings of a sorcerer?” 
 
    “She might, but that is not what I mean. She is receptive to tvari in a way I have not seen. It flows into her from the orb without resistance, and she is able to hold far more than most people. We have found that we can heal her by drawing tvari out of her and then channeling it back toward her as healing energy.” 
 
    “You mean she is a living reservoir of tvari.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “So that is why she has healed so well,” I said. “I had begun to doubt your power after what happened with the janissaries and the Barbaroki.” I had told her how I’d barely kept the two armies from slaughtering each other. 
 
    “It all worked out, did it not?” Noemi said with a smile. 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re going to take credit for what happened on the plain.” 
 
    “It isn’t a matter of credit, Konrad. Trust the Three. Everything will work out, although perhaps not in the way you expected.” 
 
    “Even so, I am hoping for a somewhat more concrete form of assistance in my efforts to rescue Rodric than I received on the plain. I had understood that you would be focusing your meditations on soothing tempers.” 
 
    “We focused on resolving conflict without violence. Soothing tempers is part of that. But we can only suggest; we cannot control the actions of those who are determined to cause harm. This Bertrek, in particular, sounds like a man who is not easily swayed either by reason or appeals to his better nature.” 
 
    “If Bertrek has a better nature, I’ve yet to see it. What I want to know is: if I can sneak into the Torzseki camp, can you persuade Rodric’s guards not to kill me? Or him?” 
 
    “We can certainly encourage them to open their minds to solutions that do not involve violence. But it would be better if you approached them directly, rather than sneaking. Subterfuge and concealment provoke fear and distrust, which lead to violence.” 
 
    “You want me to just stroll into the enemy camp?” 
 
    “It would be better if you took Ilona with you.” 
 
    “Ilona? Why?” 
 
    “As you’ve said, she is a reservoir for tvari. She will act as the focal point for our meditations. The tvari will flow into Ilona from the orb, and we will use it to influence those around you. But you must both approach the Barbaroki in confidence, without fear. If you radiate fear—” 
 
    “I understand. Fear produces more fear, which leads to violence. All right. So we just walk into the camp and ask them to hand Rodric over to us?” 
 
    “It’s up to you. You can certainly try stealth if you prefer, but we will not be able to assist you.” 
 
    “This suggestive power of yours… it will work only in the immediate vicinity of the orb?” 
 
    “It will be most effective closest to Ilona, but some of the effect will be felt throughout the valley and beyond.” 
 
    “Then… if someone were planning an attack on the valley…?” 
 
    “Your allies will be too distant to be much affected. It will, however, cause the Torzseki to be slower to resort to violence. To put it bluntly, a swift attack on the valley while the effect of our meditations is still in effect could be devastating to the defenders.” 
 
    “How long will the effect last?” 
 
    “It will persist for perhaps an hour after Ilona leaves the valley. Understand that I am not naïve, Konrad. I do not countenance this attack, but I know what you are planning. If you wish to make the most of Ilona’s gift, you will get Rodric out quickly and your allies will move in shortly thereafter.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you for your help, Noemi. I hope that it is enough.” 
 
    “If you like, I can teach you to meditate as we do. The more people focusing on the goal, the more effective it will be.” 
 
    “Can I…? That is, I thought….” 
 
    “You thought only women could be acolytes. That is true, but we are no longer acolytes. The Cult’s requirement that acolytes be female has more to do with tradition than innate ability, just as males have traditionally been groomed as sorcerers. There are natural inclinations related to sex, of course, and those have been codified over time by tradition. But Kijarat is a community of former acolytes and former sorcerers who are trying to find a new path. If you wish to learn our way, we will teach you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Noemi, but it seems that fate has decided to make me a sorcerer. I must spend what little time I have practicing to use that gift against Bolond.” 
 
    Ilona awoke a few hours later, looking as well as she had before her unpleasant meeting with Eben. While we walked around the outskirts of Kijarat, I told her of Noemi’s plan. 
 
    “It is strange to me that I have this power,” Ilona said, staring at the orb in her hand. “Not a power, even. Just a capacity to hold tvari. Do you think it is because of my father?” 
 
    “I do not know, but it is fortunate you have it. I don’t know how we would rescue Rodric otherwise. Assuming you are willing to go with me.” 
 
    “Of course. Whatever we need to do to rescue Rodric.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Better than I have in weeks, actually.” 
 
    “Good. We will need to get moving soon. The Three willing, the Barbaroki and what’s left of the Fourth Division will begin their assault on the Torzseki at dawn, two days from now.” 
 
    “Do you think it will work? Strolling into the Barbaroki camp and walking out with Rodric?” 
 
    “It’s the only chance he has.” 
 
    “And what about Bolond? Have you learned yet how to defeat him?” 
 
    “We will see. My hope is that the combined assault will prove so overwhelming that Bolond will be forced to expend most of his energy repelling attackers. If he is distracted, I may be able to get past his defenses. When we have gotten Rodric clear of the camp, you will head back this way while I shift to Chief Ony’s position.” 
 
    “You do not think I am capable of fighting?” 
 
    “We do not know what shape Rodric will be in. I am counting on you to get him to safety. You must also get the orb away from Bolond. If he gets his hands on it, we will have no chance of stopping him.” 
 
    “Very well. Then let us make our way to the Maganyos Valley.” 
 
    We packed up and started north. We camped for the night and then spent most of the next day traveling. Having no horses, we were force to walk. I resisted the urge to shift to Ony in order to ascertain the Barbaroki’s location and confirm that they and the janissaries still intended to attack at dawn on the following day. It would be an unnecessary drain on my power and would accomplish little. If the assault did not happen as planned, there was nothing I could do about it. I would stick to the plan of shifting to Ony just before the battle was scheduled to begin. This would cost me minimal effort, as I would be shifting only a short distance. 
 
    While we traveled, I mentally practiced some of the spells I had recently learned. I even tried drawing tvari from Ilona—with her permission, of course—to see if it would facilitate spell-casting. I found it helped to have a walking reservoir of tvari along with me, but not as much as I’d hoped. The main challenge of sorcery, I’d found, was learning how to channel tvari in as efficient a way as possible. It was like trying to build a wall of stones: all things considered, it’s better to have a big pile of stones than a bunch of stones scattered all over the ground, but either way, you’ve still got to build the wall. Having ten thousand stones at your disposal isn’t going to make the job much faster or easier—and eventually you’re going to get tired. When you’re too exhausted to lift a stone, all the stones in the world won’t help. 
 
    This was, I suppose, the advantage of using tvari the way the acolytes—and the Valerites—did. Many minds working at once from a single source of tvari had the potential to be very powerful. But where a sorcerer working alone could achieve very focused and concrete results, the effects of acolytes working collectively tended to be more abstract and spread out. A sorcerer could strike a specific foe with a lightning bolt; a large group of acolytes could summon a hailstorm. It remained to be seen whether the Valerites, with the aid of Ilona and the orb, had the power to convince an army of Torzseki to let us walk out of their camp with a prisoner. 
 
    We camped about five miles south of the Maganyos Valley. After eating supper from the provisions we’d taken along, we bedded down. It was just after sunset.  
 
    I awoke while it was still dark. Seeing from the position of the moon that it was about three hours before dawn, I roused Ilona. We had a quick breakfast and then packed up and continued north. We reached the southern edge of the valley about an hour before dawn. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” I said to Ilona. “If all goes as planned, the Barbaroki and Bertrek’s men will attack at dawn. We need to get down there, find out where Rodric is, and get him out of there before then.” 
 
    “How will we find him?” 
 
    “I suppose we will ask.” 
 
    “And if we run into Bolond?” 
 
    “With any luck, he and Davor Sabas are asleep. The Torzsek sentries we are likely to encounter have no great loyalty to Bolond or his cause. It is my hope that we can convince them Rodric is not worth fighting over.” 
 
    “And if that doesn’t work?” 
 
    “Then I suppose we are in for a hell of a fight.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eighteen            
 
    We made our way down the ravine to the valley floor. Not far away blazed torches on poles, marking the perimeter of the Torzseki camp. As we approached, I drew a torch from my pack and lit it with a spell. I wanted the sentries to see us coming. 
 
    We were intercepted by three men with spears, demanding to know who we were and what we wanted. The Valerites’ meditations notwithstanding, I didn’t get the impression they were in a particularly peaceful mood.  
 
    “Easy, friends,” I said in the most amicable tone I could muster, holding my free hand outstretched so they could see I was unarmed. Ilona walked beside me, hands visible, the orb hidden in her pack. “We come to ask for your help locating a friend of ours, who has gone missing.” We halted a few paces in front of them. 
 
    “Are you not the sorcerer who fought with us against the Barbaroki?” asked the man.  
 
    “I am he. This is my friend, Ilona, who is an acolyte of Turelem. We assisted Bolond and Davor Sabas against the warlock, Eben, and the foul Barbarok horde. The friend we seek, Rodric the archer, also fought with us.” 
 
    “Rodric is being held prisoner by order of Bolond himself,” said the man, a bit uncertainly. I was encouraged that he was the only one who had spoken. He seemed to be the senior member of the group, and the others deferred to him. If I could convince him to lead us to Rodric, the others wouldn’t object. 
 
    “Very good!” I exclaimed. “I asked Bolond to make certain he was kept safe. If you could just point me in the right direction, I’m sure I could find him.” I found myself silently praying that the Valerites’ suggestion would work its magic on his brain. 
 
    “I’m not sure… Bolond would approve,” the man said. 
 
    “Well, I suppose we could wake him,” I said, “but I doubt he would approve of disrupting his sleep.” 
 
    “Bolond is not asleep,” offered another man. “He is in the temple.” 
 
    The older man scowled him, and the man who had spoken cast his eyes to the ground. 
 
    “In any case,” I said, “it is probably best not to interrupt him. It is already unfortunate I’ve had to pull you away from your duties. Perhaps assign one of these good men to escort us to Rodric?” 
 
    The older man thought on this a moment. “Cedric, take them to the prisoner,” he said at last.  
 
    Cedric, the other man who had spoken, nodded eagerly. “Aye, sir.” He took a torch from a nearby pole. “This way.” 
 
    I said a silent prayer of thanks to the Three as Ilona and I followed Cedric into the camp. Most of the Torzseki were still asleep; a chorus of snoring poured from the tents we passed. Only a few sleepy sentries glanced disinterestedly in our direction. 
 
    “Here,” said Cedric, stopping in front of a tent. 
 
    “Very good, Cedric,” I said. “You may go.” 
 
    Cedric saluted cheerfully and walked away. 
 
    “This is almost too easy,” Ilona said. 
 
    “We’re not out of danger yet,” I reminded her. “Come on.” I lifted the flap of the tent and went inside. Ilona came in after me.  “Rodric?” I asked.  
 
    Someone stirred in the darkness. “Konrad?” 
 
    “We’re here, Rodric,” Ilona said. “We’ve come to take you out of this place.” 
 
    I felt my way toward him. He was sitting on a pile of straw in the center of the tent. 
 
    “I’m shackled,” he said. “Do you have the key?” 
 
    “I didn’t think to ask. Hold on.” I located the chain on the ground. I couldn’t tell what it was secured to, but one end led to a shackle around Rodric’s ankle. “Ilona, I need the orb.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    Ilona rooted around in her pack until she found the orb. It glowed faintly in the darkness of the tent. 
 
    “What is that?” Rodric asked, awed. 
 
    “Our secret weapon against Bolond.” 
 
    “And you’re going to use it to free me?” 
 
    “Yes. Watch.” As Ilona held the glowing orb, I reached out and touched the fetter, sending a charge of energy through it. There was no visible change. 
 
    “What did you do?” Rodric asked. 
 
    I held out my palm and Ilona handed me the orb. I gripped it in my hand and brought it down hard against the fetter, shattering the metal. It fell away from Rodric’s ankle in a thousand pieces. I handed the orb back to Ilona, who inspected it for damage. 
 
    “If the orb were that easy to break,” I said, “it would have been destroyed well before now.” 
 
    “You do have a talent for problem solving, Konrad,” Rodric said as I helped him to his feet. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “You and Ilona walk out of here. Get the orb away from Bolond. We don’t have long before the attack begins.” 
 
    “Attack?” 
 
    “I’ve enlisted the Barbaroki—and the Fourth Division, Turelem help me—to drive the Torzseki from the valley before Bolond can finish the temple.” 
 
    “But it is too late for that!” Rodric said. “The temple is already finished. Even now, Bolond is in the temple, trying to open the gateway to Veszedelem!” 
 
    “We may still be able to stop him in time,” I said. “The Barbaroki assault will begin at dawn. That’s less than an hour from now.” 
 
    “No, it will be too late. Bolond came to me earlier this evening, bragging that the temple was finished. He said the gateway must be opened at night. Konrad, I think he expects the demon you spoke of to try to come through.” 
 
    “This is indeed unwelcome news,” I said. 
 
    “What shall we do, Konrad?” Ilona asked. 
 
    I thought for a moment. “We’re going to have to try to stop Bolond on our own. The good news is that if he’s busy with his incantations in the temple, we may be able to surprise him.” 
 
    “But how can we hope to get across the camp to him?” Rodric asked. “One of the sentries will surely see us and raise the alarm.”  
 
    “The sentries are rather compliant tonight, thanks to that thing,” I said, indicating the orb. “As well as some support from another group of allies.” 
 
    “Lead on, then,” Rodric said. “If you’re willing to risk it, I will follow. I would feel more confident, however, if I had a bow.” 
 
    “We’ll find you one,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We exited the tent. Seeing no one in the immediate vicinity, we set off toward the temple. As far as I could remember, it was about two hundred yards to the west. We would have to make our way past several hundred tents full of sleeping Torzseki, as well as a forty-foot-high guard tower. Rodric was baffled by my insistence that we walk boldly in plain view toward the temple rather than skulking in the shadows, but such was his faith in me that he complied without question. I didn’t have time to explain to him in detail about the Valerites’ suggestions. 
 
    We did have one other factor working in our favor: the sky had begun to lighten, so we no longer needed a torch to see. In the dim light, we were barely visible as three vague figures plodding across the camp. Here and there, men were beginning to rise from their slumber, and the added commotion made our presence less noticeable. We walked past the tents and then the guard tower without incident. In the distance loomed the great squat stone outline of the newly rebuilt Temple of Romok. Between us and the temple was a muddy field that first the Barbaroki and then the Torzseki had used for combat drills. We needed only to cross it and we would be at the eastern wall of the temple. I had seen enough of the building site in its early stages—as well as the drawings in the Book of the Dead—that I knew the one entrance to the temple would be in the center of the northern wall. It would undoubtedly be guarded, but if we could get across the field without drawing attention, we could slink along the eastern wall and around the corner, surprising the guards.  
 
    Just after we set out across the field, though, a horn blew somewhere in the distance behind us. It was followed by war cries and shouts of warning. Torzseki began to pour from their tents. 
 
    “Blast!” I growled. “Bertrek started the attack early. Run!” 
 
    We ran across the field, but it was already too late. A sentry near the temple spotted us and shouted an alarm. By the time we reached the temple, a dozen armed men waited for us. Even in the dim light, their body language was clear: whatever calming effect the Valerites’ meditations had on them seemed to have been counteracted by the terror inspired by the war cries and alarms. I wasn’t going to be able to talk my way out of this. From behind, I heard shouts of “Intruders!” and “Stop them from getting to the temple!” 
 
    I sent a wave of energy toward the men ahead of us, knocking them backwards and into the temple wall. They fell to the ground, dazed. Behind us were more shouts. We kept running. 
 
    By the time we reached the guards, three of them were struggling to their feet. Half were unconscious; the others were too dazed to do more than roll on the ground and groan. Ilona took a spear from one and swung it like her fighting stick, rapping one of the conscious men on the back of the skull. She took out the other two in quick succession while Rodric appropriated a bow and quiver of arrows from one of them. I turned to face the men advancing toward us. 
 
    They numbered at least a dozen, advancing in a disordered fashion across the yard. I dealt with the five closest to us, muttering a phrase that caused the shafts of their spears to burst into splinters. Two of the men fell to their knees, their faces full of splinters. Two more stopped in their tracks, baffled but uninjured. One brave soul dropped the remnants of his weapon and continued to advance. Ilona ran him through with the spear. Rodric dropped two more men with the bow. Before the final wave could get close enough to strike, I managed to summon a kovet, which flew at them and wrapped around them like a net. They fell to the ground, a mass of flailing arms and legs covered by a stubborn blanket of shadow. 
 
    “This way!” I shouted, heading toward the corner of the temple. The kovet would only last a few seconds, and a few of the other men were already getting to their feet. We rounded the corner and kept going. In the distance, I heard fighting. It was impossible to tell which direction the sounds came from; I could only hope that Ony’s men were able to attack shortly after the janissaries began their assault. A synchronized surprise attack was one of the few advantages we had, and Bertrek had very likely thrown it away. 
 
    We ran along the front of the temple toward the steps that led to the doorway. Four guards stood in front of the doorway, and many more were running toward the front of the temple from our right. The Torzseki were clearly under orders to protect the temple at all cost. I sent another shockwave toward the guards at the doorway, knowing that I was expending energy that could better be used against Bolond. I was already starting to feel drained from the effort of casting spells. I had no choice, though: the longer it took for us to get inside the temple, the more defenders would arrive. The men fell, and Rodric, Ilona and I advanced up the steps. I turned just in time to summon a kovet to shield us from a volley of arrows from a group of archers some fifty yards away. Another score of men, armed with spears and axes, ran toward us. Rodric dispatched the two nearest men and Ilona took care of another. I tried the door of the temple, but it was locked. Having no time for subtlety, I sent a kovet at the door, smashing it to pieces. The three of us ran inside. 
 
    Another wave of spearmen was nearly on us, and behind them the archers were advancing. When we were safely inside, I said an incantation and the doorway collapsed, blocking the entryway with blocks of stone. A gap probably large enough for a man to crawl through remained at the top. 
 
    “That won’t stop them for long,” I gasped. “Move!” 
 
    We entered an atrium where we were met by three more Barbaroki, armed with swords. I cast a spell on them, but my focus was weak: the one on the right dropped to the floor, unconscious, but the other two were unaffected. Rodric sent his last arrow into the middle one, and Ilona advanced toward the one on the right. She parried two slashes from the sword and then jabbed the man in the solar plexus. He went down. From behind us came the sounds of men pushing rocks aside. 
 
    “Advance!” I cried, moving into a narrow hallway that led deeper into the temple. Rodric and Ilona were close behind me. A door opened at the end of the hallway, some ten yards away, and a large man stepped through. I knew him immediately. 
 
    “Davor Sabas,” I said, pronouncing his name like a curse.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nineteen           
 
    “Konrad the Sorcerer,” said Davor Sabas, grinning. He held a broadsword in his hand. “You look like you’ve been through a war. I am almost sorry to have to kill you in such a condition.” 
 
    “You will be sorry if you try,” I said, but my voice quavered. I didn’t even have the strength to disarm him; I had to brace myself against the wall to my left to keep from collapsing. 
 
    “I will handle Davor Sabas,” Rodric said from behind me. “He is not worth your time.” He put his hand on my shoulder, and I let him step past. Rodric had dropped the bow and taken a sword from one of the fallen men. I had not seen him fight with a sword since we’d trained at Erod Patak. At that time, he’d been one of the best, but that was many years ago. 
 
    “You serve your master like a dog,” said Davor Sabas, advancing toward Rodric. 
 
    “Better a dog than a faithless traitor,” Rodric said. “And you are not even a dog to Bolond. He will discard you as soon as you cease to be useful to him.” 
 
    “You are wrong,” said Davor Sabas. “I will rule from the throne in the Palace of Nagyvaros. Not as Governor, but as King of all Orszag.” 
 
    “You will die, as a traitor and a fool.” Rodric lunged at him, and Davor Sabas knocked the blade away. He countered with an upward slice, which Rodric parried.  
 
    “Konrad!” cried Ilona from behind me. Still leaning against the wall, I turned to see a man, armed with an axe, climbing through the gap at the top of the rubble. There was too much rubble in the way for Ilona to reach him with her spear. As the man made his way down the pile of rock, another man came through behind him, and another quickly after that.  
 
    I nodded. “Help,” I gasped. Ilona moved close to me. I put my hand on her shoulder, drawing some tvari into myself. I breathed deeply, hoping to regain enough strength to incapacitate at least one of the men. Ilona could probably take out another one or two with her spear once they got close enough. What we would do about the hundred after that I did not know. 
 
    As luck or the Three would have it, we were spared that problem for the moment: the ceiling of the entryway collapsed, trapping the three men under another layer of rubble and further blocking the entryway. No doubt the Barbaroki would still get through, but the collapse had bought us some time. 
 
    I turned back to Rodric, who continued to trade swings with Davor Sabas. They appeared to be almost perfectly matched, which was not encouraging under the circumstances. We needed to get past him to Bolond as quickly as possible. Fair play aside, I’d have attacked Davor Sabas with a spell if I could have managed it. But Rodric was in the way, and I wasn’t sure I had the strength to cast another spell in any case. Ilona gripped her spear, ready to throw it if she got an opening. She looked at me with pleading eyes, but I shook my head. There was nothing we could do but hope Rodric could get the best of him. 
 
    The duel raged on, and once again I heard men trying to clear a way through the rubble behind us. Rodric seemed to sense the urgency; panting and sweating, he nonetheless pressed the attack. Davor Sabas slowly began to retreat under the onslaught. Ilona and I advanced behind Rodric, continuing to glance nervously behind us as stones were shoved into the entryway, revealing the light of dawn outside. Davor Sabas’s back was now against the door, and worry showed on his face. Rodric had shown himself to be the better swordsman; the only question was whether he could best Davor Sabas in time. 
 
    Rodric’s blade flashed forth, meeting a counterstrike from Davor Sabas, and I heard the telltale sound of steel cracking. Rodric pulled his sword back for another blow, and the blade separated just above the hilt, falling with a clank to the stone floor. Davor Sabas grinned and brought his sword up for the death blow. Rodric threw away the useless hilt and stood before the Barbarok, ready to die. 
 
    I spoke a word and Rodric collapsed to the floor. For a moment, Davor Sabas stared at him, obviously confused. Then Ilona’s spear hit him in the chest. 
 
    The spear didn’t get more than an inch through his leather cuirass, but it got his attention. He grunted and staggered backward, the spear still protruding from his chest, just left of his sternum. He gripped the shaft with his left hand and tried in vain to dislodge it.  
 
    Ilona ran down the hall, leapt over Rodric, and took hold of the spear with both hands. She was much smaller than Davor Sabas, but she shoved him against the door and kept pushing. Davor Sabas, howling with rage and pain, at first swung impotently at her with his sword, but she was just out of reach. He dropped the sword and gripped the spear, pulling it out of his chest with a quick jerk. The butt of the spear hit Ilona in the shoulder, knocking her to the ground. 
 
    Davor Sabas staggered forward, blood pouring from the wound in his chest. Ilona, still on the ground, scrambled away from him. Davor Sabas reversed the spear and advanced toward her. Having recovered some of my strength, I ran forward, stepping over Rodric and continued toward Ilona, but I was too late. Davor Sabas stabbed downward and Ilona cried out. 
 
    But Davor Sabas, addled from shock and blood loss, had struck clumsily, giving Ilona time to twist to her left. The spear only grazed her right side. I grabbed hold of the shaft before Davor Sabas could draw it back again and threw a fist at his face. He staggered back and fell to the floor, spitting teeth. I spun the spear around and stabbed him through the throat. His body spasmed for a moment and then he was still. Davor Sabas was dead. 
 
    Behind me, Ilona was helping Rodric to her feet. I’d merely put him to sleep for a moment; neither appeared seriously injured. From the entrance to the hallway behind us, I heard men shouting. The janissaries had gotten through the rubble. 
 
    I strode to the door ahead of us and threw it open. Walking through it, I found myself in a large octagonal room with a domed ceiling. Just to the right of a stone dais in the center of the room stood Bolond. On the dais stood another man I recognized: the unimposing figure of Arnyek the Destroyer. He regarded me impassively. 
 
    “Konrad!” cried Bolond as I entered. “I have done it!” 
 
    I stepped toward the dais, regarding the scene in horror. “You have opened the gateway to Veszedelem.” 
 
    “And I have trapped Arnyek! He could not resist the lure of an easy way to Orszag. He thought he could surprise me by coming through as soon as the gateway was finished, but I was ready for him!” 
 
    “He is… bound?” I asked. 
 
    “Trapped on the dais,” Bolond said gleefully. “A series of glyphs at the base prevents him from stepping off it.” 
 
    “All has unfolded as it must,” said Arnyek from the dais. “Ah, and now your companion arrives with the orb.” Ilona and Rodric had come into the room behind me. Arnyek held out his hand. “Give it to me, dear, and all this will be over with.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Rodric asked, still groggy from the spell. “Kill them both!” 
 
    “Arnyek cannot be killed,” Bolond said. “And I suggest you do not attempt to harm me. It is taking most of my concentration to channel tvari to the glyphs. Give me the orb, and I will bind Arnyek permanently.” 
 
    “You would only be delaying the inevitable,” Arnyek said, neither his voice nor his expression betraying any emotion. “Give me the orb, and we shall see things to their proper resolution.” 
 
    “You mean you will destroy everything,” Rodric said. 
 
    “What do we do, Konrad?” Ilona asked. 
 
    I heard boots coming down the hall behind us. I turned to see janissaries with poleaxes pouring into the room toward the dais. I had just enough time to summon a kovet to repel them. The spidery form threw a dozen men to the ground before it disappeared. I hoped I’d made an adequate impression on them, because I was certain I couldn’t do it again. 
 
    “Cease your attacks!” I cried. “We are too late. The gateway has been opened, and a terrible demon has come through. If we harm Bolond now, Arnyek will be freed!” 
 
    “What, this sorry devil?” asked a janissary captain, getting to his feet. “I’ll run them both through!” He approached the dais cautiously, brandishing his poleaxe. Arnyek did not bother to return the man’s gaze. 
 
    “Do not let appearances deceive you,” I said, stepping in front of the man. “They are both very dangerous. Where is Chief Ony?” I wasn’t sure yet how I was going to deal with this situation, and I needed time to think. Ony would listen to reason. It might turn out that the problem had solved itself: Arnyek could do no harm as long as he was bound, and Bolond was no threat as long as he focused on restraining Arnyek. I had to assume that Bolond had some kind of exit strategy that didn’t involve Ilona happening to show up with the orb, but I might be able to maintain control over the situation as long as no hotheaded janissary decided to be a hero. 
 
    “Ony is dead,” said a voice from the hall. General Bertrek strolled in a moment later, his armor shining as if he’d just come from a parade. “Skewered by a Torzsek arrow, the poor fellow. “His army fared little better, having joined the battle late.” 
 
    I fought the urge to remind Bertrek the assault was supposed to have begun at dawn. “General,” I said through gritted teeth, “please order your men to stand down. This is a delicate situation. I need time to think.” 
 
    “Oh!” exclaimed Bertrek. “The sorcerer needs time to think! Please, everyone, put down your weapons.” The janissaries, unsure whether to take the order seriously, glanced nervously at each other. It was a small improvement in the situation. “Tell me, sorcerer,” Bertrek said, approaching the dais, “who put you in charge of this assault?” 
 
    “I do not claim to be in charge of anything, General,” I said. “I am only telling you that this situation is more volatile than it appears. Either of these men standing before you is a grave threat to Orszag, and at the moment they are deadlocked. I suggest we not be eager to upset the balance.” 
 
    “He speaks the truth,” Bolond said. “I am currently expending great effort to keep this thing from destroying your world. You would be wise to heed Konrad’s words.” 
 
    “Then I was right,” Bertrek said, turning to me. “You are Konrad, that insolent scout who once shot me with an arrow and cost me my job as General Janos’s adjutant. Tell us, Konrad. How does one go from being an officer in the janissaries to a sorcerer?” 
 
    “My history is not important.” 
 
    “I think it is. Were you not convicted of sorcery and thrown in Nincs Varazslat?” 
 
    “A case of mistaken identity.” 
 
    “You are not, then, a powerful sorcerer?” 
 
    “I was innocent when I was imprisoned in Nincs Varazslat. Since then, I have learned some of the arcane arts by necessity because of the threat posed by the two men you see before you.” 
 
    Arnyek listened to our exchange with what seemed to be detached amusement. Bolond remained silent, his attention fixed on Arnyek. I could see it was requiring a great deal of effort on his part to restrain Arnyek. How much longer could he keep it up? 
 
    “I have heard enough,” Bertrek said, waving his hand toward me. “Seize Konrad, and then we will deal with these others.” 
 
    “Bertrek, please,” I said. “Be reasonable.” 
 
    “Quiet!” Bertrek spat, as two men grabbed my arms. I was too weak to resist. “Now, tell me. Where is my gold?” 
 
    I sighed. One could always trust Bertrek to be a few steps behind. “There is no gold.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me!” Bertrek shrieked. “You and Ony schemed to keep it from me, but I have outsmarted you both. Tell me where it is and I will kill you quickly.” 
 
    “There is no gold, Bertrek.” 
 
    “General Bertrek!” he shrieked, smacking me hard across the face with the back of his mailed glove. 
 
    “There was never any gold,” I said, blood dribbling from my split lower lip. “Ony and I manipulated you into fighting with us. We had no choice. The threat from Bolond was too great.” 
 
    “Liar!” Bertrek screamed. “You wish me to believe all of this was because of one man? You orchestrated this battle for… what? To stop this man?” He strolled toward Bolond and stood before him. Bertrek, tall and lean, towered over the sorcerer. Bolond regarded him coldly. A vein standing out on Bolond’s temple belied his struggle to restrain Arnyek. 
 
    “Please, Bertrek,” I said. “I am sorry for how I treated you before. It was unfair that you lost your position. I beg you to look past—” 
 
    “Silence that dog!” Bertrek screamed, and one of the janissaries clamped a leather-gloved hand over my mouth. 
 
    “Please!” Ilona cried. “He is telling the truth. Look at Bolond’s face. Can you not see how he strains? He is all that is standing between us and destruction!” 
 
    Bertrek shot a glare in her direction, and a guard grabbed Ilona, clamping a hand over her mouth as well. Rodric stood by helplessly, knowing his words would only enrage Bertrek further. 
 
    Bertrek turned back to Bolond. “Where is it?” he asked. 
 
    Bolond did not respond. 
 
    “Where is my gold?” Bertrek shouted. 
 
    “Konrad has told you the truth,” Bolond replied. “There is no gold.” 
 
    Arnyek continued to watch silently. I thought I saw a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Do you know what I think?” Bertrek said. “I think this is all a ruse, and a rather pathetic one at that. That man is no demon, and you are no sorcerer. You’ve orchestrated this little drama in an attempt to dissuade me from searching the temple for the treasure.” 
 
    “You are meddling in things you do not understand,” Bolond said. 
 
    “Ah, now you are improvising dialogue,” Bertrek said. “I’ve gone off script by seeing through your charade, and you don’t know how to respond. It’s all right, I’ll guide you through the rest. Tell me where the gold is hidden, and I will spare your life.” 
 
    Bolond did not respond. 
 
    “I will tell you where the gold is, General,” Arnyek said. 
 
    Bertrek turned to him, a skeptical look on his face. “Tell me, then.” 
 
    “That woman, the acolyte, has an artifact in her pack. It holds the answers you seek.” 
 
    Bertrek regarded him for a moment. “Bring me the woman’s pack,” he said. While one man continued to hold Ilona, another stripped her pack from her back. He brought it to Bertrek, who rummaged around in it until he found the orb. “This?” he asked, looking into it. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Arnyek was unable to completely hide the desire in his eyes. He walked to the edge of the dais. “Only one with the gift can see what the orb reveals,” he said. “Give it to me, and I will show you.” 
 
    “He is lying,” Bolond said. Do not give him the orb. He will kill us all. Give it to me and I will bind him. Then I will give you anything you want. I can make you King of Orszag if you wish. If Ony is dead, I will need someone to rule in his place.” 
 
    Bertrek continued to stare into the orb, holding it just out of Arnyek’s reach. “Here is what I will do,” he said at last. “Whichever of you tells me where to gold is first can have… this thing.” 
 
    “Damn you!” Bolond growled. “If you give me the orb, I can give you treasures the like of which you’ve never seen, but this place holds no gold!” 
 
    “In that case,” Bertrek said, “you are of no use to me.” He shifted the orb to his left hand and took a step toward Bolond. 
 
    By this time, I had recovered somewhat from my fatigue, and I managed to channel a small amount of tvari. Rather than sending it through my hands, though, I let it out through my mouth. Then I brought my teeth down hard on the janissary’s gauntlet. The metal crunched like sand and I bit into flesh. The janissary jerked his hand away and I wrested free. Spitting blood and shards of metal, I launched myself toward Bertrek just as he drew his sword. 
 
    I tried to grab his sword hand, but I was off-balance and too slow. I succeeded only in knocking the orb to the floor. Bertrek buried his blade up to the hilt in Bolond’s belly. Bertrek withdrew the blade and Bolond stumbled backwards with a gasp. The orb rolled toward the open door. A janissary bent over to pick it up, but Rodric seized it before the man could get his hands on it. 
 
    Bertrek’s smug glare gave way to surprise as Bolond did not fall. Surprise became fear as Bolond straightened and took a step toward him. It should have been a mortal wound, but Bolond still stood. “Fool!” Bolond hissed. He waved a hand at Bertrek, and Bertrek dropped his sword and then fell to his knees, gasping for breath and clutching at his chest. Bolond turned to face Arnyek, but it was too late. The spell had been broken. Arnyek had stepped off the dais. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty                      
 
    “Do not fear,” Arnyek said, advancing toward Rodric. “Give me the orb, and all of this will end.” 
 
    There was a flash of blinding light and a deafening boom as a bolt of lightning shot from Bolond’s fingers toward Arnyek. For a moment, Arnyek and two unlucky janissaries standing near him were engulfed in flames. Screams filled the chamber and the three figures spasmed uncontrollably and sank to their knees. Two of the three fell over and then did not move. An odor like charred meat filled the chamber. Arnyek got to his feet. While the two corpses continued to smolder, the flames around Arnyek flickered out. Neither his robe nor his flesh showed any signs of being burned. Bertrek let out a gasp and fell face-first onto the stone floor, dead. Arnyek took a step toward Rodric, holding out his hand.  
 
    “Give me the orb,” Arnyek said, his voice still evincing no strain. “There is no point in dragging this out.” 
 
    “Run, you fool!” Bolond cried. “He will end us all!” 
 
    As he spoke, Ilona arched her back, throwing her head into the jaw of the man holding her. He gave a yelp and she broke free. She ran for the door. “Run, Rodric!” she cried. Rodric hesitated for a moment and then ran after her down the hall. Bolond spoke a phrase and Arnyek was thrown against the wall behind him with such force that the room shook. For a moment he was still. Then he calmly got to his feet. The janissaries, realizing that their leader was dead, fled after Rodric and Ilona. Bolond, Arnyek and I were alone in the room. 
 
    “Unfortunate sorcerer,” Arnyek said as he walked toward Bolond, his voice still calm. “You strived a lifetime to achieve a pale copy of immortality only to fall short when faced with the real thing.” Bolond was white-faced and trembling. He began another incantation, but he did not have the strength to finish it. “It’s all right,” Arnyek said. “You have suffered long enough for your sins. With this touch, I free you from your burden.” Arnyek reached out and touched Bolond on the cheek. Bolond stared at him a moment, horror on his face, before collapsing to the floor. His body seemed to disintegrate; where he had fallen, there was only a small mound of dust. Having annihilated the most powerful sorcerer Orszag had ever known, Arnyek turned to me. 
 
    “Konrad,” he said. “You are the only one who has seen me for what I am. I offer you a bargain. Assist me in retrieving the orb, and I will see that you are destroyed last, and without pain. Think of it. You will see this world destroyed and all others as well. Only you will remain, a universe unto yourself. And then you too will go. I am the destroyer and cannot exist on my own, so when you are gone, I will cease to be.” 
 
    I stood for a moment, transfixed. But what held my attention was not Arnyek, but rather a shadow passing across the floor, emanating slowly outward from the dais. Arnyek turned to see what I was looking at. 
 
    “Ah, the curse has come for Orszag at last,” he said, nodding in approval. “The bill for sorcery comes due.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You can’t do this.” 
 
    “It is not I who does it, Konrad. Bolond opened the gateway, and now the curse will spread across your world. I did not bring the curse, and it is not within my power to arrest it. I am only the Destroyer.” 
 
    I stepped away from the shadow as it continued to spread. It was perfectly round and moved outward in all directions. But then my attention was drawn to something that looked like a huge bipedal toad standing in the center of the dais. The creature looked around with its bulbous yellow eyes and then took a cautious step off the dais toward Arnyek. Another creature, this one a burly naked man with the head of a jackal, now appeared on the dais. It stepped off the dais and sniffed in my direction. It bared its fangs and let out a low grow. 
 
    “Leave this one to me,” Arnyek said to the jackal-thing. The jackal-thing reluctantly turned toward Arnyek and gave a slight bow in his direction. “You know what I seek?” Arnyek asked. 
 
    “We know what you seek, Lord,” said the two creatures. 
 
    “Go forth and bring it to me.” 
 
    “Aye, Lord.” The creatures moved toward the doorway, the jackal-thing leading the way. When it stepped out of the shadow, however, it yelped and took a step back.  
 
    “Patience,” Arnyek said. “Keep to the shadow. You will have free rein in this land soon enough.” Another creature, a giant red scorpion, had appeared on the dais. If creatures kept appearing at this rate, by tomorrow there would be hundreds of them. And they seemed to be constrained only by the limits of the shadow spreading out from the dais. It had already nearly reached the doorway. The scorpion joined the other two monsters at the boundary as a giant albino bat appeared on the dais. I ran for the door. 
 
    I ran down the hallway to the foyer and then scrambled up the pile of rubble and through the hole that had been cleared. I climbed down the rubble on the other side. Chaos was all around. The battle seemed to be over, but there were no victors. Dead Barbaroki lay all around. Several hundred janissaries milled about nearby, trying to figure out what was going on.  
 
    “You’re all cowards!” shouted a janissary captain to a squad of men. “There’s no demon in the temple. Come with me and I’ll show you.”  
 
    “That would be ill-advised,” I said, approaching the man. “I urge you to get as far away from here as you can.” 
 
    The captain turned to me. “Are you a sorcerer? What have you done?” 
 
    “Not I,” I said. “Bolond has summoned a demon, and thanks to General Bertrek, it is now free. It will soon escape the temple, along with a horde of monsters.” 
 
    “Where is the general?” 
 
    “Bertrek is dead. Your army is finished. The gold he promised you does not exist. There is nothing to be gained here but your own deaths. Flee!” 
 
    “Where will we go?” asked another of the men. 
 
    I considered the question. “Nagyvaros,” I said after a moment. “We will make our stand there. Get to the city as quickly as possible. Tell the others. And hurry!”  
 
    I walked away, and no one tried to stop me. I heard the captain and the others telling others to go to Nagyvaros. Good. I did not know whether we could do anything to stop Arnyek, but if we were to have any chance of defeating his horde or monsters, we would need to gather every fighting man in Orszag in one place.  
 
    I kept walking, keeping an eye out for Ilona and Rodric. Glancing behind me, I saw that the monsters had not yet exited the temple. If the shadow continued to move outwards at the same rate, it would not cover the valley floor for at least another hour. As I walked, I told every janissary officer I could find to tell their men to regroup at Nagyvaros. Some challenged my right to give them orders, but most seemed thankful for any kind of guidance. None seemed anxious to fight me.  
 
    “Konrad!” shouted a voice from my right. I turned to see Rodric and Ilona, standing nearby with a group of janissaries. As I ran to them, I realized I knew some of these men: it was a squad of scouts, several of whom I had met while I was in the Corp. 
 
    I embraced Rodric and then Ilona. “Is it safe?” I asked. 
 
    “Back in Ilona’s pack,” Rodric said.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Hello, Byrn. What brings you to the Maganyos Valley?” 
 
    “This seems to be where the action is,” Byrn said, observing the chaos. “Looks like we’ve missed most of it, though. What the devil is going on here?” 
 
    “It is a long story, and you wouldn’t believe half of it. A demon and his minions have been loosed on Orszag.” 
 
    “Again?” Byrn asked dubiously. 
 
    “This demon is a far greater threat than Voros Korom,” I said. “He intends to bring the end the world. To do so, he needs the artifact that Ilona carries.” 
 
    “Then it would seem wise to keep it from him.” 
 
    “That is the plan,” I said. “We will need to make our stand at Nagyvaros. If any city can stand against Arnyek’s horde, it is Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Byrn. “But where is this horde now?” 
 
    “Look,” I said, pointing to the door of the temple. The jackal-thing had gotten out, and the toad-like creature was trying to push its way through the rubble. The shadow could be seen moving slowly outward from the temple. “They are constrained to that area of shadow, but it grows rapidly. If it keeps growing at this rate, it will reach Nagyvaros in less than three days.” 
 
    “What is it?” Byrn asked. We watched as the janissaries who had not yet fled ran from the monsters.  
 
    “A curse,” I said. “It comes from a place called Veszedelem, which has paid the price for the practice of sorcery. The shadow will not stop until it covers our entire world.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I do not know. If we are lucky, perhaps that will be the end of it. Our world will be changed into a sad, dismal place, but life will go on. If Arnyek has his way, however, not even that will remain. Either way, we will make our stand at Nagyvaros.” 
 
    Byrn shook his head tiredly. “I do not understand any of it, but these are strange times. Janissaries fight alongside Barbaroki, and now they flee along with their common enemy from this evil. We will meet you at the city. I will do what I can to gather the janissaries there.” 
 
    “I would be obliged if you would take Rodric and Ilona with you. We must hold onto the orb at any cost.” 
 
    “If your goal is to keep the orb away from Arnyek, would it not be better to travel east, beyond the mountains? Take it to the end of the earth, where he will never find it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I suspect we will need the orb to repel Arnyek’s horde. And if we are ever to undo the curse, we will need to gather all of those who know the power of the orb in one place.” 
 
    “Who are these people?” 
 
    “I go to find them now. I will see you in Nagyvaros in two days.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-one                   
 
    I bade goodbye to Rodric and Ilona. While they headed north with Byrn’s group of scouts, I went south. Panic seized the valley as the shadow continued to spread outward from the temple, a horrifying menagerie of monsters fanning out along its periphery. Here and there, skirmishes had continued even after the battle ended, but those involved quickly rethought their priorities as the monsters grew closer.  
 
    I did not see Arnyek; perhaps he waited inside the temple to ensure that the gateway remained open until the entire horde had come through. If I’d had the strength, I might have demolished the sanctum with my sorcery, but I was too enervated even to shift away from the valley. My only option was to flee. All around me, Torzseki, Barbaroki and janissaries did the same. Those on foot mostly went north, while those on horseback fled east or west along the valley floor. Nearly all of them would eventually converge on Nagyvaros; there was nowhere else to go. I was the only fool traveling south. 
 
    I reached the ravine and began to climb. The sun was now well above the horizon, and the unnatural disc of shadow centered on the temple was clearly visible from above. It was evident, too, that this was no ordinary shadow: it was not a shadow of anything, but rather a thing in itself—a palpable darkness that drained the land not only of light and color, but of realness. Orszag had begun to turn into another shadow world, like Veszedelem.  
 
    Even as the area of the shadow grew, it continued to expand outward at the same rate—roughly half the speed an ordinary man walked. When I reached the top of the ravine, I stopped to rest and observe the shadow’s progress. It had already reached the foot of the ravine to the north and the south; nearly two score monsters of a dozen different breeds prowled its edges while stragglers continued to flee before it. The shadow had begun to change shape: no longer a perfect circle, it stretched toward the southeast and continued to move rapidly in that direction while oozing slowly outward to the north and west. Arnyek claimed to be unable to stop the shadow, but perhaps he was guiding it. Was he seeking me out? 
 
    No. Nor was the shadow being pulled toward Kijarat. Assuming the shadow’s movements were not completely capricious, it could have only one goal in mind: Delivaros. This was encouraging, in two ways: the first was that it would give Nagyvaros more time to prepare for the horde. The second was that it hinted at a possible weakness of Arnyek’s: he did not know where the orb was. He had pushed the shadow toward Delivaros either because he had assumed we would take it there or because he considered the Cult a threat to be eliminated.  
 
    If the shadow continued to advance toward the southeast at its current rate, it would reach Delivaros within two days. If it continued to expand slowly outward at the same time, it would reach Kijarat shortly thereafter. I had no time to lose. I would go to warn Delivaros if I could, but my priority was to get to Kijarat. 
 
    I had traveled less than a half-mile across the plain to the south when I spotted two men—Barbaroki, it seemed—trying to get control of a particularly troublesome horse. The scene struck me as strange; Barbarok skill with horses is legendary. It was curious enough that I turned to the east to get a better look, and as I got closer, I realized the problem. This was no ordinary horse. 
 
    I gave a shout, and the horse, still a good hundred yards off, turned toward me, its ears perked up. One of the Barbaroki had managed to get on its back, while the other pulled desperately at its reins. The horse bucked, throwing off the rider, and then swung its head, knocking the other man to the ground. It took off in a gallop toward me. 
 
    “Ember!” I cried. “This way!” But it was unnecessary; the gods themselves could not have kept Ember away. She skidded to a halt, nearly bowling me over. 
 
    “Easy, girl,” I said. “I’m happy to see you too.” I climbed into her saddle and took the reins. The two Barbaroki ran toward us. I pulled Ember around to face her south and then gave her a gentle kick. She set off again at a gallop, showering the two men with mud. 
 
    When we’d left the Barbaroki well behind, I allowed Ember to slow to a walk. I spent the next hour apologizing for abandoning her and recounting to her all that had happened since I’d seen her last. She accepted it all with stoic aplomb. I was so fatigued from the morning’s battle that I dozed in the saddle, several times nearly falling to the ground.  
 
    As the plain began to give way to wooded hills, I guided Ember to the summit of a knoll overlooking the ground we had just crossed. To my dismay, the shadow was closer than I expected; it seemed to be moving nearly as fast as we were. I perceived it only as a featureless stain, like the shadow of an invisible cloud mass that stretched from east to west as far as I could see. Was it growing faster now? Had Arnyek changed his mind and begun pushing the shadow toward Kijarat—or toward me? To the east, I saw that the shadow seemed to recede a bit, and a third possibility occurred to me: Arnyek was dividing his attention, sending one finger of shadow toward Delivaros and another toward Kijarat. He intended to destroy both before I could warn them. 
 
    I urged Ember back down the hill, and we continued to the south. When we reached the edge of the forest, I forced myself to stay awake until I located the trailhead of the path that would take us to Kijarat. Then I dozed on and off again until we reached the settlement. I was met by a young acolyte who tended to Ember while I went to see Noemi.  
 
    “Then you have failed,” said Noemi, when I’d given her a brief account of what had happened in the valley. 
 
    “Bolond is dead, and the orb is safe from him, but the threat from Arnyek remains.” 
 
    “You agreed to return the orb to us.” 
 
    “It is too dangerous,” I said. “If Arnyek gets his hands on the orb, he will destroy us all. Ilona is taking it to Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “It would have been better for her to have brought it here. If anyone can keep Arnyek from taking the orb, it is we.” 
 
    “You may be right, but I could not take any chances. If you wish to protect the orb, go to Nagyvaros. If the walls fail against Arnyek’s horde, you will be our last line of defense.” 
 
    “Again you wish to involve us in a war.” 
 
    “The war is happening whether or not you approve of it,” I said, my exhaustion making it difficult to hide my annoyance. “I hope that you can stop Arnyek, but I do not share your faith. All I know is that if your faith is to be of any use at all, you must go to Nagyvaros. Pack now. Take what you need for the journey and nothing more. Go west toward Yenoom Nivek and then take the bridge at Hatar. A finger of the shadow stretches from the Temple of Romok toward Delivaros. Another seems to be coming this way. If you leave within the hour and travel through the night, you will be able to get on the other side of the shadow before it is too late.” 
 
    “What threat is this shadow to us?” 
 
    “It is not the shadow that you should fear, but what it brings. Arnyek may very well know of this place, and if he does, he knows of your ability to use the orb against him. His primary goal seems to be Delivaros, but I would be surprised if he overlooks Kijarat. He will send his monsters here to slaughter you. Even if you are spared destruction for the moment, though, you will not escape annihilation if Arnyek seizes the orb.” 
 
    “If Arnyek is truly immortal, though, how can you hope to stop him?” 
 
    “I do not yet know, but his powers seem limited. He can kill with a touch, and he cannot be killed, but I did not see him perform any feats of sorcery the likes of which Eben and Bolond were capable of. It is possible that if we can destroy his horde at Nagyvaros, he will be powerless to take the orb. We can hold it inside the city while we try to undo the curse.” 
 
    “You understand that we still know little about the orb. We should be able to use it to undo the curse, but we do not know exactly how, or how long it will take. We may have to hold Arnyek at bay for a year or more.” 
 
    “If that’s what we must do, then so be it. I hope to tip the odds in our favor.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We do not have time for this. Gather your people and get them out of here as quickly as you can. I am leaving my horse with you. Her name is Ember, and I owe her my life several times over. Treat her well.” 
 
    “But will you not need a horse?” 
 
    “No. From here, I must travel alone.” 
 
    I bid Noemi a curt goodbye and walked out of the house. Still tired from the morning’s events, I spent the next two hours trudging eastward. If my suspicions were correct and Arnyek was pushing one finger of shadow southeast toward Delivaros and the other southwest toward Kijarat, my best chance to avoid it was to travel some distance to the east, where I would be between the two fingers. The trees were too dense here for me to survey the shadow’s progress; I could only hope my mental picture was more-or-less correct. It was just afternoon when I lay down on my bedroll in a small clearing to get a bit of rest. I had little choice: if I was to reach Delivaros in time to warn the city, I would have to shift there, and shifting required a level of focus that my fatigue made impossible. 
 
    I awoke with a start as a wave of cold swept over me. At first I thought the sun had set, as I got to me feet I realized that it still hung low in the western sky. The shadow had overtaken me.  
 
    A twig snapped to my right, and I had just enough time to flatten myself on the ground again as a sleek black beast leapt over me. I turned to face it as it hit the ground, skidded, and came back toward me. It was like a huge hairless puma covered with interlocking plates of flat black armor. Oversized teeth protruded from its mouth, and small, bat-like wings extended from its back. A barbed tail swished back and forth behind it.  
 
    If I hadn’t been sleep-addled, I might have neutralized the beast with a simple spell, but even the simplest sorcery requires some concentration. In any case, I couldn’t afford to expend my energy fighting monsters if I was still going to try to shift to Delivaros. I slowly pulled my feet underneath my body and got into a crouch, keeping my eyes on the beast. It leaped at me again.  
 
    I sprang backwards, dodging the attack and landing hard on my backside. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted something moving fast toward me. Putting up my hand, I grabbed hold of the tail, arresting the barb an inch from my face. A yellowish liquid dripped from the tip of the barb—poison, no doubt. My mental fog having cleared, I sent a tiny amount of tvari through my fingers. The beast yelped and whipped its tail away. Before I could get up, the tail came at me again. Sharp pain shot through my shoulder. The barb had struck me. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-two                   
 
    So this was it, I thought. I’d failed. I was going to die here in the forest, poisoned by some nameless beast from the shadow world. Delivaros would fall, and then Nagyvaros as well. 
 
    I felt something fall to the ground at my side, and the great black beast howled and took a step away. Looking down, I saw the last few inches of the creature’s tail, complete with the barb. The beast was in shock, whipping its tail back and forth as if trying to figure out what had happened. Glancing at my shoulder, I saw that the barb had barely penetrated flesh; perhaps the poison had not entered my blood. 
 
    While the beast was still confused, I sprang toward it, landing on its back and wrapping my arms around its throat. It tried to pull its head out of the hold, but it couldn’t get any leverage against me. I wrapped my legs around its body, digging my heels into its ribs. Its girth was too great for me to lock my ankles together, but perhaps I could hold on for a few seconds. 
 
    The beast erupted in a spasm of fury, and I realized, as I flew off its back, that I’d vastly overestimated my chances at subduing the thing. I landed hard on my back and lay there helplessly for a moment, dazed and unable to get my breath. At last I rolled aside, facing the creature again. It eyed me warily, as if wondering what other tricks I might have up my sleeve. In honesty, it was only the beast’s hesitation that saved me; if it had attacked at that moment, it could have torn me to pieces.  
 
    The sun was to my left, which meant that the edge of the shadow was behind me. I met the creature’s stare, slowly getting my feet under me. Taking a deep breath, I turned and ran. 
 
    The edge of the shadow continued to creep away from me, and I sprinted toward it with all I had. I was almost free of the gloom when I heard the beast growl in my ear. Pain shot through my left calf, and I went sprawling to the ground. My body was now almost entirely out of the shadow, but the darkness continued to grow toward me. The beast had my left boot in its mouth and was trying to drag me back into shadow. Fangs tore through the flesh of my leg. I kicked at its snout with my right foot, landing several solid blows with my heel. With each kick, the fangs tore my flesh further. At last, though, the boot came free, and I scrambled away from the growing shadow. The beast dropped the boot, walked to the edge of the shadow, and growled at me, its teeth dripping with my blood. 
 
    I got to my feet and staggered away down the path. My left leg was a bloody mess, and my shoulder now throbbed like someone was striking it repeatedly with a pick. Numbness had begun to spread from my shoulder through the rest of my body. The poison was starting to take effect. There was no way I was going to make it to Delivaros in this condition, to say nothing of Nagyvaros. I’d been a fool to rely on my abilities as a sorcerer; at least if I’d have taken Ember, I would have a chance. 
 
    But I was not dead yet, and as long as that was the case, I would keep going. Looking back, I caught sight of the black beast prowling back and forth through the trees, along the edge of the shadow, its yellow eyes still fixed on me. I was not about to lie down and let that thing have me. 
 
    I limped far enough away from the shadow so that I could sit for a moment and bandage my leg. It was a rough job, but it would at least slow the bleeding. I finished just as the numbness from the poison reached my fingers, rendering them all but useless. Fortunately, my mind remained clear for the moment. I got wearily to my feet as the shadow crept within a few paces of me. The black beast hissed hatefully at me, and I turned away from it. 
 
    I hobbled along for nearly an hour, trying to put some distance between me and the shadow. Finally, when the sun rested on the horizon and my legs were too stiff to respond to my commands, I sank to the ground. Lacking even the ability to pull my legs underneath me to sit cross-legged, I fell onto my back, limbs splayed. The effect of the poison seemed to accelerate when I stopped moving. I could no longer move my fingers or toes at all. Soon it would be a struggle even to breathe. 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought of the Reverend Mother’s room in Regi Otthon. I had intended to shift to a place just outside Delivaros, but the acolytes were my only hope to survive the poison. They no longer held the orb, but perhaps they retained enough healing power to keep me alive. What they would do with me after that I did not know. I had already shifted to Regi Otthon once before; it should be no trouble to do it again. But I found it impossible to concentrate; my mind drifted, and my body surrendered to sleep. Just a little rest, I thought. Just a moment’s rest, and then I will continue. 
 
    “Konrad,” said a young woman’s voice. I saw that I was lying in a pile of hay in a small barn that smelled of old straw and offal. It was a familiar place: I had waited there many times for Beata after I’d finished watching her father’s sheep.  
 
    “Beata?” I said, sitting up. 
 
    “Did you fall asleep?” she asked, approaching me. She looked as beautiful as she had the night Eben stole her from me. 
 
    “I was just resting my eyes,” I said. “I’ll be ready in a moment.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” she asked, a smirk playing at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “To resume our lessons,” I said innocently. 
 
    “Oh, good,” she said. “I have taught you much, but there is much you must still learn.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. “But first I must rest, just a little.” 
 
    “There is no time for that, Konrad.” 
 
    “But I can only do so much.” 
 
    “That is true, but you must not let fatigue limit you. Your mind must master your body. Get up. There is no time to lose.” 
 
    “Time is an illusion,” I said. “It moves quickly in some places and slowly in others. In this place, I can rest for a hundred years, and the shadow will not have advanced at all.” 
 
    Beata laughed. “Very good, Konrad. You are beginning to understand. Rest a hundred years or a thousand. At the end of it, you will find you must still get up and face what would destroy you.” 
 
    “It makes no difference, then,” I said. “There is no true rest. Only a meaningless respite from pain.” 
 
    “There will be rest. But not yet. Now you must get up.” 
 
    I groaned and got wearily to my feet. “There is no point,” I said. “My limbs are like dead things. Soon the poison will reach my heart.” 
 
    “You control your body. You control the poison. Look.” She pointed to the haystack behind me. 
 
    I turned to see that I had left behind a shadow, like a dark stain on the surface of the hay. As I watched, the stain faded and then disappeared. “Is that…?” I asked, dumfounded. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You are in the place you call the in-between,” Beata said. “You have brought your body here, and with my help, you have left the poison behind. Now finish what you have started.” 
 
    “With your help?” I asked. “Who…?” 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    No, it was not Beata who screamed. I was standing not in her father’s barn, but rather in the Reverend Mother’s quarters in Regi Otthon. The room was dark except for the glow of a dozen candles placed about the room. Sitting at a small desk before me was a woman wearing the robes of the Reverend Mother, but she was not the Reverend Mother I had met here before, nor the woman named Katalinn, who had taken her place. And yet I knew her somehow. 
 
    “You!” cried the woman. “What in Turelem’s name…?” 
 
    There was a banging at the door. “Reverend Mother!” shouted a man’s voice. “Are you all right?” 
 
    For a long moment, the woman and I stood regarding each other. I could not say which of us was more flabbergasted. Her eyes fell to the bloody bandage wrapped around my left leg. 
 
    “I am fine,” she said at last. She walked to the door and opened it. Two temple guards stood in the hall, eyeing me suspiciously. “This man needs medical attention. Fetch a healer.” 
 
    “You are certain you are all right?” 
 
    “Yes. Go!” 
 
    The two men hesitated a moment and then hurried away down the hall. 
 
    “Sit down,” said the woman, indicating the bed. “Whoever dressed your wound must have been trying to kill you.” 
 
    “I’ve certainly had my suspicions about him,” I said, taking a seat on the bed. “I see you’ve been promoted.” 
 
    “It is not a position I would have chosen, but the Cult’s leadership has been forced to reorganize after a tragic accident in which many of our acolytes drowned.” 
 
    “I am sorry for that,” I said. “I never intended—” 
 
    “Your intentions matter little. As do mine, apparently. We have ended up here, thanks to forces beyond our control. Now be still and let me see to that leg.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-three          
 
    Her name was Zselyke, and she was the third woman to hold the post of Reverend Mother of the Cult of Turelem in a week. I had few friends among the acolytes, but Zselyke was the most likely to be favorably disposed toward me, as I’d saved her from drowning. On the other hand, it was my fault she’d nearly drowned, and many of her friends hadn’t been so lucky.  
 
    “Tell me why I shouldn’t hand you over to the Council,” she asked, when the healer had left. I lay on the bed, the pain in my leg having receded to a dull ache. The way she said it, it was clear that handing me over to the Council amounted to a death sentence. 
 
    “A great evil comes this way,” I said. “It will be here within a few hours. I have come to warn you.” 
 
    “I suspect you came because you were dying,” said the Reverend Mother. “The wound on your shoulder shows signs of poison. The flesh around it has died, but the poison seems to have left your body.” 
 
    “I seem to have left the poison behind when I shifted here. I don’t understand it any better than you do. As you say, I came to Regi Otthon because I thought the acolytes were the only hope I had. But I had intended to come to Delivaros anyway, to warn you.” 
 
    “You speak of the creeping shadow.” 
 
    “You know of it?” 
 
    “The Council has sensed it, yes. It is what we have long feared: the toll of sorcery, come due at last. It is pointless to run; nowhere in Orszag will be spared.” 
 
    “You cannot run from the shadow, but you must evacuate the city. With the shadow will come Arnyek’s horde, which will lay waste to Regi Otthon and kill any acolytes they come across.” 
 
    “Any that you have left alive, you mean.” 
 
    “I understand your animosity toward me, and I would not blame you if you sent me to face the Council. I will only say that I am in all likelihood a dead man in any case, and killing me now will only guarantee Arnyek’s success.” 
 
    “You believe you are the only one who can stand against Arnyek?” 
 
    “I do not know if anyone can stand against him, but I will do whatever I can.” 
 
    “And if you fail?” 
 
    “Arnyek will bring about the end of all things. You will not have to kill me, because we will all be annihilated.” 
 
    “What is your plan?” 
 
    “I will go to Nagyvaros, where we will make a stand against Arnyek’s horde.” 
 
    “That is where you have taken the orb?” 
 
    “My friend, an acolyte named Ilona, is on her way there with the orb now.” 
 
    “But you do not know how to use it. Why did you not return it to Regi Otthon?” 
 
    “There was no time. A group of Valerites are traveling from Kijarat to Nagyvaros. It is my hope that they will reach the city before the horde, and that they will be able to use the orb to protect the city.” 
 
    The Reverend Mother scowled at the mention of the Valerites. “The Valerites are too few, and they lack commitment. They will be of no help to you in a battle.” 
 
    “They will not fight, it is true, but they may still be of assistance. We cannot afford to reject any allies in the struggle against Arnyek. We will stand together at Nagyvaros—janissaries, Barbaroki, Torzseki, Valerites, and even acolytes, if you wish to aid us.” 
 
    “We will never reach Nagyvaros in time. It is better that we stay here.” 
 
    “Do what you must, but warn the denizens of the city. Delivaros is too weak to stand against the horde. If the people flee to the south, they may be safe for a time. The monsters will lay waste to Delivaros, but they are too few to seek people out in the countryside. Arnyek will turn his attention to Nagyvaros, and the people can return to their homes.” 
 
    “Our warnings will avail nothing if you fail to stop Arnyek at Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “This is true,” I said. “But we must not give up hope.” 
 
    The Reverend Mother was silent for a moment. “All of this was foretold,” she said. “As you know, the Cult has many secrets, and it guards them closely. Some of these secrets were contained in the Book of the Dead, but there are others. In particular, there is a set of scrolls said to contain the prophesies of Turelem herself. One of these scrolls tells of the destruction of Regi Otthon and the death of a third of our number in a terrible flood. We had always thought the rains would cause the Zold to spill its banks, destroying the city of Delivaros and Regi Otthon along with it. But it appears that the Three have a sense of humor. A third of our number drowned when the inner sanctum collapsed.” 
 
    “I am very sorry,” I said. 
 
    “You are the agent of the Three,” the Reverend Mother said. “Am I to punish the one whose coming was foretold in the prophecy? The one who was to purify our ranks, leaving only those willing to resist the Destroyer?” 
 
    “You are saying I am part of the prophecy of Turelem?” 
 
    “‘A man bearing the mark of the warlock will come to you. You will punish him for his sins before he commits them, so that he can come to you guiltless. He shall bring to you a great flood, purging your number by a third. Only the worthy will remain to face the one who brings the End of All Things.’” 
 
    “That is from the scroll?” 
 
    “It is. I am translating, of course. In the original, there is some ambiguity in the third sentence. We usually translate it as ‘he shall bring to you a great flood,’ but it could also be translated, ‘he shall drop you in the water.’ This is why I say the Three have a sense of humor.” 
 
    “But then… I never had any choice in any of this. I was doomed to bring destruction from the beginning. Long before I was even born.” 
 
    “I cannot speak to your choices, or how they relate to your fate, but neither will I stand in the way of prophecy. You are free to go to Nagyvaros and meet your destiny there.” 
 
    “And you will evacuate the city?” 
 
    “I will send word to warn the people, for whatever good it will do.” 
 
    “Tell them the Barbaroki have returned. They will not understand the threat from Arnyek.” 
 
    “I am not certain I understand it. You will leave immediately?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I must rest some first. Shifting such a distance requires great concentration, and I cannot do it while my body is so weak.” 
 
    The Reverend Mother nodded. “I will have the healer return with some tea and herbs to help you get your strength back. Rest while you can. I will send a scout north to watch for the arrival of the shadow, so you can be warned before it gets here. Hopefully that will give you enough time.” 
 
    “Thank you, Reverend Mother.” 
 
    “Do not thank me. I act only as a tool of prophecy.” 
 
    “Then you intend to make your stand here?” 
 
    She nodded. “It is what was foretold. Delivaros will be destroyed, but perhaps we can buy you some time.” She opened the door, intending to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Does the prophecy say whether I will be successful in stopping Arnyek?” 
 
    She smiled weakly at me. “It does,” she said, and stepped into the hall. She closed the door behind her, and I was alone. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-four                
 
    I was awakened by a frightened servant who spoke four words to me: “The monsters have come.” 
 
    I got out of bed and got dressed. My leg was still tender, but I could walk on it. I found the servant waiting outside. He was a frail old man who had probably served the acolytes for many years. Regi Otthon was quiet; I supposed anyone still in the city who was capable of assisting in the city’s defense was already at the wall. 
 
    “Have they broken through?” 
 
    “Not that I have heard, but I fear it will not take them long. Several places in the wall were still being repaired. And some of the flying things attack from above.” 
 
    “Has the city been evacuated?” I asked. 
 
    “The Council urged people to flee, but many did not. Perhaps they trusted the acolytes to repel the Barbaroki as they did before.” 
 
    “These attackers are no Barbaroki, and the acolytes are far weaker than before. No miraculous hailstorm will save the city this time. Is there a place nearby from which I can see the wall?” 
 
    “I can take you to the tower. It has been closed since its foundation was damaged during the collapse of the sanctum, but I suppose it will stand for a few more hours.” 
 
    I followed the old man down the hall, wondering if he knew I was responsible for the collapse he spoke of. Perhaps he did, but like the Reverend Mother he thought only of doing his duty.  
 
    “The Reverend Mother sent you to wake me?” I asked as we walked. 
 
    “She did. And to assist you in whatever way you require.” 
 
    “Did she tell you that I intend to return to Nagyvaros?” 
 
    “Yes. I believe she hoped… that is, she thought you might wish to lend a hand in the city’s defense before you left.” 
 
    I nodded but did not reply. The Reverend Mother of the Cult of Turelem would never explicitly ask for the help of a sorcerer, but her intentions in sending this servant were clear. She would not turn down any help against Arnyek’s horde. 
 
    The servant led me through a maze of passages to a locked door, which he opened with a key. We went through an open-air atrium, skirting an area of the floor that had collapsed. We came to the door of the tower, but the servant was unable to open it. Even in the near-darkness, it was evident that the tower was off-kilter; the door was jammed permanently shut. I told the servant to stand back and summoned a man-sized kovet, which blasted through the door, shattering it into kindling. The tower groaned, and for a moment I stood waiting for it to fall on me. It did not, so I went inside. The servant, murmuring a prayer to Turelem, followed. 
 
    I went up the stairs as quickly as my wounded leg would let me and soon reached the top level of the tower. Except for occasional shouts in the distance, the city was eerily quiet. From the tower I could see the northern gate of the city and, beyond it, the bridge across the Zold, which was alive with a steady stream of creatures heading southward toward the city. Several hundred monsters had already amassed between the bridge and the northern gate, and although in the dim light of the crescent moon I could not discern the boundary of the creeping shadow, the dark shapes of hundreds of massive beasts moving southward along the walls to the east and west told me it would soon engulf the city. Thousands of men-at-arms lined the walls and manned the towers that stood every hundred feet or so, awaiting the assault. I noted three weak points in the wall where the Barbaroki had broken through; these had been subject to slipshod repairs that would be unlikely to hold for an hour against the horde. A chill passed over me, and I realized the shadow had reached the tower. Already a score of flying things circled back and forth impatiently, as if waiting for some signal. The attack would begin soon. 
 
    The city in the vicinity of Regi Otthon appeared deserted.  
 
    “The acolytes are all at the wall?” I asked. 
 
    “Those who can fight. The others are in a makeshift sanctum, meditating.” 
 
    I nodded, wondering how much good their meditation would do in the absence of the orb. I moved to look toward the south, but a cluster of tall buildings blocked most of my view of the southern wall. I could just make out the muted sound of an agitated throng of people.  
 
    “What is happening over there?” I asked. 
 
    “Those who had not already fled had begun to amass at the southern gate when the horde was spotted. But there were too many to get through, and now the gate has been ordered closed.” 
 
    “They will die,” I said. 
 
    “The gates must be closed if the city is to have any chance.” 
 
    I cursed the Council under my breath. “Delivaros cannot stand against the horde. Trapping those people in the city serves no purpose.” 
 
    The man held up his hands to indicate his impotence in the matter. He was right, of course. Complaining to him would accomplish nothing.  
 
    “What will you do?” he asked. 
 
    “Whatever I can,” I said. “Leave me.” 
 
    The old man nodded and went back down the stairs. I closed my eyes and brought to mind a place just outside the western wall, where I had escaped after inadvertently freeing Bolond. I had only been there for a moment, but my ability to shift had improved to the point where basic familiarity with a location sufficed to allow me to travel there. I opened my eyes and found myself standing some thirty feet from the wall.  
 
    This was one of the places where Barbaroki rams had smashed through; the gap had been filled with a simple pine palisade that one of the bigger monsters from Veszedelem could destroy with a few well-placed punches. Turning toward the north, I saw a score of monsters bearing down on me already. I turned south and began to run just as an arrow shot past my ear. Another hit the ground just in front of me. The men-at-arms on the wall, having mistaken me for an enemy, had begun their counterattack. 
 
    “Stop firing, you fools!” I shouted, but it was useless. They had every reason to think I was a monster, and perhaps I was. It was a good hundred yards to the southern end of the wall, and the entire length was lined with archers. I summoned a kovet to act as a shield and continued to run. Arrows sank into the shadowy canopy and fell to the ground. Behind me, a score of beasts of a dozen different varieties gradually closed the distance between us. 
 
    The kovet faded as I reached the corner of the wall, but I was reluctant to use my power to summon another. In any case, there were now enough monsters between me and the archers that their arrows were unlikely to hit me. When I could feel the breath of the nearest one on my neck, I skidded to a halt and spun around, throwing a blast of energy in its direction. The thing, which resembled a shaggy, oversized horse with massive black tusks, stopped as if it had hit a wall. It was thrown backwards into three creatures of the same species, knocking them to the ground. A huge red-eyed wolf leapt at me before I could manage another spell; I fell to the ground with the thing on top of me. I seized it by the neck and threw it off, realizing only after I’d scrabbled to my feet that it was already dead. Three arrows protruded from its back.  
 
    Four more of the wolves came at me, but they were quickly downed by the archers as well. The rest of the monsters were farther off. Hopeful that the archers had concluded I was an ally, I set off running toward the southern gate. Word must have traveled along the wall, because I reached it without being skewered. 
 
    The gate was closed, and a throng of several hundred people were agitating on the other side of it. Gasping for breath, I stopped before the tower and shouted, “Open the gate!” My appeal was greeted with a chorus of agreement from the throng. 
 
    “We’re under orders from the Council!” shouted a man from the tower. “No one gets out!” 
 
    “Delivaros will fall,” I gasped. “Let these people out. It is their only chance!” 
 
    Monsters continued to pour around the corner of the wall toward me, but they were still few enough in number that the archers were able to dispatch them. One particularly horrific specimen, a great segmented worm, finally collapsed only a stone’s throw from me, its hide pierced by more than a hundred arrows. As the horde continued to spread out around the city, probing for weak points in the wall, their numbers would increase. Soon there would be too many for the archers to handle. Glancing to my right, I saw that monsters had started to come from that direction as well. If I was going to get the people out of the city, it had to be soon. 
 
    I threw a lightning bolt toward a huge spider to my left, and then scattered a group of goblins to my right. “Open the gate,” I growled, using a spell to turn my voice into a thunderous roar, “or I will knock it down!” 
 
    I stood for a moment, gasping and trembling, as monsters continued to round the corners on both sides. The throng continued to press against the gate, clamoring to be let out. At last the iron portcullis began to move upward. Some of those at the front of the throng got on the ground and squeezed through. Hundreds of arrows flew from the wall to my left and right, many of them lodging in the hides of monsters. The beasts seemed to have no concern for their own lives; they threw themselves relentlessly forward, and many made it nearly to the gate before falling. Several dozen people had gotten through the gate now, and it was high enough that the rest could get through without crawling. The gate was less than ten feet wide, though, and there had to be at least five hundred people still on the other side. The monsters were too many and the archers too few. Most of these people weren’t going to make it. 
 
    How many more monsters could I kill? Fifty? A hundred? It wouldn’t be enough. Eventually I would weaken, and the horde would reach the gate. They would tear these people apart and then enter the city. My one consolation was that the flying things seemed to be busy wreaking havoc inside the city; I had not yet seen any on this side of the southern wall. 
 
    “Go south until you reach the forest,” I roared. “Then scatter. Wait three days before you return. Now flee!” I watched as they ran southward away from the city. Most of them had nothing with them but the clothes they wore. Perhaps they could survive three days in the forest. Perhaps they would scatter enough that the horde would not bother chasing them all down. Perhaps there would be something for them to return to in three days.  
 
    But first, I needed to find a way to put some distance between them and the horde. As monsters continued to pour around the corners, I closed my eyes and brought to mind the area between the northern gate and the bridge. I hoped the acolytes were praying like they’d never prayed before, because I was going to need it. 
 
    Chaos surrounded me. Claws, tentacles, mandibles, wings, horns, fists and hooves jostled against each other. A thousand monsters, some larger than elephants, others as small as cats, pressed toward the northern gate. Howls, screeches, growls and hisses blended into a deafening cacophony. The air was thick with the stench of sulfur and excrement.  
 
     It was only the element of surprise, as well as the general chaos, that saved me. None of the monsters expected their enemy to appear instantaneously among them. If they’d had a second to react, I’d have been crushed, bludgeoned, impaled, or perhaps all three. I did not give it to them. 
 
    I sent a shockwave outward, shattering the bones of those closest to me and sending a hundred monsters flying into those farther out. For a moment, the ground was clear within a fifty-foot radius, and the next fifty feet was strewn with corpses and beasts howling in pain. Beyond these were the rest of the horde, perhaps two thousand strong. I’d exhausted most of my strength and barely made a dent in their numbers.  
 
    Ahead of me, just beyond the horde, I could see the outlines of two guard towers, one on either side of the northern gate—the main gate into Delivaros, nearly twice as wide as the southern gate. If the monsters broke through there, Delivaros was doomed for certain. While the monsters nearest me clambered over the broken corpses of their comrades toward me, those nearer the gate continued to press forward. For the moment, they were being held at bay by a constant volley of arrows, but the defenders would not hold out long. If the horde didn’t break through here, they would soon smash through one of the flimsy palisades—or get through the gate I’d left open. I summoned a kovet, urging it toward the gate. It wrapped around the bars of the portcullis and kept going, tearing it free from its stone anchors. The kovet vanished, and the gate crashed to the ground just inside the wall. An exultant roar went up from the monsters, and the horde surged forward. Arrows continued to fly, but soon a dozen monsters were inside the city. Many more were close behind. Those in my vicinity pressed toward me as the circle closed. I shut my eyes. 
 
    A moment later, I was back in front of the southern gate. People continued to pour through in a column toward the south, while monsters advanced from both sides. Hundreds of arrows flew from the walls, skewering many of them, but the monsters were now getting dangerously close. I didn’t have much strength left in me, but I determined to remain as long as I needed to in order to get the refugees to safety. If my plan didn’t work, I would die along with the rest of them.  
 
    A horned toad the size of a horse leapt toward me, sporting three arrows protruding from its head; I torched it with a fireball. A two-headed ogre approached from the other side, and I managed to dodge its club and get close enough to stop its heart—thankfully it only had one. By the time a rat the size of a boar came at me, I lacked the strength to do anything but create a momentary flash of bright light. Momentarily blinded, the rat hesitated long enough for an arrow to pierce its eye. It quivered and then fell still. I collapsed next to it. I was spent. 
 
    I waited for the death blow to come. Perhaps I would die quickly from fangs piercing my throat, or slowly from having my entrails clawed out. In the end, it did not matter. I would die, and Arnyek would win. Everything would end. I had given everything I had. 
 
    “Konrad,” said a woman’s voice, and for a moment I imagined that I had died, and Beata had come to greet me. But it was only Zselyke, the Reverend Mother. “Konrad, get up!” 
 
    I slowly sat up. The Reverend Mother stood over me. Behind her, observing me, stood several acolytes and men-at-arms. I heard the sounds of battle in the distance, but the fighting in the immediate vicinity had ceased. Arrows no longer flew, and no more monsters poured around the corners of the walls. I had done it. By tearing down the main gate, I had doomed the city, but I had drawn the horde away from the refugees. I watched as the last of them disappeared across the plain to the south.  
 
    “Forgive me,” I said. “I’ve doomed the city.” 
 
    “It is what was foretold,” the Reverend Mother said. “Delivaros must fall. The Cult must die.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Go south with the others. Maybe I can still…” but I trailed off, knowing I was speaking nonsense. The horde would not allow me to escape, and I did not have the strength to shift to Nagyvaros. Without my help, Ilona and the others did not have a chance to defeat Arnyek. I had saved those people for nothing. Orszag and every other world was doomed. 
 
    “We must go back into the city,” the Reverend Mother said. “We will hold out as long as we can. Only you can stop Arnyek.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I am too weak. I cannot….” 
 
    “Quiet,” she said, putting her hand on my shoulder. “You will do what you must.” I felt warmth emanating through my body from where she touched me. A younger acolyte approached, regarding me coldly. She looked from my face to the Reverend Mother’s. The Reverend Mother gave her a stern nod. After a moment’s pause, the young woman moved to stand next to the Reverend Mother. She put her hand on my other shoulder. 
 
    One by one, the other acolytes approached, crowding together so that each of them could place a hand on me, seven of them in all. Warmth surged through me. My power had returned. 
 
    And then they were gone. All at once, they withdrew their hands and turned away from me, retreating toward the gate. I stood. The portcullis lowered as the acolytes went into the city. 
 
    I closed my eyes and brought to mind an image of the palace at Nagyvaros. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-five                   
 
    I awoke in a bedroom in the palace. I vaguely remembered shifting to the empty throne room before collapsing. Judging from the light coming through the window, it was morning. Finding a wash basin and clean clothes laid out for me, I washed, changed, and inspected my wounded leg. The gash had sealed and was well on its way to healing fully, thanks to the mysterious power of the acolytes. I sought out a servant who could take me to Nebjosa. 
 
    I was directed to a room where, as it happened, Nebjosa was just ending a meeting with an ad hoc defense council composed of himself, Ilona, Rodric, Byrn, Noemi, and a Barbarok named Vasyl, who had taken command of the Barbaroki after Ony’s death. The Torzseki who had fought for Davor Sabas had sworn their allegiance to Nebjosa, who assured them that all would be forgiven if they repelled the horde. The janissaries had lost several officers in addition to Bertrek; Byrn had asserted de facto control over what remained of the Fourth Division after the battle in Maganyos Valley. 
 
    Nebjosa asked me to brief the group on the disposition of the enemy. I told them what I knew, which was little enough: assuming that Delivaros had fallen and Arnyek now turned his attention to Nagyvaros, the shadow would reach us sometime in the next two days. The force that had attacked Delivaros was, as far as I could tell, around five thousand strong. Perhaps a thousand of these had been killed in the assault, leaving about four thousand. I suspected, though, that this was not the entirety of Arnyek’s force; Arnyek himself had not been present during the attack on Delivaros, and he likely would keep a sizeable contingent with him. He may also have sent some of his horde to deal with Kijarat and possibly other targets I did not know about.  
 
    Thus, assuming Arnyek sent nearly his entire force to Nagyvaros, we would have to count on dealing with at least six thousand attackers—many of which were a match for a hundred or more men. Delivaros, I told them, had fallen in less than an hour. I did not tell them that I had facilitated its defeat, but even if I hadn’t torn down the gate, the city would not have lasted through the night. I described several of the more powerful creatures I had seen and detailed the threat from each. The council was awed by my descriptions, but no one seemed surprised by any of the underlying facts. Rodric and Ilona had seen enough of the monsters to know what the city was in for. 
 
    Rodric summarized the defense plan for me, and I had little to add. It was not a terribly inspiring plan, but in the end there weren’t a lot of different ways to handle a gigantic horde of ravenous monsters bent on the city’s destruction. Nagyvaros did have one advantage over Delivaros: under Nebjosa’s command, most of the damage to the walls caused by the Barbaroki had been repaired and in some placed even reinforced. The last of the work was expected to be completed before the shadow reached us. Nebjosa’s workers had done the job right, rebuilding the wall from stone and mortar rather than throwing up flimsy palisades as the Council had done. 
 
    Rodric would coordinate the archers and other defenders on the wall, while Byrn and his scouts coordinated the movement of units inside the city, to be deployed against monsters who got past our initial defenses. Nebjosa would lead the defense of the palace. 
 
    As I saw it, there were essentially six types of monsters to worry about, which I called bashers, flyers, jumpers, climbers, throwers, and scrappers. Judging from the composition of the force at Delivaros, scrappers—the smaller, earthbound creatures—made up over half the horde. They could be deadly in combat but were of limited concern as long as they were outside the wall. Bashers, the big creatures that had the strength to damage the walls, were the biggest problem. A gap in the wall would let the scrappers into the city. Flyers, jumpers and climbers could get over the wall and wreak havoc in the city, but they tended to be smaller and their attacks less deadly.  
 
    Despite the improvements, the walls of Nagyvaros were, on the whole, less imposing than those of Delivaros. Only ten to twelve feet high and six feet thick in most places, the walls were intended to keep out bands of raiders, not hordes of monsters. The city’s primary defense had always been the massive spires that towered over the city. Affixed to them were dozens of platforms from which archers could fire down on their enemies with impunity. Several of the larger spires had also been equipped with bolt-throwers intended to damage catapults and other siege weaponry. These would be effective against the bashers at a distance but would be useless against them once they’d reached the cover of the wall. Then the bolt throwers would be directed against the larger flyers. Along most of the top of the wall, a wooden palisade had also been recently constructed, increasing the height of the wall and giving cover to the hundreds of additional archers who had arrived to defend the city. 
 
    Between the bolt throwers, Rodric’s archers and Byrn’s mobile units, I thought we could deal with the flyers and climbers. Throwers were monsters who could hurl projectiles against the wall or into the city. Throwers would be a big problem in an extended siege, as they would wear the city down over time, but I suspected the battle would be over in a day or two. They would be a bigger threat if they used fire, but I had not seen any sign of this at Delivaros. I doubted they would use ramps or siege towers either; Arnyek would not delay his quest for the orb to coordinate the building of such structures when he could rely on bashers and climbers to penetrate the wall. 
 
    I would station myself on the wall, watching for threats to its integrity and shifting from place to place to deal with them as needed. Ilona would remain with the Valerites in the palace, guarded by a force of a hundred Torzseki hand-picked by Nebjosa. Ilona grumbled at the idea of being left out of the battle, but she was perhaps the most important element of our defense. She would act as a reservoir of energy for the Valerites, who would focus their meditations on keeping the palace safe from attack. How this power would manifest itself I did not know, but I had seen too much evidence to dismiss it—and we were not going to win this battle without a miracle. 
 
    There remained one major unknown: Arnyek himself. I had no doubt he would come to Nagyvaros along with his horde—his goal was, after all, to get his hands on the orb. What I didn’t know was the extent of his power. I had seen him kill with a touch and survive a blast that should have killed him, but could he blast a hole in a stone wall? I suspected not. He would likely direct the assault from outside the city, relying on his horde to wear down our defenses. Arnyek’s horde was not limitless; by this time every creature in Veszedelem loyal to him would have come through the gateway. If we could keep the mashers out for a day, we could probably keep the orb out of Arnyek’s hands indefinitely—perhaps even long enough for us to find a way to undo the curse. 
 
    Work on the walls continued throughout the day. Every able-bodied person in the city contributed to the defense in some way, from stripping twigs to make arrows to lifting buckets of rocks up to the walls with pulleys. Rodric drilled his archers while Byrn coordinated the mobile troops. Each group was composed of squads pulled from the ranks of the janissaries, Barbaroki and Torzseki, as well as men-at-arms who had served during the previous Governor’s reign. With a few violent exceptions, the disparate groups put aside their differences to present a unified defense. Most of the defenders had at least glimpsed the monsters pouring out of the Temple of Romok, and the thought of several thousand such creatures was enough to convince them of their shared humanity. 
 
    The sun set, and we passed a restless but otherwise uneventful night in the city. By noon the next day we were as prepared as we were going to be. It was mid-afternoon when a Torzsek scout on horseback came galloping up to the southern gate, shouting that a great shadow was sweeping over the plain. The shadow was shaped like a finger, nearly a mile wide, pointing directly at Nagyvaros. Along its leading edge was a line of horrifying creatures, some bigger than any animal he had ever seen. He estimated they were at least six thousand strong. At the rate they were moving, they would reach the city within an hour. 
 
    There was nothing to do but wait. I bade Rodric and Ilona good luck and then returned to my room to rest, tasking a servant with rousing me when the shadow could be seen from the city. I felt like I had just closed my eyes when I heard the knock on the door. I groaned, dismissing the servant, and got out of bed. I got dressed and made my way to the southern wall. By the time I reached it, the horde was almost upon us. 
 
    Their advance was better organized than the assault on Delivaros; the front line stopped just outside of effective bow range while the shadow continued to move in. Those in the front seemed to be mostly climbers; behind these were the bashers, and then the scrappers. The throwers brought up the rear. Wyverns, giant bats and other flying creatures I couldn’t name circled overhead, reconnoitering the city. At the front of the horde stood a small figure holding up his right hand. He would have looked ridiculous were it not abundantly clear that every horrible thing in the horde was awaiting his command.  
 
    The shadow passed over us, and the men on either side of me murmured apprehensively to each other. I suspected Arnyek would wait for the shadow to encompass the city before ordering the attack, giving the flyers a chance to thoroughly assess the city’s defenses. The delay would also allow him to get his troops in position to attack many points on the wall simultaneously; already the horde had begun to form itself into a semicircle, wrapping itself around the city on the north, east and south. Arnyek also no doubt intended to fully exploit the demoralizing effect of the shadow. Although the sun shone in the sky, it felt as though we stood under an oppressive canopy that blocked all but the coldest light and made the air seem stifling and unnaturally still. “Easy, lads,” I said, as the anxious murmurs continued. “It’s just a bit overcast.” But it was more than that, of course. And even if we somehow repelled the horde, I was not certain that it would ever pass. Orszag was becoming another shadow world. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-six                        
 
    When the attack finally began, it came swiftly and without warning. There were no waving flags or blowing trumpets. Arnyek simply dropped his hand to his side and the horde rushed toward the walls as one. At the same instant, most of the flying creatures began to dive, seeking out defenders on spires or along the wall. It didn’t seem possible that they had all seen Arnyek’s signal; I could only assume that he possessed some kind of psychic connection with them. Hopefully he did not have any more surprises in store for us. 
 
    The bolt throwers opened fire, quickly taking out three of the larger bashers. As the flyers came within range, the archers opened fire. Several of the winged creatures fell to the ground, riddled with arrows. A wyvern crashed into the southeastern tower, breaking off a merlon and crushing two men before hurtling to the ground below. A huge black manta-like thing swooped down and carried off an archer, dropping him fifty feet to the cobblestone streets before crashing into the roof of a house, some two dozen arrows protruding from its hide. To the north, a swarm of giant bats harassed another group of defenders. 
 
    Shortly after the airborne attack began, the first wave of climbers reached the foot of the wall and began to scale it. For these, dropped objects were more effective than arrows; wherever the climbers advanced, archers gave way to men and women carting buckets of rocks or cauldrons of boiling water. The water was particularly effective; the monsters, by and large, did not like heat. To my left and right, climbers clawed their way up the wall only to be knocked back down before reaching the top. Most of them got back up to try again; some did not. 
 
    I bade my time, reserving my strength to deal with the mashers, most of which were now too close to the wall to be targeted by bolt-throwers. These were the real threat, and many of them were too well-armored to be vulnerable to arrows. The trick was going to be to identify which mashers posed the greatest danger, get to them, and eliminate them before they could cause any serious damage. If I were too eager to attack or spent too much energy shifting from place to place, I risked becoming fatigued while the mashers were still a threat. 
 
    About a hundred feet to my right, a huge, vaguely man-shaped pile of rocks bashed its stony, barrel-sized fists against the wall. I raced toward it, intending to incapacitate it with a lightning bolt. When I reached the point on the wall above the giant, though, I realized the stupid creature was doing almost as much damage to its own cause as it was to the wall: half a dozen climbers, unable to hold on to the unstable surface, had fallen to the ground around the giant. The giant had picked a poor place to attack; a well-constructed stone building backed up against the wall here, making it unlikely he would break through anytime soon. I let him be. 
 
    Casting my gaze back across the plain, I saw that Arnyek had not moved. He stood with his hands at his sides, impassively watching the battle unfold. I wondered what he felt, if anything. Rage? Satisfaction? Dread? Arnyek had been brought into being to be the Destroyer, and he seemed to have accepted his role without question. Had he ever had a choice? For that matter, had I? 
 
    For a moment, his face turned toward me, and I was certain I was a dead man. I had seen him kill the greatest sorcerer in Orszag with a touch, and I was nowhere near as skilled as Bolond. For all I knew, Arnyek could kill me with a thought. 
 
    But then he looked away, and I still stood. Something had changed, though, and it took me a second to realize what it was. The giant had stopped beating its fists on the wall and was now lumbering along its base. The giant stopped, turned back toward the wall, and began pounding again. There was nothing behind the wall here but empty air; a dozen or so solid hits would be enough to smash a hole in it. I sent a lightning bolt at the giant, and it fell over dead. Cheers went up from the men around me. 
 
    I did not cheer. The giant had been too stupid to realize it had attacked in the wrong place, and it could not have picked that weak spot by chance. Somehow one of the flying creatures had communicated the problem to Arnyek, and Arnyek had mentally commanded the giant to redirect its attack. The horde would be dangerous enough if each of its members were acting independently; this level of coordination spelled certain doom. No longer hindered by the giant’s pounding, several of the climbers nearby had already climbed halfway back up the wall. The defenders were having a hard time knocking them all down. 
 
    Similar acts of coordination were no doubt occurring all along the wall, thanks to Arnyek’s apparent ability to communicate psychically with the monsters. He might not be able to directly kill me with a thought, but the ability to mentally coordinate the horde would eventually amount to the same thing. If we were going to have any chance of repelling the horde, we needed to do something about Arnyek. We could not kill him, but distracting him might help. I could throw lightning bolts at him, but the ongoing assault from the mashers meant that I could not afford to be tied up dealing with Arnyek all day. Unfortunately, he stood just outside of effective bow range. The best archer in Orszag probably couldn’t hit him at that distance. On the other hand, it was worth a try. 
 
    I ran along the wall back the way I’d come, scanning the entire wall as I ran. Two red flags had been raised, one near the center of the north wall and one at the northeast corner. These were signals to me that bashers were on the verge of breaking through. I did not have much time. 
 
    “Rodric!” I shouted, as I spotted him in the distance. He let loose an arrow that skewered a giant bat, sending it plummeting to the street below, and then turned to face me. He was surrounded by men dropping rocks on an insistent batch of climbers. A volley of arrows shot a few feet over our heads toward the beasts still on the open plain. 
 
    “What is it, Konrad?” Rodric asked, nocking another arrow. “I’ve got my hands full here.” 
 
    “Your talents are needed for a more pressing task. You see that man?” I pointed toward Arnyek. 
 
    “Aye, he’s the demon, is he not? The ringmaster of this circus.” 
 
    “Arnyek, yes. He seems to be able to coordinate the monsters’ movements.” 
 
    Rodric nodded. “That explains why these buggers got so smart all of a sudden,” he said, gesturing toward the climbers. “At first they were easy to knock down. But now when they fall, they run a ways along the wall before trying again, so the men keep having to move their buckets. They’re tiring us out.” He shot an arrow into the giant caterpillar as its head came into view above the wall, and the thing curled backward and fell out of sight. A hairy brown spider the size of a large dog had gotten past the defenders just behind him; I sent a ball of fire at it, turning it into a greasy puddle. 
 
    “We’ve got to distract him,” I said. “Do you think you can hit him from this distance?” 
 
    “Whew,” Rodric said, peering at Arnyek. “I don’t know, but I’ll give it a try. I might be able to worry him a bit, at least.” 
 
    “Good man,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. I closed my eyes and shifted to the northeast corner of the wall.  
 
    And I fell. 
 
    Only about three feet, but it was enough to momentarily scare the wits out of me. I’d made a point of familiarizing myself with several places along the top of the wall, but somehow the surface wasn’t where I’d expected it to be. As I struggled to my feet, there was a deafening boom and the structure shook underneath me. A few more hits like that, and this whole section of the wall would collapse, taking me with it. The wooden palisade on this part of the wall had already been torn to pieces. 
 
    “Help!” cried a voice nearby, and I spotted two hands desperately clinging to the top of the wall, the left one still clutching a wooden pole with a red flag tied to it. The man was in little danger from falling; he couldn’t be more than three feet from the ground. If he fell, though, he’d be stuck outside the city with the monsters.  I moved toward the man, reaching the edge of the wall just as the basher struck again, a few feet to his right. The man lost his grip and disappeared over the edge. I leaped off the wall, landing on the monster. 
 
    It was nearly ten feet tall—a quadruped, with thick gray scales for armor and a hideous hammer-like head. I straddled its neck, placing my hand in its hide in an attempt to stop the beast’s heart. I’d found the best way to kill a creature without expending a lot of tvari was to stop its heart. Unfortunately, the spell that I had used to do this several times had no effect on this creature. Either it had no heart or its anatomy was so different from a human’s that the spell was ineffective. The beast bucked violently, throwing me through the air. I landed hard on my back, stunned. 
 
    The flagman stood over me, terror on his face. He was just a kid, no more than sixteen years old. He still clutched the red flag in his hand.  
 
    “Watch out!” he cried, and I rolled away just in time to avoid a massive stomping hoof. I scrambled to my feet and away from the monster. I was now between the thing’s giant hammer-like head and what was left of the wall—a place I did not want to be. 
 
    This time I didn’t bother with finesse. I hit him right in his big ugly head with a lightning bolt, and he staggered and collapsed. 
 
    Several lanky humanoid things had taken advantage of the cessation of the hammer-beast’s pounding to begin scaling the damaged section of the wall in front of me, but I didn’t have time to deal with them. A huge blood-red bird plummeted toward me, its talons outstretched. I dispatched it with a lightning bolt as well. Then I killed two stone giants advancing toward the wall for good measure. I moved toward the flagman, put my hand on his shoulder, and shifted us to the other trouble spot on the wall.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said to the boy, who stood next to me, pale-faced and shaking. “It was—”  
 
    Something smashed into me, knocking me onto my back. Claws pinned my shoulders. I had just enough time to throw my hands up as rows of sharp yellow teeth came at my face. It was a climber, something like a giant hairless puma. I cried out as teeth sank into my forearm. Something struck the beast on the back of the head and it let go, turning to face its attacker. I nearly laughed when I saw the stupid, brave kid still holding his flag. I reached out and stopped the beast’s heart. It collapsed on top of me and I pushed out from underneath it. The kid helped me to my feet. He reminded me of Vili. 
 
    My arm hurt, but the wound was not severe; the beast’s teeth had not penetrated deeply. The puma thing was one of about two dozen. All around us, men did their best to fight them back with spears, halberds, axes and swords. They were a motley mix of janissaries, Barbaroki, Torzseki and men-at-arms, all fighting together to save the city. It would have been inspiring had they not been so clearly doomed. Once in a while, one of the men would get in a lucky blow against one of the beasts, but the things were too many and too fast. The surface of the wall was slick with the blood of men who’d had their throats torn out or their bellies ripped open. One of the men clutched a pole with a red flag tied to it. Most of the beasts didn’t even bother to fight, though. They slipped through gaps in the defense to the inside of the wall and leaped down to the streets of the city below. 
 
    There was little I could do about it. I was already growing fatigued, and I couldn’t kill them all without killing a lot of defenders at the same time. Even if I were willing to sacrifice those men, it would do little good: another hundred monsters would soon take the place of these. The red flags were supposed to be used only to warn me of particularly dangerous bashers, but obviously somebody here had panicked. I could hardly blame them. 
 
    Looking out across the wall, I saw six more flags. I felt like weeping. We needed at least three more sorcerers if we were going to have any chance of repelling the horde. 
 
    A man to my left screamed as one of the puma things knocked him to the ground. The kid with the flag looked at me, his eyes pleading. I turned away and shifted across the city. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-seven      
 
    I dispatched three more mashers in short order, but by this time, I was nearing exhaustion. Scanning the wall, I saw four more flags. I ran to Rodric, who was not far away. As I approached, he loosed an arrow at something coming up the wall. 
 
    “How goes it?” I panted. 
 
    “Three mortal shots so far,” Rodric said. “He takes them well.” He nocked another arrow. Arnyek still stood on the plain, watching the battle. “He got onto me after the third one, though. I think he’s been sending these things at me. Hold on.” He loosed the arrow, impaling a two-headed baboon-thing that had reached the top of the wall. To our left and right, men and women continued to hurl objects at other climbers. They were clearly growing tired as well. 
 
    “The city is lost,” I said. 
 
    “It’s beginning to look that way. But we cannot give up yet. Can we sneak the orb out of the city?” He nocked another arrow. 
 
    “Too risky. We need a force capable of punching through the enemy lines.” 
 
    “We’ve got every fighting man in Orszag, and we’re already spread thin trying to defend the city.” 
 
    “Not every man,” I said, and Rodric shook his head, knowing what I meant. Far below Nagyvaros was the underground city, Fold Alatt. Rodric and I had discussed going to King Berrant to plead for his help but had ultimately rejected the idea. We could not be certain the people there would be sympathetic to our cause. In any case, we were already barely holding together a coalition of Torzseki, Barbaroki and janissaries; bringing in an army of people who were not even truly human might well have doomed our effort from the beginning. Now, though, it appeared that we were doomed in any case. 
 
    “I do not think the Builders will fight for us,” Rodric said, loosing the arrow. It missed Arnyek by an inch. The demon took no notice. 
 
    “Destiny is a strange thing,” I said. “The people of Fold Alatt have waited a thousand years to venture aboveground again. Now that the shadow envelops us, they can.” 
 
    “If they fight, they will die.” 
 
    “Many will, no doubt, but it will be for a noble cause, and it will at least end their suffering.” 
 
    “Go, then, if you think they might help.” He nocked another arrow. 
 
    “I cannot afford to leave the wall for more than a moment. You will have to do it. You don’t seem to be hindering Arnyek much anyway.” 
 
    “I? But how can I…?” 
 
    “I will shift there with you and then return here. You must appeal to King Berrant.” 
 
    “Even if he agrees, it will take hours to assemble their troops and get back to the surface.” King Berrant had hinted to us during our visit to Fold Alatt that there were several secret passages that still led to places in Nagyvaros. 
 
    “Yes, but it is the only chance we have. I will try to hold out until you return. Are you ready?” 
 
    Rodric skewered another baboon-thing. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Leave the bow,” I said. “I will not be able to take the arrows with us.” 
 
    Rodric nodded, setting down the bow. He unstrung the quiver of arrows on his back. “Ready.” 
 
    I put my hand on Rodric’s shoulder. A moment later we were at the outskirts of Fold Alatt, the city far under Nagyvaros. It was a breathtaking sight. The city was located in a gigantic cavern illuminated by patches of luminescent fungus of on the walls. Through the middle of the cavern ran a stream, which had been widened into a shallow pool for about a third of its length. Clustered around the stream were hundreds of stone buildings. The buildings grew taller as one neared the perimeter of the roughly circular cavern, giving the city a bowl shape. A glittering crystal palace stood across the stream from us, its spires nearly touched the stalactites hanging down from the top of the cavern. Several of the strange, pale denizens of the city stood about, staring at us.  
 
    “Good luck, old friend,” I said, embracing him. “Return as quickly as you can.” I let go and, before he could answer, shifted to the palace at Nagyvaros. I was so exhausted by this time from my sorcery and shifting from place to place that a man-at-arms had to help me to inner room where Ilona and the Valerites were sequestered.  
 
    “Konrad! Is the battle lost already?” Ilona cried as I approached. She sat on a cushion in the center of the room with the orb on her lap. Noemi and the other Valerites, male and female, sat in a circle, facing her, eyes closed. They did not cease their meditations.   
 
    “Nagyvaros is not lost yet, but the situation looks grim. It may be necessary to get you out of the city.” We had a plan in place for this, but it was a matter of last resort. “I have sent Rodric to Fold Alatt for reinforcements.” 
 
    “Then things are desperate indeed. What can I do?” 
 
    “You are doing it,” I said. “Do not cease your meditations; a miracle would be most welcome.” I stepped between two of the Valerites and put my hand on Ilona’s shoulder. I felt a surge of tvari flow into me. When I’d first begun dabbling in sorcery, I’d become fatigued very quickly. My ability to work magic had been constrained not by the available supply of tvari, but rather the limitations of my own body. Something seemed to have changed with my vision of Beata after fleeing Kijarat, though. I had learned it was possible to master my fatigue, using tvari to overcome my natural limitations. As a result, I could now use more tvari than could be easily absorbed from around me. A simple touch from Ilona, who was a living reservoir of tvari, sufficed to give me the strength to fight on.  
 
    Ilona smiled but did not speak. The Valerites remained undisturbed. They would not approve of my using their power to kill, but they would not interfere. “Thank you,” I said, and shifted back to the wall.  
 
    Over the next two hours, I killed four more bashers and at least a score of other monsters who made the mistake of getting in my way. Arrows and bolts continued to fly from the spires, and men and women on top of the wall did their best to repel the climbers. In the end, though, it wasn’t enough. We’d winnowed the flyers down to a few dozen, but hundreds of climbers were now loose in the city, forcing those on the wall to divide their attention. A few of the cleverer ones got inside the guardhouse at the main gate and nearly got it open before I blasted them into ashes. By the time I’d dealt with that threat, though, two mashers—one to the south and one to the north—had broken through the wall. Hundreds of scrappers poured through the gaps. The city was now truly lost. 
 
    I shifted to the ground and located Byrn. I advised him of the situation, and he concurred that it was time to pull back to the palace. I shifted several more times, advising every unit I could locate to head toward the palace. Shouted orders traveled throughout the city, and by the time I shifted to the main steps of the palace, several hundred men were already in position.  
 
    The monsters’ movements within the city seemed uncoordinated; either Arnyek was distracted or the situation was simply too complex for him to exert a noticeable degree of control. Nebjosa took advantage of the chaos, forming a defensive perimeter five or six men deep around the entire palace while the archers on the palace’s towers and the nearby spires dealt with the sporadic attacks from scrappers and flyers. 
 
    Soon the attacks ceased entirely, and I heard hopeful murmurs from some of the men. I was not encouraged by this development, though: a sudden cessation of attack was a sign of coordination, and that meant Arnyek had reasserted control. He was readying his troops for the final assault. 
 
    They came at us in a wedge formation, the tip of which was made up of three particularly large bashers. The rest of the wedge was a seemingly random mix of bashers, scrappers and climbers. Valuing expediency over perfection, Arnyek was throwing everything he had at us. I would have liked to have moved more units in front of the wedge, but I didn’t want to risk leaving a gap in our defenses in case the frontal assault was a feint. It was a minor miracle we’d been able to maneuver our hodgepodge of an army into a reasonable facsimile of a defensive position in the first place. 
 
    Nebjosa and I stood at the top of the steps to the palace, just in front of an arcade supported by two rows of stone pillars. Rodric had assembled an ad hoc unit of forty elite archers, mostly janissaries, who stood in two rows on the steps below me. Four rows of men armed mostly with pikes and axes stood on the ground level around the entire palace. 
 
    At the same time as the wedge began to advance, a dozen or more flyers suddenly dived toward me. I’d been aware for a while that Arnyek was directing the flyers at me, but I’d mostly been able to avoid them by shifting quickly from place to place. Now, though, I was a sitting duck. Fortunately Rodric’s archers made quick work of most of them; only a leathery skinned wyvern got close enough that I felt the need to take it out with a lightning bolt. It fell screaming somewhere on the other side of the palace. 
 
    A bolt thrower took out the lead masher—a version of the hammer-head creature I’d killed earlier—before it reached our front line. The other two lead mashers, a pair of stone giants, broke through our lines, crushing a dozen men before continuing up the steps of the palace. Dozens of arrows bounced off their hides, doing no discernible damage. The archers moved aside rather than be trampled.  
 
    One of the giants ran at Nebjosa, and he swung at it with his axe. The blade bit into its thigh but the giant hardly seemed to notice. It bounded past Nebjosa through the arcade toward the door of the palace. I was about to throw a lightning bolt at him, but I paused when I saw that the other one had become preoccupied with knocking down the pillars that supported the foyer. Seeing what was about to happen, Nebjosa moved into the open. I blinked away just before the ceiling collapsed, trapping both giants under several tons of rock.  
 
    Now standing on the ceiling of a building overlooking the wedge from the side, I dispatched several more mashers while the archers and pikemen dealt with the others. Three more flyers had located me, so I shifted to an alley nearby where I would have more cover. From there, I took out two more mashers and then shifted to the roof of the temple. I was once again growing fatigued, and there were at least a hundred more mashers to deal with, as well as several thousand other monsters. Our line had reformed and was holding for the moment, but the wedge had turned into a chaotic mass of monsters pushing inward along the entire eastern side of the palace. Half a dozen flyers circled overhead; they suddenly dived toward me as one. I did my best to ignore them, scanning the buildings in the vicinity. Spotting a lone man standing on a roof not far away, I shifted to him. 
 
    Arnyek was facing away from me, but he must have sensed my arrival, because he turned toward me. I threw a fireball at him. He staggered backwards, engulfed in flames, and fell off the building. I ran to the edge of the roof in time to see him getting to his feet. Already the flames around him were dying. I shifted to him again and hit him with a kinetic blast that threw him so hard against the brick wall behind him that the mortar cracked. The impact would have broken all the bones in his body if he’d been an ordinary human being. He fell to the ground, coughed, and then got to his feet. 
 
    Attacking Arnyek was clearly pointless. I could distract him momentarily, but I could not kill him or even hurt him seriously. And distracting him would do little good at this point; the horde didn’t need direction to keep up their onslaught of the palace. As far as I could tell, our defense wasn’t going to last much longer, and I no longer had the strength to be of much use. The only thing I could think of to do was stall. 
 
    “You’ll never take the orb, Arnyek,” I said. “This is all a ruse, you know. It is already far from here.” 
 
    He regarded me for a moment and then turned his face toward the commotion in the distance. “No,” he said at last, “I think it is not far.” 
 
    I regarded him for a moment. Was he bluffing? No, I didn’t think so. Arnyek was confident enough in his quest that he wouldn’t see the need to lie. He could sense the orb nearby. “Believe what you wish. You will never get it.” 
 
    “My offer stands, Konrad. You can end this violence and suffering. Retrieve the orb and you can witness the end of all things with me.” He took a step toward me. I stepped back, wary of his touch. 
 
    “No, I will not yield,” I said. “It is in my nature to keep fighting, even if it is for naught.” 
 
    “As it is in mine,” said a voice down the alley. I looked past Arnyek to see a man in finely crafted black plate armor approaching. Next to him was Rodric, bearing a bow. They were at the lead of a group of some twenty men with crossbows.  
 
    Arnyek let out a sigh. “Must we go through this charade?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I said, and gave Rodric a nod. He fired an arrow that caught Arnyek in the neck. A moment later, a volley of crossbow bolts struck him and he fell to the ground, apparently dead. 
 
    “That wasn’t much of a challenge,” said the man in the black plate armor. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, King Berrant. As you will see shortly, though—” 
 
    Berrant and his men gasped as Arnyek’s body jerked. Arnyek groaned and slowly got to his knees. One by one, the arrows began to fall from his body. 
 
    “He cannot be killed,” I said. “Your efforts are better directed at the monsters attacking the palace. Come!”  
 
    We ran away from Arnyek, toward the ongoing battle. I saw now that many more men from Fold Alatt had already joined. The horde, spread out across the open square in front of the palace and the streets and alleys nearby, was fighting a battle on many fronts. Their advance had slowed, but the defensive line in front of the palace had been crushed. Only Nebjosa and a handful of archers remained at the top of the steps to keep the monsters from getting into the palace. They fired as quickly as they could, but they would not hold out for long.  
 
    “We’ve got to help them!” Rodric cried. 
 
    I was tempted to shift to Nebjosa to help him hold the line, but I did not. “The palace is lost,” I said.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-eight         
 
    “Then my men came for nothing,” said Berrant. 
 
    “No. They have split the horde’s attention, giving us time to reach Ilona. This way!” I ran along the edge of the square to skirt the fighting, trusting Rodric and the others to follow. Fighting raged all along the edge of the square nearest the palace; to avoid getting bogged down in it, we were going to have to take a detour down a side street and then circle back to reach the rear door of the palace. We could only hope that the horde had not already broken through there. 
 
    “Konrad, wait!” cried Rodric, as we reached the edge of the square. I turned to see that the last archer had fallen. Nebjosa stood alone on top of the pile of rubble that was all that was left of the collapsed arcade. Climbing toward him were three horned trolls. Behind Nebjosa, half-buried by the rubble, was the door to the palace. Rodric raised his bow, targeting one of the trolls. The crossbowmen, following his lead, took aim as well. 
 
    “No,” I said, putting my hand on Rodric’s bow. “You’ll only draw attention to us. We must get to Ilona.” As I spoke, Nebjosa cleaved the skull of one of the trolls with his axe. The one to his left grabbed his ankle, pulling him off balance. Nebjosa fell, and the two trolls leapt upon him.  
 
    No defenders remained alive on this side of the palace, but the attackers’ advance was fitful and chaotic. Between Arnyek’s lapse in concentration and the unexpected attacks from the hundreds of mail-clad Builders, they were having a hard time pressing their advance. I knew, though, that the chaos would not last long. 
 
    “This way!” I barked again, and started down a side street.  
 
    Berrant came up behind me. “Is it true that if the demon gets his hands on this orb, it will mean the end of the world?” he asked. 
 
    “The end of our world and many others,” I said. “I did not expect you to come.” 
 
    “Do you think my people do not value our world?” 
 
    “You have seen so little of it, and your people suffer so much. I thought….” 
 
    “You thought we would be like Arnyek, wanting everything to end.” 
 
    “Yes.” We turned down a street that would take us toward the rear of the palace. 
 
    “I understand Arnyek,” Berrant said. “And that is why I must fight against him. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Not entirely, but I am glad you are here. You and your men. If we are able to save Ilona and keep the orb away from Arnyek, it will be because of you.” 
 
    “We are glad to be of some small help. It has been far too long since our people have been needed.”  
 
    I wanted to respond, but we were interrupted by a huge beetle-like thing that rounded the corner in front of us. I raised my hand to fire a lightning bolt at it, but a dozen crossbow bolts to the creature’s head did it in. We walked around it and continued on our circuitous route back to the palace. 
 
    We encountered a few wandering scrappers along the way, but these were easily dispatched by the crossbowmen. The rear defensive line was still intact, and they waved us through to the door. Rodric knocked several times, and at last a man-at-arms let us in. We proceeded to the room where Ilona and the others waited. Berrant’s men waited outside while Rodric, Berrant and I went in. 
 
    Noemi stood and turned toward us as we entered. Ilona and the others opened their eyes and stood as well. “You bring the King of Fold Alatt?” Noemi asked, looking at Berrant. I did not know how she knew who he was, and there was no time to ask. Berrant did not seem to recognize Noemi, but neither was he surprised at her acknowledgement of him. 
 
    “The horde is at the door,” I said. “We must flee through the tunnels.” The palace was connected to several places in the city through a network of secret tunnels, many of which Eben had mapped while looking for the way to Fold Alatt. I had glanced at the maps and knew a way out.  
 
    “Where will we go?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “East across the plain,” I said. “But first, we’ll take the tunnels to the Fisherman’s Quarter.” 
 
    “By the river?” said King Berrant. “No, that is too close to the fighting, and it is the wrong direction. Better to go to the Hidden Quarter. From there, you should be able to sneak out of the city.” 
 
    “You can get us to the Hidden Quarter?” 
 
    “As long as the tunnels haven’t been blocked. Most of them date from Elhalad’s founding. I know them by heart.” 
 
    “Good.” I turned to face the group. “We must hurry. King Berrant will lead you to the tunnel out of the palace. Protect Ilona and the orb at all cost.” 
 
    Ilona approached me. “Are you not coming, Konrad?” 
 
    “I must stay here to face Arnyek,” I said. 
 
    “But you cannot!” Rodric cried. “He is too powerful!” 
 
    “He can sense the orb,” I said. “Our only hope is to keep him distracted long enough that he doesn’t realize it’s gone.” 
 
    “Can you not take it and shift to somewhere far away?” Rodric asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “The substance of the orb makes it impossible. I cannot even carry metal with me when I shift. Ilona must take it.” There was a loud crash like something slamming against a door. I touched Ilona’s cheek and felt a surge of tvari. “I will find you outside the city after I have dealt with Arnyek. Go!” 
 
     “Wait,” Berrant said. He turned to one of the crossbowmen. “Theros, you know the way to the dungeon?” 
 
    “Aye, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Good. Lead them there. I must speak a moment with Konrad. I will catch up with you presently.” 
 
    “As you command, Your Highness.” 
 
    Rodric shot me a quizzical look.  
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “Go with Ilona and the others. We’ll be along shortly.” 
 
    Rodric nodded. He and the others followed Theros out of the room. 
 
    “There is something I must show you,” Berrant said when they were gone. There was another crash against the door.  
 
    “Show me then, and quickly.” 
 
    Berrant pulled a gold locket from where it hung from a chain around his neck. He undid the clasp and handed it to me. “Open it.” 
 
    The locket was spherical, a little smaller than a walnut. I opened it. Inside was a crystal globe that looked like a smaller version of the orb. I saw that inside of it floated hundreds of tiny gold flecks. Had King Berrant halted our escape to show me a piece of jewelry? 
 
    “What is it?” I asked impatiently. 
 
    “The key to Fold Alatt’s survival,” he said. “And perhaps the survival of us all. The cavern that houses our city was formed by magic, and it is kept from collapsing by a spell that Bolond cast a thousand years ago. He provided us with the means to break the spell, in case Fold Alatt were ever invaded from above.” 
 
    “You are speaking of destroying Fold Alatt?” 
 
    “When you came to us with Ilona, bearing the key, we knew our time was coming to an end. We have been waiting for you to return. Break the globe and the spell will be undone.” 
 
    “But… to what end?” 
 
    “Fold Alatt is directly under the palace. Lure Arnyek inside and then break the globe. Perhaps we cannot kill him, but we can trap him under a hundred thousand tons of stone.” 
 
    “Are there not still many people left in Fold Alatt?” 
 
    “My people are not your responsibility. I alone will carry the guilt of giving you this gift.” 
 
    “I cannot do this. Your people finally have a chance to live! Now that the shadow has spread across Orszag, they can leave Fold Alatt.” 
 
    “No, I will not subject my people to that. Do you not see? My people live in darkness, but they dream of the light. They do not want to live in a world of shadow any more than you do. Let their suffering end—not so that we may embrace oblivion, as Arnyek does, but so that you may have a chance at freeing the world from the grip of shadow.”  
 
    There was another crash at the door. I heard wood splintering. 
 
    “Perhaps you won’t have to use it,” Berrant said, closing the locket and clamping my hand shut over it, “but if it comes to it, do not hesitate. Now I must rejoin Theros and the others. I wish you good luck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-nine              
 
    Berrant fled to join the others below the palace while I ran toward the sounds of splintering wood. I arrived at the foyer of the palace just as the last remnants of the door gave way. I summoned a kovet, urging it to block the entryway. The thing latched onto the walls around the doorframe and held on so tightly while being struck by repeated blows from outside that finally the stones broke loose and the kovet fell to the floor like a deflated sail. As it dissolved, a giant bipedal lizard stomped inside, its head scraping against the ceiling. It leaned down, stretching its neck toward me, mouth opening to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth. I shot a lightning bolt down its throat and it collapsed in front of me, exhaling a cloud of smoke and ash that nearly made me choke. A huge hairy ogre appeared in the doorway, grabbed the dead lizard by the tail, and pulled it outside. The ogre stepped aside, making way for Arnyek the Destroyer. 
 
    He approached me with the same impassive expression he always had, as if destroying the world meant as much to him as combing his hair. It infuriated me. I wanted him to be angry, hateful, gleeful—anything but this impenetrable insouciance.  
 
    “What have you done with it?” he asked, as if he were asking directions to the market. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied. 
 
    “This game grows tiresome. People are suffering. Tell me where the orb is, and we will end it.” 
 
    I backed away as he continued to advance toward me. “Suffering is not the worst thing,” I said. “I spent six years in a dungeon for a crime I did not commit. I have suffered more than most. More, perhaps, than most in Veszedelem. And yet I continue to fight.” 
 
    Arnyek smiled. “And yet, in the depths of that prison, I heard you call my name.” 
 
    “I did not even know you.” 
 
    “Ah, but you did, Konrad. I am Arnyek the Destroyer. I am oblivion. I sent the rats to consume you, but you spurned my gift.” 
 
    At that moment, true horror seized me. I had told no one of my attempt to starve myself in Nincs Varazslat, and how I had at the last moment chosen to live rather than be eaten alive. Arnyek was no more monster of flesh and blood, like those things that swarmed all over the city. He had not been brought into being by Lorentz’s sorcery. Lorentz had only loosed him upon the world. Arnyek had always been. 
 
    “I refused your gift,” I said, “because I would not be eaten by rats.” 
 
    “I understand,” Arnyek said. “That is why I hold these monsters at bay. You wish to die with dignity, and that is what I offer you. Give me the orb and we will watch the world end together.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It is true that I would have chosen an easy death in Nincs Varazslat, but I am no longer that naïve young man. I will fight you as long as I have breath.” 
 
    Arnyek had halted his advance, and I stopped retreating. He closed his eyes and cocked his head back. “It is not here,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “I told you that already. I have had it taken far from the city. You will never find it.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Not far.” He turned and walked back toward the doorway. 
 
    “Damn you!” I cried. “Come back here! I’m the real threat to your plans. Finish me!” 
 
    But Arnyek did not stop, nor even acknowledge me. I shot a lightning bolt at him, and he fell to the ground, an unrecognizable mass of charred flesh and clothing. Then he seemed to reform before my eyes, robe and all. He slowly got up and walked out the door without ever glancing in my direction. 
 
    Cursing him again, I closed my eyes, intending to shift to the library of Eben’s estate in the Hidden Quarter. Very soon, Ilona and the others would be emerging into the cellar from the tunnels underneath the city, and I wanted to get there before Arnyek did. But something was resisting my attempts to shift. It was as if I were trying to drag a great weight up a steep hill. 
 
    I was holding the locket in my hand. Like the orb, it was a magical artifact and could not easily be carried through the in-between. I knew it was not impossible, just as it was theoretically possible to carry metal while shifting. Lorentz had somehow brought the orb with him from to Orszag to Veszedelem. But such a feat remained beyond my ability. If I was going to shift across the city, I would have to leave the locket behind. 
 
    I stowed the locket behind a vase standing in a recessed area along the foyer wall and then turned to see a dozen scrappers of various sorts rushing through the door toward me. Hoping they hadn’t seen what I’d done—or were too stupid to understand the significance of it—I closed my eyes and shifted to Eben’s library. 
 
    The estate was quiet; from inside I could not even hear the sounds of battle across the city. Berrant, Rodric, Ilona and the others would be coming up through the cellar soon, but they had not arrived yet. I went outside. 
 
    In front of the house was a small garden that was now completely overgrown with weeds. Beyond this was the hedge maze where I had first encountered Eben the Warlock. This was, as far as I knew, the only way to get from the city to the house. I waited, recovering my strength.  
 
    From somewhere toward the other end of the maze, I heard something very large crashing through the bushes. A moment later, one of the huge hammer-headed quadrupeds burst through the hedge wall. As it bounded toward me, dozens of smaller creatures poured through the opening it had made. 
 
    I killed the hammer-head with a lightning bolt and then sent a wave of kinetic energy at the others, hurling them violently into the hedge. Most of them were killed by the blast, but a dozen more streamed through the opening to take their place. I waited until those in the lead were nearly on me and then let loose another blast. This time I killed nearly thirty of them. Corpses littered the lawn—goblins, imps, trolls, ogres, spiders, wolves, and a dozen other species. Another wave followed. 
 
    These creatures, I knew, were only the ones who had been nearest to Eben’s estate; Arnyek, sensing the location of the orb, had sent them this way. It wouldn’t be long before the bulk of the horde—and Arnyek himself—arrived. If I didn’t get Ilona out of here soon, we were doomed for certain. Where the devil were they? They had to be close, or the Arnyek would not have sent the monsters here. 
 
    My question was answered when a volley of crossbow bolts flew from behind me, killing most of the next wave of monsters. I dispatched a few of the closer ones, and Rodric took out two more with his bow.  
 
    “Is there another way out?” Rodric asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” I said. “We’re going to have to push our way through, and quickly.” 
 
    “I take it you were unable to deal with Arnyek?” Berrant asked. 
 
    “He seems to be able to sense the orb, although not with any great precision. He’s on his way.” 
 
    “Then let’s move. We’re right behind you.” Ilona, Noemi and the other Valerites had emerged from the house, and the crossbowmen had formed a protective ring around them. Berrant and Rodric were at the front of the group. I led them through the gap in the hedge. We had made it nearly halfway through the maze, stepping—and sometimes climbing—over the dead things in our way, when the next wave hit. I conserved my strength, allowing Rodric and the crossbowmen to deal with most of the beasts. We pressed forward, and eventually made it through the maze and onto the street. 
 
    “This way!” I cried, running down the street that would take us past the Lazy Crow. If we could get out of the Hidden Quarter before Arnyek reached it, we might still escape. 
 
    We were racing across the market square when I realized we had fallen into a trap. Arnyek had held back his forces, waiting for us to run into the open. Now monsters advanced on us from all sides. I still held onto a faint hope, though: I had not yet seen Arnyek himself. If we could fight our way out of this ambush, we might still avoid him. 
 
    Crossbowmen opened fire as the things raced toward us. Rodric downed several beasts with his bow, and I shot lightning and fireballs as I saw fit. Soon our group was ringed with corpses. The monsters kept coming, though, and the crossbows, although deadly and highly accurate, took some time to reload. I was able to protect the men on my side of the circle, but I couldn’t watch every angle at once. I could shift back and forth, but that would take energy I needed for fighting, and it probably wouldn’t do much good in any case. There were just too many of them. Somewhere behind me, a man screamed. 
 
    We fought valiantly, but the horde seemed endless. One by one, Berrant’s men died. The Valerites huddled around Ilona, facing outward, ready to give their lives to protect her and keep Arnyek from getting the orb. The crossbowmen were all down; only Berrant, Rodric and I remained. I was now thoroughly exhausted; I wasn’t sure I had it in me to take out one more monster. We backed up against the huddled Valerites, waiting for the next wave. 
 
    It didn’t come. The monsters advanced until they were only a few feet from us and then stopped, unable or unwilling to come closer. Was it a ruse? Had Arnyek ordered them to stay back? It was hard to imagine why he would.  
 
    “The orb is powerful,” said Arnyek’s voice from across the square to my right. I turned to look at him. “These beasts are weak-minded, and the woman’s faith is strong. The monsters fear it and will not advance any farther, though I command it.” 
 
    “Then you have lost,” I said.  
 
    Arnyek smiled. “I cannot lose,” he said, still walking toward us. “I am inevitable. The monsters are afraid, but I am not. You can run, but I will find you.” 
 
     I considered attacking him. I might be able to muster one more lightning bolt. If I could slow him down, we could still escape, relying on the orb’s protection to get us out of the city. But then what? Arnyek could not be hurt and he did not need to rest. He would pursue us relentlessly until at last we could run no more. 
 
    “Then let us end this,” I said. “I have considered what you said. You are right. I do not want to be killed by rats or these beasts, but I accept the inevitability of death. Do we still have a deal?” 
 
    Arnyek stopped before me. He was now close enough to kill me with a touch. “I will honor the deal. Give me the orb. End this suffering, and I will see that you are destroyed last.” 
 
    “Konrad, what are you doing?” Rodric asked. 
 
    I turned to face him. “We can’t run forever, old friend. Arnyek is right. We were doomed from the start. We fought bravely, but there comes a time to accept that something is impossible. I heard a story once about an archer who split an arrow with another arrow, and then did it again. But it was just a story, Rodric. Some things are impossible.” 
 
    Rodric nodded. “Aye, Konrad. I understand. You saved me from oblivion once, and I suppose that’s all I can ask for.” 
 
    I turned to Berrant. “Thank you for coming to our aid, Your Highness. Thank you for your gift, and for your sacrifice.” 
 
    Berrant nodded, unable to meet my gaze.  
 
    I turned toward Noemi and Kristof, who were watching me defiantly, blocking my way to Ilona. “You were right,” I said. “Fighting has gained us nothing. Only faith will save us now. Please, step aside.” 
 
    They continued to stand, arms crossed. 
 
    “It is all right,” Ilona said. “Let him through.” 
 
    They reluctantly stepped aside. I approached Ilona. “Your father gave you that key for a reason,” I said. “He set something in motion that cannot be stopped. Give me the orb, and I will see it through.” 
 
    Ilona hesitated, looking into my eyes. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “I am not certain of anything,” I said, “but it is the only way to end this.” 
 
    She nodded and held the orb toward me. I took her hands in mine and she let go of the orb. “Thank you,” I said. “Goodbye.” 
 
    I turned to Arnyek, holding the orb before me in the palm of my right hand. “Take it, then, and let’s have this over with.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Arnyek. He reached for the orb. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty      
 
    As he did, I reached out with my left hand, grabbing his before he could touch the orb. I closed my eyes, and a moment later we were standing in the courtyard in front of the crystal palace of Fold Alatt. I backed away from him, amazed I was still alive. I had half-expected Arnyek’s touch to kill me, but it seemed that I’d surprised him. Several people—mostly women and a few older men—stopped to stare at the two figures who had suddenly appeared before them. I wondered how many had remained behind in the underground city. Thousands, I supposed. 
 
    “What is this?” Arnyek said.  
 
    “It is your tomb,” I replied, and shifted back into the foyer of the palace of Nagyvaros. I found myself in the midst of a battle.  
 
    The monsters had overrun the palace, but a group of Builder swordsmen had gone in after them. To my left were the swordsmen; to the right a giant spider and, behind it, a dozen or so goblins. I stepped away from the spider’s fangs only to come within an inch of being beheaded by one of the swordsmen.  
 
    I summoned a kovet to shield myself from the swordsmen and push them back out the door. The spider came at me again, but I blasted it with a fireball, singing several of the goblins behind it as well. They ran screaming into their comrades farther back, and I took advantage of the respite to move toward the vase behind which I’d hidden the locket. 
 
    Something cold and wet slapped against my face, and I stumbled, falling into something with the consistency of thick jelly. In the dim light I had not noticed a huge gelatinous blob that was taking up a large section of the room—including the alcove where I’d left the locket. The thing was almost transparent; I could see the vase through it, but I could not get to it. The jelly burned my flesh and I recoiled. But I had no leverage; the harder I struggled, the more it oozed around me. Soon I would be completely enveloped. Meanwhile, the goblins had begun to regroup and would begin to advance in short order. 
 
    It is difficult to overstate how difficult it is to make a rational assessment of one’s options while one is being consumed by a gelatinous blob. I’d faced a hundred different sorts of monsters in the past few weeks, but I couldn’t begin to imagine the appropriate spell to use against such a creature. Cold would cause it to freeze around me. Fire might result in me being enveloped in burning jelly. Lightning would be conducted through the thing and back into my own body. Shifting away wasn’t an option; if I was going to break the globe, I needed to do it quickly. Even now, Arnyek would be making his way back to the surface.  I opted for a wave of kinetic energy, hoping to blast the thing apart. 
 
    It didn’t work. I disrupted its cohesiveness enough that I was able to extract myself, but the blob was unharmed. I staggered backward and fell to the ground, trying to wipe the caustic jelly from my face. I didn’t dare open my eyes for fear I would be permanently blinded. To my right, I heard footsteps. Hoping they signified goblins and not swordsmen, I sent another wave in their direction. I heard screams and bones shattering.  
 
    By this time, I’d gotten enough of the goop out of my eyes that I dared opening them a crack. My eyes stung and my vision was blurry, but I could just make out the vase, now floating tantalizingly in the air. The blob had consumed it. I could not see the locket, but I assumed it was inside the blob as well. Eventually the creature might dissolve the locket and destroy the globe inside of it, but Arnyek would escape before that happened. The blob oozed toward me. 
 
    The kovet to my left faded, but thankfully the swordsmen seemed to have gotten the hint. They did not return, but in their place came another half-dozen scrappers of various kinds. Another group advanced over the charred corpses of the goblins. The blob oozed toward me and I backed against the wall. I was surrounded, and I wasn’t certain I had the strength to unleash another blast. I waited until the monsters were almost on me and then shifted to the alcove on the other side of the blob. 
 
    I had barely enough room to stand in the alcove without touching the blob. The blob sensed my presence; the moment I materialized, it began to ooze back toward me. On the other side of the creature, I could just make out the horde of monsters waiting for whatever was left when the blob was through with me. But floating between us, at eye level and less than two feet from my face, was the locket. Lacking the time even to summon a kovet, I plunged my arm into the blob. The creature moved toward me, and I clamped my eyes shut again as it enveloped my face. I groped blindly as the corrosive jelly oozed around me, burning my flesh. At last my fingertips brushed against something. Realizing it was the chain of the pendant, I clutched it and pulled it toward me.  
 
    Unable to breathe, I fought panic as I fumbled with the clasp of the locket. By the time I got it open, I was close to blacking out. I sent a tiny shockwave through my hand and felt the globe shatter. I shifted to the steps outside the palace.  
 
    The vicinity was overrun with monsters. I saw no defenders. A dozen different creatures rushed toward me, but I was spent. I didn’t have the strength to cast a spell or even shift away. Then the stone began to tremble under my feet. With what little strength I had left, I ran. 
 
    Something behind me collapsed with a loud crash, and the steps sank beneath feet. Sensing something was very wrong, the monsters forgot about me and began to flee the area of the palace. I somehow managed to reach the square without falling and continued to run. To my left, a gigantic worm disappeared as the ground fell out beneath it. To my right, an ogre lost his footing and landed on a giant beetle, crushing it. Behind me, a series of crashes sounded as the palace continued to collapse. 
 
    I reached the edge of the square and kept going. The ground trembled and bricks fell as walls began to crumble. All around me, monsters fled. At last, when the worst of the collapse seemed to be over, I fell to my knees, panting and shaking. I managed to crawl into an alley, where I wedged my body partway under the corpse of a giant shaggy wolf before losing consciousness. 
 
    When I awoke, it was dark. The air was cold, but the wolf’s carcass had provided some warmth. My skin burned where the residue of the blob clung to it. I crawled out from underneath it and took a moment to assess my surroundings. 
 
    The area seemed to be deserted. In the distance I heard sobbing and an intermingling of human wails and beastly howls. The air stank of death.  
 
    I made my way back to the site of the palace, keeping to the shadows to avoid being seen. I had rested enough that I could probably fend off a monster or two, but no good could come from drawing attention to myself. I located a horse trough and did my best to clean the caustic goop from my face and clothes, and then continued toward the palace. 
 
    The palace had disappeared, along with the square and everything else within a half-mile or so. Several of the larger spires had collapsed as well. All that remained was a huge chasm in the heart of the city. I could not see the bottom. 
 
    I closed my eyes and shifted back to the street where I’d left Ilona and Rodric. It was empty. Other than corpses, there was no one around. I spent some time searching the area, but there was no sign of Ilona, Rodric or King Berrant. The orb—which I had allowed to drop when I shifted to Fold Alatt with Arnyek, was nowhere to be found. That was a good sign. In all likelihood, Ilona and the others had escaped the city and were even now heading east across the plain. The monsters could not hurt them, and with any luck Arnyek was trapped far below what was left of Nagyvaros. 
 
    I would go to find them soon, but there was something else I needed to do first. For some time, a thought had been lingering at the back of my mind, and now that the immediate danger had passed, it came to the forefront: as badly as the battle had gone, it would have been even worse if I hadn’t learned to use tvari to overcome my physical fatigue. I’d been able to do that only because of the vision I’d had of Beata when I lay dying on the plain. You must not let fatigue limit you, she had said. Your mind must master your body. 
 
    But I had known even then that it was not truly Beata who had spoken to me. Beata knew nothing of sorcery or using tvari. The image of Beata was a creation of my own mind, but the message had come from someone else. This had happened once before, when Amira had spoken to me in my dreams, seeming to take the form of Beata. But Amira was dead. Who, then, could have spoken to me? 
 
    I closed my eyes and shifted to Sotetseg, the shadowy keep on the plain of Veszedelem. Now that the Masters and their helpers were dead and Arnyek’s horde had come to Orszag, the keep was deserted. I shifted to the watchtower across the moat, but it was empty, so I wandered for a while in the passages underneath the keep. They, too, were abandoned. The cell that had held Beata and then Vili was vacant. I went back up to the courtyard and took a final look around. Concluding that I’d been mistaken, I closed my eyes to shift back to Orszag. Perhaps I could find Ilona and Rodric before they got too far. 
 
    “I hoped you would come,” said a voice behind me. 
 
    I turned to see a man approaching. I recognized him; I had seen him several times before, most recently as an apparition at Magas Komaron. 
 
    “You’ve caused a great deal of trouble,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve also made it possible to remove the curse from this place.” 
 
    “Because of you, the curse has spread to my world as well.” 
 
    “Because of me? No. You have Bolond to thank for that. For all my faults, I am at least able to learn from my mistakes. And to teach others, as well.” 
 
    “Yes, your lessons have proved quite useful, although I was unable to save Nagyvaros from the horde.” 
 
    “Where is Arnyek now?” 
 
    “He is momentarily incapacitated. I dropped a city on him.” 
 
    “Good. And the orb?” 
 
    “A friend has it. She will take it as far from him as she can. What is it that you’re after, Lorentz?” 
 
    The ancient sorcerer shrugged. “The same as you, I suppose. And Bolond. I want to atone for my mistakes. We must undo the curse and eliminate Arnyek for good.” 
 
    “He cannot be killed.” 
 
    “No, but I believe there is a way he can be prevented from ever getting hold of the orb. It is good to separate him physically from the orb, but it is not enough. We must put the orb across a chasm that Arnyek can never cross.” 
 
    “You speak of the mastery of time itself.” 
 
    Lorentz smiled. “You are indeed an apt pupil.” 
 
    “If one could go backwards in time, one could fix the problems of the past. Bolond tried to do it, but it drove him mad. You have had a millennium to reflect on your mistakes and to ponder the problem of time, while frozen in that watchtower. Clearly you are capable of summoning apparitions of the past—first of Turelem, to throw the Cult into chaos and free me, and then of the sorcerers and Magas Komaron, to teach me what I needed to know to defeat Bolond and Arnyek’s horde. It stands to reason that your strategy for dealing with Arnyek relates to your work on mastering the flow of time.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Lorentz. “As you say, I have had some practice traveling into the past. I am able to observe events a thousand or more years ago, and can even cause people long-dead to manifest as apparitions, as I did at Magas Komaron. But so far I have been unable to change the past. To do that, I need two things: a tremendous source of tvari, and a way to channel it.” 
 
    “The orb and my brand.” 
 
    “Correct again.” 
 
    “You intend to kill me to take the brand, as Bolond and Eben wanted to?” 
 
    “Kill you? No. But by the time we are through, you may very well wish I had.” 
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