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    Prologue 
 
    I stood on the desolate plain, staring at the horizon—now only a barely discernable line between two shades of dull gray. This was Veszedelem, the shadow world, but even the shadows were no more. The world had lost nearly all of its substance, and soon it would be gone. 
 
    The thin air did not carry sound, but somehow I knew I was not alone. I turned to see a man approaching me. He was ordinary in appearance, clean-shaven with short brown hair. He wore a gray robe and his face was entirely impassive. I knew him: he was the Lord of Demons, the one called Arnyek the Destroyer. 
 
    “Konrad,” he said, in his pleasant, assured tone. He spoke to me as an older brother might, upon returning from a long journey. 
 
    “Begone, Arnyek,” I said. “I defeated you once, and I can do so again.” 
 
    Arnyek smiled, stopping a few paces from me. “You cannot defeat me, Konrad. You merely delayed my mission for a time. I am unstoppable. Give me the orb.” 
 
    I held the artifact—a clear crystal sphere a little larger than my fist—tightly to my chest. If I allowed Arnyek to have it, he would destroy the world. But there was nowhere left to run, and I was so tired. I could not remember anymore why I had started running. Everything had been taken from me. Why did I care?  
 
    “There is no point in delaying destiny,” Arnyek said. “Whether you give me the orb now or a thousand years from now, the outcome will be the same. Everything that you have known will be erased, rendered meaningless. You only prolong the torment.” 
 
    “You contradict yourself, Arnyek. If nothing matters, then my torment does not matter either. You pretend to be uncaring, but you long for nothingness. Your own desire points to meaning.” 
 
    Arnyek smiled. “Well-said, Konrad,” he said. “But at the same time, your desire for an end to this impasse hints at the value of completion, stasis, nothingness. You want this all to end as much as I do.” 
 
    I did not have the strength to argue. Arnyek was right; I did not want the world to end, but neither could I sustain it, alone, forever. I could flee across the empty plain, but for what purpose? Ultimately I would give in, and my concession would render meaningless all that had come before. Arnyek was unstoppable.   
 
    Arnyek took a step toward me. He was now close enough to reach out and touch the orb if he so desired, but he did not. I realized at that moment that Arnyek lacked the power to take the orb from me. I would have to give it to him. My failure would be one not of strength or speed, but of will. The world would end because I lacked the drive to keep going. 
 
    “Give it to me,” Arnyek said, holding out his hand. He sounded again like the big brother, equal parts selfish manipulation and genuine concern. He would be happy to take the burden from me.  
 
    “I am so tired,” I said. 
 
    “I know. You have been a worthy adversary, but it was always going to come to this. Give me the orb, and embrace the end of all things.” 
 
    I thought of Beata, my love, who had been taken from me. I thought of my father, and of General Janos. I thought of Vili, who had died because I had not told him the truth. I thought of the hundreds who had died in the Maganyos Valley, and at Delivaros, and at Nagyvaros. How many more would have to die before this was over? Too many. It was simply too much for any one man to bear. 
 
    I gave him the orb. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One                   
 
    I’d had a variation of the vision a dozen times since the destruction of Nagyvaros. It came to me sometimes in my dreams, sometimes during my waking meditations. As I’d grown in my understanding of sorcery, negotiating the mysterious energy called tvari and slipping in and out of the in-between, it had started to become difficult to tell the difference.  
 
    I told myself the visions were the product of my own worries, but I knew that they were more than that. The end came in different ways, but it always came. Arnyek’s words echoed in my brain: I am unstoppable. He was a being created to destroy, immortal and unstoppable. As long as the orb existed, the world was in danger. I did not know how to destroy the orb, and I wasn’t sure I would do it if I could: the orb remained the only hope to undo the curse that had now crept over all of Orszag.  
 
    Had things always been this way? Had the world always been in tension between creation and destruction? Was I simply more aware of it now that I had become a key player in the drama? Perhaps. But the curse that enveloped Orszag—the dreadful shadow that seemed to drain the land of its vitality—was new. Even those far from Nagyvaros felt it and wondered what ill it portended. That was the worst part: the pervasive feeling that the shadow was a harbinger of a much greater evil. Even small children and animals seemed to sense it, even if they could not name it: the end of all things. 
 
    I got out of bed and went outside. I had taken up residence in the little house where Noemi, the leader of the Valerites, had lived. The tiny settlement of Kijarat was eerily quiet, as it had been since the destruction of Nagyvaros. The Valerites had gone to Nagyvaros ahead of Arnyek’s horde in an attempt to keep the orb out of the hands of the demon, but when the monsters overran the city, they had fled to the east. They were now presumably on their way to Magas Komaron with Ilona and the orb. My friend Rodric and Berrant, the king of the now-destroyed city of Fold Alatt, had gone with them. 
 
    The eerie aura that had come over Kijarat went beyond ordinary quiet. The sun was out, but the sky seemed dim, and the air was stifling as if a rainstorm were imminent. The birds in the trees did not sing, and the pigs and chickens huddled together in their pens. Everything seemed less vital, less real. The degradation had not yet reached the level I’d seen in Veszedelem, but I knew it would get worse. Eventually—perhaps in a few weeks or in a few years—Orszag would be another shadow world. Changes were already underway that would be difficult to reverse even if the curse were undone: animals, who were more sensitive to changes in the natural order, would soon begin to die off. Food would become scarce, and the chaos set in motion by the destruction of Nagyvaros and Delivaros would only get worse. The land would be overrun by bandits and marauders. Children would be born with terrible aberrations. Those that survived to adulthood would have even more monstrous children. These aberrations, more suited than humans to this dark world, would eradicate what was left of humanity, and Orszag would become the way Veszedelem was before Arnyek conquered it: a land of unending war between hordes of monsters. Eventually things would get so bad that even the monsters would cry out for mercy, and that mercy would come in the form of Arnyek the Destroyer. 
 
    It had been three days since the attack on Nagyvaros. I had shifted to Kijarat shortly after Ilona and the others fled. I wanted to be close enough to Nagyvaros to keep an eye on Arnyek’s horde, but all the towns within many miles of it were overrun with refugees. Kijarat was far enough south that it remained undiscovered, and the Valerites had left behind enough food that I was in no danger of starving.  
 
    I had made two brief reconnaissance visits to Nagyvaros since fleeing the city, and what I had seen was not encouraging. Arnyek’s horde was in control of the city. Most of the population had either been killed or had fled; perhaps five thousand remained alive as slaves. These, along with most of the horde, were currently at work rebuilding the city’s defenses. 
 
    Rather than shore up the existing walls, though, the horde was tearing down buildings well inside the city and building a new wall closer to the gaping pit that had swallowed the palace and everything around it. Disassembling the existing wall would produce more than enough stone for the project. 
 
    What all this coordinated, purposeful activity meant was that Arnyek was still alive, buried below the city, and that he was still capable of directing the monsters. I had delayed him, but I had not stopped him. And Arnyek was patient: rather than immediately putting his horde to work excavating the pit, he was having them build a fortress so that the excavation, once it began, could go on unimpeded. A wall could not stop me, of course, but although I had learned much of sorcery over the past several weeks, I could not defeat five thousand monsters alone. Given a few years, I might raise an army from the remnants of the janissaries, Torzsek and Barbarok forces still in the area, but by then it would be too late. The monsters would have finished their fortifications, and their position would be unassailable. 
 
    I wondered how long Arnyek expected the excavation to take. If he had been in the city of Fold Alatt when the cave-in occurred, he was nearly a half-mile underground. Even with a hundred ogres digging, it would take many years to reach him. I had been unable to trigger the collapse immediately, though, so it was possible Arnyek had made it part of the way to the surface. Still, he had to be several hundred feet down at least. I had some time, although I did not know what I was going to do with it. The first step was to get more information. 
 
    I closed my eyes and shifted to the slope of the ravine overlooking the Maganyos Valley. I was not surprised at what I saw there: Arnyek’s monsters had nearly completed tearing down the Temple of Romok. There were about two hundred of them still at work dragging slabs of granite across the floor of the valley. Arnyek, having brought his horde through from Veszedelem, no longer had any use for the temple, and as long as the temple stood, it would only complicate his efforts to acquire the orb: the temple acted as a gateway between Orszag and Veszedelem and perhaps other worlds as well. After expending so much effort to come to Orszag, Arnyek would want to make sure the orb could not be taken away to another world. 
 
    I watched unseen for some time as the destruction continued. I could probably defeat a group of monsters this size if I struck while they were off guard, but there would be little point. The temple was already torn apart, and killing two hundred monsters would barely put a dent in Arnyek’s horde. My time and energy were better spent elsewhere. 
 
    I shifted to the courtyard of Sotetseg, the keep in the middle of the plain in the shadow world of Veszedelem. Since Arnyek’s horde left, the keep now had only a single occupant: the sorcerer Lorentz, who had previously been cursed to act as the keep’s watchman. It was Lorentz’s guidance that had allowed me to defeat Bolond and bury Arnyek under thousands of tons of rock, although I was not yet certain I understood his motivations. I had learned in my dealings with Eben and Bolond that sorcerers were, as a rule, not to be trusted. 
 
    Lorentz came out of the keep to meet me in the courtyard. “Konrad!” he exclaimed, with a welcoming smile. Lorentz was tall and thin, with sharp features and piercing eyes. He was clean-shaven, and his thick gray hair was pulled back into a long braid.  It was still a bit strange to see him moving about as an actual flesh-and-blood person. I had long thought of him only as the frozen watchman in the guard tower of Sotetseg. I supposed he must be quite lonely here in Sotetseg: time passed much slower in Veszedelem than in Orszag; nearly a year had gone by for him, since I had last visited. “Will you come in? I think I have a little tea left. I found some last week in a cache below the keep.” 
 
    I did not want to tarry in that place, but I agreed out of concern for Lorentz. We went inside to one of the larger apartments deep inside the keep, where a wood stove was burning. He put a pot of water on the stove. I was not in Veszedelem physically, but that world was so drained of vitality that my spirit alone was corporeal enough to allow me to interact with the matter there. I could, in theory, drink tea, although I would get no sustenance—and little enjoyment—from it. We sat at a table near the stove while we waited for the water to boil.  
 
    “What news do you bring of Arnyek?” Lorentz asked. 
 
    “Good and bad,” I said. “He remains buried under the city, but his monsters are consolidating their control. They are building an impenetrable fortress, and when they are finished, they will begin to dig.” 
 
    “It will take them a hundred years to reach him.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I do not know how deeply he is buried. In any case, it is no great consolation. I have bought Orszag a little time, but that is all. In a hundred years, I will be dead, so unless you can find a way to travel to Orszag, there will be no sorcerer to stand against him.” 
 
    Lorentz shook his head. “I can never return to your world. I have been far too long in this one. Even if I could master the abhorrent spells Eben used to use another’s body as a host, I do not think my soul could survive the transition at this point.” 
 
    “Then Orszag is lost, and Veszedelem and every other world with it. Whether it’s a year or a thousand years, the end will be the same. And perhaps it would be better if it came sooner; already the shadow is turning Orszag into a dismal place, full of violence and terror. It is…” 
 
    Lorentz smiled. “Almost as bad as Veszedelem. It’s all right, being alone in this desolate place is still an improvement over being frozen in that guard tower.” The water had boiled, and Lorentz got up to make the tea. 
 
    “I am tempted to dig Arnyek up myself and give him the orb just to get it over with,” I said. 
 
    “You must not do this. Perhaps the end is inevitable, as Arnyek claims, but we must do what we can with the time we have.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing it to be the truth. “If we cannot stop Arnyek, maybe we can at least do something about the curse. You created the orb to undo the curse of Veszedelem. Can it repair the damage to Orszag as well?” 
 
    “Theoretically, yes. But using it in this way requires a sorcerer capable of harnessing five strands of tvari at once. I have never been able to do it. I have known only one sorcerer who could, and it took him nearly a thousand years to master the skill.” 
 
    “Bolond.” 
 
    “That is correct. And now the old bastard is dead, and the secret has died with him. The warlock’s brand gives you great power, but you still have much to learn, and I am unsure I can teach you. How many strands of tvari have you been able to handle at once?” 
 
    “Two,” I said. On a few occasions, I had managed to summon a kovet while also employing an offensive spell, and it had taken all my concentration. 
 
    Lorentz shook his head wearily as he returned to the table bearing two cups of tea. It was probably excellent tea, but it smelled faintly like sulfur. “To fully harness the power of the orb—either to repair the damage to Orszag or to bind Arnyek permanently—you would need to learn to master five strands of tvari at once. Perhaps you could attain that level of skill before Arnyek gets loose, but not without someone to teach you.” 
 
    “Bolond learned on his own, did he not?” 
 
    “So it is said, but it took him several hundred years. Even if you could keep the orb away from Arnyek that long, you would die long before you learned to master five strands of tvari. You could, of course, apply your efforts toward making yourself immortal first, but that would prolong the process even more. And of course even Bolond’s supposed immortality did not save him from Arnyek.” 
 
    “Is Arnyek truly immortal?” 
 
    “Immortal and indestructible, yes. I was a fool to bring him into being, but I was convinced crafting the orb was the only way to save Veszedelem.” 
 
    I tasted the tea. It was, as I expected, terrible. To the extent that it tasted like anything, the less pleasing flavors seemed to overpower the others; it was like drinking water seasoned with ash. Lorentz didn’t seem to mind, but I could stomach no more than a sip. Somehow, even the texture was wrong. The curse of Veszedelem had drained most of the joy even from simple pleasures. Eventually this would happen in Orszag as well. I set the cup down. “Then the best we can ever hope to do is contain him.” 
 
    “No, I believe there is another way.” 
 
    “You speak of your attempts to control the flow of time.”  
 
    “Yes. While I was imprisoned in the guard tower, my soul was free to wander. I found that I was able to use tvari to propel my soul backwards in time to witness events that occurred in the past. I learned a great deal in this way, and eventually discovered a way to cause apparitions of these events to occur in the present.” 
 
    “As you did with the ghost of Turelem, and the apparitions at Magas Komaron.” 
 
    “Yes. I lacked the power to change the past, but with the brand you might be able to do it. You would need a vast source of tvari, though.” 
 
    “You mean the orb.” 
 
    “Not just the orb. The orb and a reservoir to hold the tvari.” 
 
    “Ilona.” 
 
    Lorentz nodded. “From what I have observed, she somehow acts as a living reservoir of tvari, more effective even than the specially constructed pool at Regi Otthon.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea why Ilona has this ability?” 
 
    “I do not, although I assume it relates somehow to the fact that her father was the sorcerer Varastis. Perhaps he imbued her with this power, but I cannot say why or how. What I do know is that to undo the evil that has been unleashed upon Orszag, you will need more tvari than you can harness on your own. You will need to pull tvari from the orb through Ilona, as you did when you fought the monsters at Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “You would have me go back in time to prevent you from creating the orb and bringing Arnyek into being?” 
 
    “Impossible. Changing the past is very different from simply observing it. You will need a vessel, and the only vessel you will be able to use is your own body.” 
 
    “You mean I can undo my mistakes, but not yours.” 
 
    “Precisely. You would essentially be sending your consciousness into your own past self, so that you can make different choices based on what you know now about the threat from Arnyek. You could, I suppose, find me and ask for my help, but you would be too late to prevent me from bringing Arnyek into being.” 
 
    “Because you created the orb before I was born.” 
 
    “Correct. In any case, going so far back would require an incredible amount of energy, and the results on your psyche would be… unpredictable. I suggest you go back just before Arnyek came through the gateway and try to undo the chain of events that led to his escape. I am loath to say it, but you must save Bolond. He is the only one who can contain Arnyek and undo the curse of Veszedelem.” 
 
    “Traveling a single day into the past drove Bolond insane.” 
 
    “Bolond was never sane to begin with, and I suspect it was the Cult’s interruption of the process that caused his breakdown, rather than the process itself. But yes, it will be dangerous.” 
 
    “If there is no other way, though….” 
 
    “None that I know of. Arnyek cannot be killed, and he cannot be stopped. Our only hope is to bind him. Bolond kept me prisoner for a thousand years; I imagine he can do the same to Arnyek. But you cannot do it without a reservoir to hold the power of the orb. With Regi Otthon destroyed, there is only one such reservoir in existence.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then I will go to Ilona.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two                 
 
    I spent the next three days shifting between Kijarat and various places on the Plain of Savlos in an attempt to find Ilona, Rodric and the others. There was no sign of them. There were thousands of refugees on the plain, making their way to some distant village or other, but no one that I talked to had seen a group matching the description I gave. Many were reluctant to speak to me at all because of my unsettling appearance, but after three days I began to worry that Ilona and the others had not made it out of the city after all. With their shaved heads and cassocks, the Valerites were distinctive in appearance, but apparently no one had seen them. I tried to shift to Ilona as I had done when she was convalescing at Regi Otthon, but I found my efforts thwarted. I could sense her, but I could not shift to her. This was not surprising; I had learned that the orb interfered with my ability to shift. The good news, then, was that Ilona still had the orb, which meant that she had not been apprehended by Arnyek’s horde. In all likelihood, they had taken precautions not to be easily identified, in case Arnyek sent some of his monsters after them. They may have disguised their appearances or split their group.  
 
    At last I suspended my search, concluding that my time would be better spent learning how to defeat Arnyek. Assuming that Ilona and the others were still alive and still intended to go to Magas Komaron, I would find them there eventually. 
 
    I returned to Kijarat and then spent most of the next two days in Sotetseg, learning from Lorentz how to manipulate the flow of time. In a way, I had already learned much of what I needed to know. Time was simply an artifact of perception. In the same way that each world was simply a different facet of reality, each moment in time was a vantagepoint from which to view the universe. By harnessing tvari, I could push myself forward or backward in time through the in-between the same way that I could move from one world to another. To do it, I simply needed a physical vessel for my consciousness and a source of tvari. The dearth of tvari in Veszedelem would make it very difficult to travel into the past from there, so when I thought I had learned all I could on the matter I bade goodbye to Lorentz and returned to Kijarat. I rested for a while and then tried to implement what I had learned.  
 
    It was far more difficult than I imagined.  
 
    In theory, time was simply another dimension that could be traversed as easily as space. But although one’s consciousness exists in a particular moment of time just as one’s body exists in a particular location, the mind is anchored to the present in a way that is very different from the way the body occupies a particular place. More precisely, the present is a construct that the mind uses to allow it to make sense of time. One cannot travel arbitrarily through time without eradicating one’s sense of the present, but untethered from the present, the mind can make no sense of time, and if one can make no sense of time, one cannot traverse it.  
 
    Perhaps this sounds like gibberish, but at the very least it may give you a sense of the difficulty of the problem. To travel backwards in time, one must hold onto two contradictory propositions: first, that the being I call myself has a unique character defined by my existence in a particular moment in time called “the present;” and second, that time is a continuous stream of an infinite number of moments that all exist/existed/will exist in the same way, which is to say that there is no such thing as the present. I had to find a way to hold onto myself while faced with the reality that what I thought of as “myself” did not exist at all. 
 
    I sat on the bed in Noemi’s house and sent my mind to the in-between in preparation for what I needed to do next. Time did not exist in the in-between, but I spent the subjective equivalent of several hours trying to achieve the right frame of mind to send my consciousness into the past. In the end, I failed and had to give up and return to my body in Kijarat. Exhausted, I lay down and slept until the next morning.  
 
    I got up and made myself breakfast. While I ate, I reflected on the irony of the situation: to save the world from oblivion, I had to somehow convince myself that nothing I experienced was real in the first place. If history could be rewritten, then why did anything I did matter? I was puzzling over this paradox when an unsettling sense of déjà vu made me shudder. I had the distinct impression I’d acquired—almost by accident—the exact frame of mind I’d been aiming for. Still holding the paradox in mind, got up from the table, walked to the bedroom and sat down on the bed. I closed my eyes and sent my consciousness to the in-between and from there backwards in time.  
 
    To my surprise, I suddenly found myself sitting at the table, regarding my half-finished breakfast. Before my mind could even register what had happened, I felt myself walk to the bed, sit down, and close my eyes. Without any conscious act of intention, I sent myself to the in-between and pushed myself backwards in time. 
 
    Again I found myself sitting at the table, regarding my breakfast. Again I felt myself walk to the bed, sit down, and close my eyes. I sent myself to the in-between and pushed myself backwards in time. 
 
    Again I found myself sitting at the table, regarding my breakfast. Again I felt myself walk to the bed, sit down, and close my eyes. I— 
 
    I opened my eyes and stood up. My body moved sluggishly, like I was submerged in some viscous fluid. Overcome with vertigo, I staggered forward and fell to the floor. As the room spun around me, I vomited violently.  
 
    I could not say how long the episode lasted, as I had lost all sense of the passage of time. Eventually, though, it did pass. I got to my feet, cleaned up, and sat on the bed again.   
 
    Had I done it? I could not think of any other explanation. I had sent my mind back a few seconds, so that I had arrived in my own body shortly before I had sent myself back in time. And then I had very nearly gotten stuck in a loop that would have gone on for all eternity. I had broken out of it in the same way that I shifted my consciousness between worlds, but it had required a great deal of effort and I was not at all certain I could do it again. My next attempt might render me insane or catatonic. And to stop Arnyek, I would have to go much farther back than few seconds. 
 
    I would also need a vast reservoir of tvari. I had gone back as far as I could, but with the amount of tvari I was able to pull from my surroundings, that had been only a few seconds. Having demonstrated to myself that I could travel backwards in time, I now needed to find Ilona. 
 
    I spent most of the rest of the day resting. The next morning I shifted to Magas Komaron, the mountain fortress that had served as a refuge for sorcerers who were being hunted by the Cult. I knocked at the door and was relieved to be greeted shortly by Rodric. It seemed they had reached the fortress the previous evening.  
 
    “It is very good to see you, old friend,” I said. “Did your entire party make it safely across the plain?” 
 
    “Yes. Ilona and I, Berrant, and Noemi, Kristof and the other Valerites. We met Byrn and his squad as we were leaving the city.” 
 
    “Byrn and his men are here?” 
 
    “Aye. They helped us get across the plain safely. Byrn escorted the Valerites separately in case we were being pursued by agents of Arnyek. We regrouped at Kozepes.” 
 
    “That explains why I was unable to find you.” 
 
    Rodric greeted this statement with a question: “What of Nagyvaros and Arnyek?” 
 
    “The monsters hold the city,” I said. “Arnyek remains trapped far underground, but he still lives and directs the horde. They will soon begin digging him out.” 
 
    Rodric sighed. “I knew it was too much to hope that he would be stopped by having a city dropped on his head.” 
 
    “Indeed. The orb is safe?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I need to speak with Ilona.” 
 
    “She is with Noemi and Berrant. We were having breakfast when you arrived.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    “Yes. Konrad, you need to understand something.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We met some refugees from Delivaros on the plain.” 
 
    “Ah.” I had a suspicion I knew what was coming. I knew something was wrong when Rodric didn’t immediately invite me in. 
 
    “They told us about a sorcerer with strange markings on his face who broke down the gate, allowing the monsters to get in.” 
 
    “Rodric, they were going to get in anyway. The city was doomed. The only chance to save the people was to—” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I know you did what needed to be done. But those who have not been through war… do not understand so easily. We also heard rumors that the same man was responsible for the destruction of Regi Otthon, in which many acolytes were killed. This was necessary too, I take it?” 
 
    “It seemed so at the time.” 
 
    Rodric nodded. “Well, I make no judgment. I only wanted you to know what you’re up against.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rodric.” 
 
    He patted me on the shoulder and then beckoned for me to follow him inside the keep. We came to the room where Ilona sat at a table with King Berrant and Noemi, the leader of the Valerites. I received a decidedly cool welcome. Rodric offered me some gruel, but I demurred. The others were finishing up and I decided it was not the time. I gave them a summary of what I had seen at Nagyvaros and the Maganyos Valley. 
 
    “You look well,” Ilona said. 
 
    “As do you,” I replied. “I apologize for not coming to you sooner. I could not find you on the plain.” 
 
    Ilona looked away. 
 
    “You have caused a great deal of destruction over the past few days,” Noemi interjected. Neither Ilona nor King Berrant would meet my gaze. 
 
    “Everything I did was to stop Arnyek.” 
 
    “You sound like Bolond,” Ilona said quietly. 
 
    “I didn’t choose this path,” I said. “We can’t all huddle safely in the palace while the battle rages around us.” I shouldn’t have said it, but their accusations had irritated me. 
 
    “I was more than willing to fight!” Ilona snapped, meeting my gaze. “That’s not what this is about. You killed hundreds, maybe thousands of people. You murdered the acolytes. You let the horde into Delivaros. You destroyed Fold Alatt and much of Nagyvaros with it. I worry, Konrad, that your embrace of sorcery has made you see things the way Bolond did. That people are now merely a means to an end for you.” 
 
    “This is foolishness,” I snapped. “The acolytes attacked me, and—” 
 
    “When you broke into their home and stole the source of their power.” 
 
    “—letting the monsters into the city was the only way to distract them long enough to get the refugees clear. As for Fold Alatt, King Berrant himself gave me the talisman that—” 
 
    “Ah, you’re absolved of responsibility because Berrant gave you permission to slaughter his people.” 
 
    “I am absolved of nothing!” I growled. “Do you think I have no qualms about what I have had to do? What still remains to be done? I have been punished for these crimes, and I have no doubt my punishment will continue until my death and perhaps beyond. But as long as Arnyek remains a threat, I will not give up, and I will not allow myself to be paralyzed by regrets. I have work to do, and you can either help me or stand in my way. Arnyek intends to destroy our world, and many others besides. If we are to stop him, we cannot waste our time bickering like this.” 
 
    “How is it you expect us to help, Konrad?” Noemi asked. 
 
    “Arnyek cannot be killed, but there may be a way to send him back to Veszedelem. To do so, I will need the orb. And Ilona.” 
 
    Ilona laughed. “When we met, you were furious with Eben for using Beata as a vessel to advance his plan. And now you wish to use me in the same way. A living receptacle of power for your sorcery.” 
 
    “It is hardly the same, Ilona. I am asking you to give me your help. Willingly.” 
 
    “And if I do not?” 
 
    “Then Arnyek will bring the end of all things.” 
 
    Noemi said, “Arnyek is trapped beneath Nagyvaros, is he not? Perhaps it would be better to leave him there.” 
 
    “He will get out eventually. It may take a hundred years, but he will get out. And when he does, I will not be around to deal with him. In the meantime, Orszag will continue to deteriorate.” 
 
    “What if we were to raise an army to take back Nagyvaros?” Rodric asked. 
 
    I sighed, growing ever more impatient. I had already gone through this with Lorentz. “Raising an army will take years. Arnyek’s horde is fortifying their position now. By the time we are ready, it will be unassailable.” 
 
    “What is your plan, then?” Noemi asked. 
 
    “I have been speaking with a learned sorcerer named Lorentz, who was once a pupil of Bolond’s. He is now trapped in Veszedelem, but he has provided me with much guidance in the ways of sorcery. With Ilona’s help, there may be a way to undo some of the mistakes that have been made. Some of the mistakes I made.” 
 
    “You are speaking of altering the past,” Noemi said. “It is said that trying to do so drove Bolond insane.” 
 
    “It is a risk I must take,” I said.  
 
    “What will you do, exactly?” Rodric asked. 
 
    “I will travel backwards in time to just before the battle in Maganyos Valley. I will prevent Bertrek from killing Bolond, so that Arnyek remains bound.” 
 
    “And then what?” Ilona asked. “We will be at Bolond’s mercy.” 
 
    “Better Bolond than Arnyek,” I said.  
 
    “But Arnyek will remain a threat,” Noemi said. “You said yourself that Bolond can bind him, but he cannot stop him.” 
 
    “It is not an ideal solution,” I admitted, “but it is all we have.” 
 
    “I trust you, Konrad,” Rodric said, “but I do not like it.” 
 
    “Nor I,” said Noemi. 
 
    “What if you waited a while,” Rodric said. “Take some time to learn from this Lorentz. Perhaps you will find another solution. And if not, you will at least be in a better position to deal with Bolond.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The longer we wait, the more difficult it is to go back to the moment before the battle. If I am going to do it, it must be soon.” 
 
    “If you do this,” Ilona said, “this moment we are experiencing will never happen.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I will remember it, but you will not.” 
 
    “Then… Delivaros and Nagyvaros would be saved,” Rodric said. 
 
    “Yes, if all goes well. Arnyek would be bound. The shadow would not escape the gateway, and his hordes would not come through.” 
 
    “But we will be slaves to Bolond,” said Noemi. “He will hold Arnyek’s chains.” 
 
    “It is our only hope,” I said. “We will have to find a way to defeat Bolond again while keeping Arnyek bound.” 
 
    Noemi shook her head. “I do not see how this solution is any better than leaving Arnyek where he is.” 
 
    “I must admit, Konrad,” Rodric said, “it sounds as if this is less a solution than an attempt to assuage your guilt. We must deal with things as they are, not as we would like them to be.” 
 
    “Damn it, Rodric,” I said. “You know me better than that. This is an imperfect solution, yes. It’s the last in a long string of choices I wish I didn’t have to make. But it’s all we have!” 
 
    “No,” said Ilona. 
 
    “You will not help me stop Arnyek? 
 
    She shook her head. “As Rodric said, we must deal with things as they are. The destruction of Nagyvaros and Delivaros were terrible events, but they happened. The Valerites and I have had our disagreements with the Cult, but we are all in agreement that sorcery must have its limits. It is, after all, sorcery that brought about the curse of Veszedelem and brought Arnyek into being. Every time you intervene with your sorcery, you only make things worse.” 
 
    “That is untrue. I defeated Radovan, Eben and Bolond. We stopped Voros Korom from taking Nagyvaros.” 
 
    “And for what?” Ilona asked. “Nagyvaros is in ruins. All you did was eliminate anyone who could possibly stand up against Arnyek.” 
 
    “But you refuse to allow me to undo any of it. You suggest Bolond could stop Arnyek but you will not give him a chance to do that.” 
 
    “You are not listening, Konrad. We have all made mistakes, myself included. But we must accept those mistakes as we accept the limitations of sorcery to solve our problems. Perhaps there are no magic tricks to get us out of this bind, Konrad. Perhaps it is time to face the threat as it is.” 
 
    “Gobbledygook and nonsense,” I snapped. “Surrender if you will. I will keep fighting.” 
 
    “Do what you must,” Ilona said. “I will not help you, and I will not willingly surrender the orb.” 
 
    “Then this is goodbye,” I said, and shifted away before I said something I would regret. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three        
 
    I had intended to shift back to Kijarat, but my anger got the better of me. I materialized inside Nagyvaros, a stone’s throw from the pit.  
 
    Nearby, dozens of monsters of many different kinds labored on the new wall. I threw a fireball at them. They were too spread out for me to target more than a few of them, but three of the larger ones died screaming, and several more ran away, badly scorched. Now, though, I had the attention of every monster in the vicinity. A score of them ran at me, while the human slaves they were overseeing fled. 
 
    There were goblins, trolls, giant scorpions, a two-headed ogre and a half a dozen other varieties. I waited until the nearest ones were almost on me and then unleashed a blast of kinetic energy, smashing their bones and sending them flying away from me.  
 
    More monsters had now taken notice. Construction on the wall halted as battle cries went up. A hundred creatures converged upon my position as several flying things dived toward me. I closed my eyes and shifted to the top of the partially constructed wall. I summoned a gigantic kovet and willed it to wrap itself around the monsters. Realizing what was happening, some of those on the outside of the group managed to slip through the kovet’s tendrils, but at least thirty monsters were caught inside of it. Unable to resist the shadowy thing’s absurd strength, they were driven together until they were one big howling mass of mandibles, limbs, tails and tentacles. The kovet continued to squeeze, and I heard squeals and bones cracking. 
 
    I caught a flurry of movement to my left and attempted to summon another kovet to use as a shield, but I was too slow. Something hard hit me on the temple, and I reeled. Stumbling forward, I fell off the wall.  
 
    I was fortunate the wall was only about as tall as I was, and a pile of stones broke my fall. I was too dazed to get my hands underneath me, so I landed hard, my face smacking against a stone, and tumbled awkwardly to the ground. I lay there for a moment on my back, blood pouring out of my nose and down my throat, vaguely aware of the shouts and squeals of a hundred more monsters converging on me. My head pounding, I rolled onto my back and retched. The ground rumbled as huge beasts lumbered toward me. I looked up in time to see a goblin striding toward me, drawing back an axe to strike. I might muster the strength to incapacitate the goblin, but there were a dozen more monsters right behind him, and hundreds more approaching from my left and right. If I was going to get out of here alive, I needed to do it quickly. 
 
    I closed my eyes and was nearly overcome with vertigo. I tried to bring Kijarat to mind but could not do it. Images came and went in my mind, roiling and churning in a chaotic menagerie. I seized on one and dragged my body through the in-between toward it. 
 
    I lay for some time on the hard, cold ground, spitting out blood, unsure where I was. I half expected to be eviscerated by some horrible creature before I found out. But I was left unmolested, and eventually I recovered enough to pull myself to my feet. I realized I was standing on an ill-maintained dirt road cutting across the plain. At the end of it was a large house, surrounded by several outbuildings and animal pens. I realized after a moment that it was the estate of my mentor, General Janos. 
 
    Relieved to find myself a considerable distance from Arnyek’s horde, I walked down the road toward the house. Stopping at the well in front, I washed the blood from my face and robe as best as I could. As I finished up, I heard someone approaching. 
 
    “You there!” said a man’s voice. “Who—” 
 
    I looked up, and the man broke off as he saw my face. He was stout and heavyset, with a thick black beard that covered most of his face. He had the look of a farmer or perhaps a blacksmith. He visibly paled as he turned to run back into the house. 
 
    I had met the groundskeeper of the estate, and this man was not he. I suspected the place had been taken over by refugees from Nagyvaros or Delivaros, and I was confirmed in this suspicion when the man emerged again from the house a little later, flanked by five others. Two of them carried spears; the others wielded farm implements as weapons.  
 
    “You’re the sorcerer who let the monsters into Delivaros,” said the bearded man. It was more an accusation than a question. 
 
    “I just need a place to rest for a little while and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “We own this estate now, and you are not welcome here.” 
 
    “This is the estate of General Janos of the Eastern Army, and I was his friend and protégé. I have more of a claim on it than you do. What did you do with the caretaker?” 
 
    “The place was empty when we arrived.” 
 
    I looked around. The estate was in poor shape, but not much worse than it been when I had last visited. The caretaker may have died recently, or they may have murdered him. 
 
    “I need a meal and a few hours of sleep,” I said.  
 
    “You need to be on your way, sorcerer.” 
 
    I sighed. I needed to get some rest before I could shift again, and there was no other place to rest for several miles.  
 
    “Please do not do this,” I said. “From the looks of it, there is plenty of room to accommodate us all for a few hours.” 
 
    “You are lucky we are willing to let you go at all after what you did,” said the man. There were grumbles of approval from the others. 
 
    “You saw me tear down the gate of Delivaros and you dare to threaten me with spears and shovels?” 
 
    “You look like you’ve already been through one battle today,” the bearded man said. “I don’t think you have the strength to face us all.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I suppose we shall have to find out.” 
 
    The bearded man came at me with his spear, while the others hung back to see what would happen. It was a slow, clumsy attack, which I easily dodged. I could have incapacitated the man with a blow to the back of his neck, but I needed to put on a show to impress the others. The fact was that he was right: I didn’t have the strength to face them all at once. My only chance was to convince them not to fight. 
 
    Rather than strike hard, I allowed my fingertips to brush against the bearded man’s cheek. He dropped his spear and collapsed to the ground, unconscious. It took all the tvari I could muster in my enervated state, but it was enough. Thinking I had killed the man with a touch of my fingers, the others backed away. 
 
    I raised my hand as if I were about to cast another spell, although I lacked the strength to do it. “Your friend is merely sleeping,” I said. “I could have killed him just as easily, but I have shown mercy this once. Now gather your things and leave this place. Be quick about it!” 
 
    A brief murmured discussion followed, after which the group retreated into the house. I waited outside, standing over the sleeping body of the bearded man. I was about to go in after them when they came outside again, accompanied by several women and young children. They had with them several packs and burlap sacks—probably containing everything they had taken from their homes. The bearded man moaned and rolled over, blinking in confusion. I allowed the others to help him to his feet and watched silently as they made their way down the road. 
 
    They would find no shelter for many miles. There were few houses in this area, and most of those would probably already be overrun by other refugees. I felt bad for the children, but I could not be held responsible for their parents’ choices. I had been quite willing to share the place, and would have been gone after a few hours’ rest, but they had insisted on a confrontation. I could have allowed them to stay while I rested, but I did not trust that they would leave me in peace. Perhaps they would return in a few hours, or perhaps another group of refugees would find the place in the meantime. I put the thought out of my mind. I couldn’t become the keeper of every refugee in Orszag. 
 
    To some extent, all of this was my fault. I had unleashed Arnyek on Orszag, and I had torn down the gates of Delivaros. But everything I had done had been for a good reason—or so it had seemed at the time—and I could not allow myself to be paralyzed with considerations of every possible effect of what I did. The longer my struggle against Arnyek went on, the more I sympathized with Bolond. I had thought him a monster because, considering himself beyond good and evil, he had been willing to sacrifice innocents to ward off the end of all things. But now I began to see that the suffering of innocents was unavoidable, and that to deny this was to deny responsibility for my actions.  
 
    I waited until the refugees were out of sight and then went inside, locking the door behind me. I made a meal out of what scraps of food I could find lying about and then went upstairs to one of the bedrooms. I lay down but was unable to sleep. 
 
    Going to Nagyvaros had been foolish. Even with adequate rest and preparation, I could not possibly face Arnyek’s entire horde alone. I’d not made even a dent in his force, and I’d nearly gotten myself killed in the process. I’d been acting out of rage against… whom? Arnyek? Bolond? Eben? Ilona? Myself? All of them, and many more. Everything was such a mess, and all I wanted to do was to fix the mistakes I had made that had led us to this. To erase it all and start over. 
 
    At last I fell asleep, and I dreamed again of Arnyek the Destroyer. Again I felt the exhaustion of running from the inevitable. There was only one way the dream could end. I gave the orb to Arnyek. The dream ended, but momentary relief gave way to despair. I could not escape from Arnyek in my dreams or while I was awake. There was only one way all of this could end. 
 
    Unless. 
 
    Unless I could go backward in time and erase all the mistakes I had made. I could undo all of this. All of the mistakes I had made over the past few days, and even some I had not yet made. I would have to do some things I would rather not do, but the end result would be less killing, less suffering, and a chance to prevent Arnyek from coming to Orszag. And in the end, what did it matter if I committed a few more sins? They would be erased when I traveled backward in time. I got up, filled my pack with supplies, and then closed my eyes and shifted to the courtyard of Magas Komaron.  
 
    The door to the fortress was locked. I summoned a Kovet and forced it open. I proceeded down the passageway toward the sleeping quarters. A door opened ahead of me on my left. Byrn came into the hall, brandishing his sword.  
 
    “Konrad!” he cried as he saw me. “What are you—” 
 
    I sent a wave of energy at him, shoving him back into his room. I pulled the door shut and then summoned a kovet to hold the knob and brace itself against the walls. Ahead on my left, another door opened. Rodric burst into the hall and trained his bow on me.  
 
    “Konrad, don’t do this,” he said. 
 
    “Get back in your room, Rodric,” I said.  
 
    “This isn’t the way,” Rodric said. “Let’s talk about this. There has to be some—” 
 
    I splintered the bow in his hands and threw him into his room, slamming the door after him. I summoned another kovet to hold his door closed as well, and then did the same to all the other doors in the hall save one. I came to Ilona’s room and opened the door. 
 
    She stood next to her bed, holding the orb in front of her. She fixed her eyes on me, and a wave of nausea struck. I fell to my knees. It was nearly as bad as the attack I’d suffered in Regi Otthon when I’d gone to take the orb from the Cult. The Valerites were locked in their rooms, but that didn’t stop them from channeling the power of the orb. They were doing everything they could to keep me from taking it.  
 
    I crawled toward Ilona, fighting the pain and nausea with every movement. She threw a kick at my face and I was too addled to dodge it. I staggered backward. Pain shot through my skull and my mouth filled with blood. I managed to get a hold of her ankle and pulled her off balance. She fell to the floor, still clutching the orb. 
 
    Before she could attack again, I summoned a long, snake-like kovet that quickly wrapped itself around her, binding her ankles together, and then her wrists. As she tried to scream, a tendril wrapped itself like a gag around her mouth and neck. I spat blood onto the floor. 
 
    “Cease your attacks or I will kill her!” I shouted, using a spell to turn my voice into a thunderous roar. The nausea went on for a little longer and then gradually faded. I seized the orb from Ilona and put it in the pocket of my robe. I picked her up, threw her over my shoulder, and walked out of the room into the hall. I carried her down the passageway to the courtyard and set her down. By this time, the kovet had dissipated.  
 
    “Move,” I said, pointing to the gate. Beyond it was the stone staircase that spiraled down around the mountain. I would have preferred to shift back to Kijarat, but I still lacked the ability to carry the orb through the in-between. 
 
    Ilona stared at me, her face a mix of fear, anger and disbelief. “Where…?” she gasped. 
 
    “Down the mountain,” I snapped. “Away from here. If you and the others will not cooperate, I will do what needs to be done. Unfortunately, I cannot do it without you. Go!” 
 
    Ilona nodded and began to walk toward the gate. I turned back to the door of the fortress, summoning a kovet to block the way just as Byrn and Rodric reached the doorway. 
 
    “Konrad, please!” Rodric cried. “There must be a better way!” 
 
    “There isn’t,” I said. “Do not follow us, for I cannot promise I will spare your life next time.” This was a bluff, of course; I needed Ilona if I was going to travel back in time. Whether I would have killed her if it were possible to undo the action was another question. I turned and went after her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four               
 
    Ilona and I traveled all night, climbing down the winding stairs that spiraled around the mountain and then continuing west toward the next peak. I used a small amount of tvari to give us enough light to see. Around mid-morning, we reached a high plateau from which we could survey the territory to the east. When I was sure we were not being followed, I made camp.  
 
    Ilona had pleaded with me to let her go all night and morning, but I ignored her. I didn’t feel good about what I was doing, but had no choice. I couldn’t let my own discomfort—or Ilona’s fear—get in the way of saving Orszag. Besides, if I were successful, all of this would be erased. Ilona would have no memory of what I had done. And I—well, I would have to live with it. 
 
    I tied a short length of rope around Ilona’s ankle and then tied the other end around a sapling, using a spell to tighten the knots beyond any human ability to undo them. While Ilona continued to implore me to reconsider, I lay out my bedroll and went to sleep. The air was cool and dry, and the sun hung lazily in a nearly cloudless sky. If it weren’t for the ever-present looming shadow that permeated everything around us, it would have been pleasant. 
 
    When I awoke, it was late afternoon. Ilona had fallen asleep. I hadn’t brought much in the way of food, so I spent the next hour clambering over rocks in the search of berries and wildlife. At last I spotted a rabbit, which I incapacitated by pulling the air from its lungs. I ran after it. It tried to flee but made it only a few feet before collapsing. I picked it up by the neck and stopped its heart. It wasn’t a very sporting way to hunt, but I was hungry and beyond caring about such things. 
 
    I returned to camp, started a fire, and skinned and roasted the rabbit. Ilona woke up when it was nearly done. She immediately began again with her pleas, but she soon realized she wouldn’t be getting any food until she stopped. She at last relented, and we ate together in silence. When we had eaten our fill, I packed up camp and untied Ilona. We continued toward the west. 
 
    “May I ask where we are going?” she asked after some time. 
 
    “Somewhere safe,” I said. Kijarat was too far, but I knew of a cave a few hours’ hike from here where we could seek shelter. Rodric and I had once spent three days there when we were in the Scouts. 
 
    “And then you will try to undo the past?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do?” 
 
    “Kill Bertrek.” 
 
    “The janissary general?” 
 
    “That’s right. If I kill him before he kills Bolond, then Arnyek will remain bound.” I hadn’t intended to tell Ilona so much, but I was so relieved that she had ceased her pleas that I couldn’t help it. Perhaps part of me thought she could still be brought to see reason. 
 
    “You intend to kill him for a crime he has not yet committed.” 
 
    “And for several others. Many men died in the valley because he did not wait for the signal to attack.” 
 
    “Many men would have died anyway. Leaders make mistakes, and those mistakes often cost lives, as you well know.” 
 
    “That is not Bertrek’s only crime.” 
 
    “He could have saved you from six years in Nincs Varazslat, but he did not.” 
 
    I did not reply. 
 
    “So that’s it. You were robbed of your chance to get vengeance on Bertrek. You think killing him will make everything right.” 
 
    “Killing him will prevent him from killing Bolond,” I said coldly. “Arnyek will remain bound. That is all there is to it.” 
 
    “You should not do this, Konrad.” 
 
    “Spare me your pity for Bertrek.” 
 
    “It is not Bertrek I am concerned with. I am worried what this power is doing to you. People are becoming mere means to an end for you.” 
 
    “And if that end is to save the world? I don’t have the option to sit back and hope things resolve themselves happily. I am the only one who has a chance to stop Arnyek.” 
 
    “My concern is that by the time you are faced with stopping Arnyek, you will be so much like him that you will not want to.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Save your platitudes for the Valerites,” I said. “You are here because I need your power, not your guidance.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ilona quietly. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We reached the cave just before dark. We ate what food we had left and then settled in for the night. I did not bother to restrain Ilona this time; she would be unlikely to make it back to Magas Komaron alone, and certainly not in the dark. I knew she didn’t have it in her to attack me while I slept. 
 
    The next morning we breakfasted on wild berries and roots. Then I sat on my bedroll and shifted to Sotetseg. I located Lorentz, who was eager for news. I told him my plan. 
 
    “It would be better if Ilona were willing,” he said, “but she will not be able to completely block the flow of tvari from her body. You should be able to go back to the time of the attack and kill Bertrek. The risk is that you will get stuck in a loop, as you nearly did on your first attempt.” I had told Lorentz about traveling a few seconds into the past at Kijarat. “The past will try very hard to assert itself,” Lorentz went on. “The path of least resistance is always the path that has been trod before, and the more times it is taken, the more difficult it is to leave. Doing so is a matter of will and sufficient power. If your will is strong and you have a ready supply of tvari, you are in little danger. If Ilona is uncooperative, you may have to bind her. If you lose contact with her while you are in the past, you are doomed.” 
 
    I nodded. I did not like the idea of tying Ilona up, but I could not take any chances. If I was going to do this, I needed to do it right.  
 
    “If you are successful in changing the past,” Lorenz continued, “I will not remember any of this. The conversation we are having now will never happen. History will have changed from the moment you arrived in the past. Even so, I would be much obliged if you would come to me again and tell me what happened. It would be good to know that I was of some use against Arnyek after all.” 
 
    “This is what I don’t understand,” I said. “If I stop Arnyek, then I will not come to you to learn how to stop Arnyek. If I do not come to you to learn how to stop Arnyek, I will not be able to stop him. Is that not a paradox?” 
 
    Lorentz nodded. “It would be if time worked the way most people understand it. It is tempting to think of our choices as if they were diverging paths in a wood. We are forced to pick one path or the other, and usually we never give another thought to the path not taken. Sometimes we think what the path not taken might have been like, but we have only a vague idea of it. It does not seem real to us. When one travels backwards in time, though, he is given the chance to experience both paths. Having seen the path on the left, he can now take the path on the right and see how it differs. But you must understand that this talk of paths is misleading. The flow of time is not a path in the woods. You experience it this way because your mind must make sense of it, but you have no more understanding of time than an ant has of a hurricane. There are no paths and no forks. What you are experiencing is not time in itself, but time’s effect on your mind.” 
 
    “You mean to say that everything I experience is merely illusion?” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘illusion’?” 
 
    “Something that does not exist outside of my perceptions.” 
 
    “Is it not possible for two people to experience the same illusion?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “And if the entire world shares in the illusion, is it still an illusion?” 
 
    “I cannot say. I suppose that if the illusion is so effective that it can never be seen through, then it is hard to say how it is different from something that is real. If a crust of bread looks like a crust of bread, smells like a crust of bread, has the feel of a crust of bread, tastes like a crust of bread, and can be eaten for nourishment like a crust of bread, then I would be hard-pressed to call it an illusion.” 
 
    “Good. Something is real to the extent that it can be experienced as real.” 
 
    “But then reality has no existence outside of experience.” 
 
    “Precisely! To be real, something must be experienced. The question then is: if you go into the past and undo the present, then is this conversation we are having now real?” 
 
    “It is real to the extent that we are experiencing it.” 
 
    “Very good. And are we real?” 
 
    “Well,” I said uncertainly. “To extend the principle: I experience myself, therefore I am real. I experience you, therefore you are real.” 
 
    “Which is more real? You or me?” 
 
    “I feel more real to myself. I experience you only indirectly. But that does not seem to be a good guide.” 
 
    “Ah, but it is. I am real to you to the extent that you experience me, and to the extent that you yourself are real. But like you, I experience myself directly and you indirectly.” 
 
    “Then reality itself is subjective. There is no actual reality other than the reality that we lend to things through our own experiences.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But then none of this means anything.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because there is no objective reality. We are all trapped in our own bubbles of experience, occasionally bouncing against each other. And even that metaphor is misleading, because it implies the existence of an observer outside the bubbles, watching the bubbles interact. But in reality there is only my bubble. I have access only to my own experience, and so I am the only thing that is real.” 
 
    “And yet, you do not believe that. Your soul rebels against the notion that it is alone in the universe. And so, despite my arguments, you continue to believe in other souls, and in doing so you make them real. After all, your imagination is a form of experience too, is it not? You imagine that I am like you, and in doing so, you make me real by experiencing me. You and every other lonesome soul conspire to create a shared reality. This is the paradox of existence.” 
 
    “Then if I go back in time and undo the present, is this conversation we are having real?” 
 
    “It is as real as anything else—which is to say, it is as real as the experience of it.” 
 
    “Then if I am the only one who remembers it, it will be real only to me.” 
 
    “And to the version of me that you remember, to the extent that version of me is still real to you.” 
 
    “I am beginning to understand how Bolond was driven insane.” 
 
    Lorentz nodded. “Human minds were meant to experience time as a continuously flowing stream. It is the only way we can make sense of it. You cannot break time by going backwards in the stream, but time may very well break you.” 
 
    I returned to Orszag. Ilona and I ate dinner together in the cave, and then I set about tying her up. She protested that this was unnecessary, saying that she would not resist my attempts to change the past, but I could not take the chance. I tied her ankles together and then her wrists. Then I placed the orb between her palms and wrapped the rope around her hands so she could not drop it. She continued to appeal to me not to do what I was doing, but her words were now just noise to me, like the sounds of distant birds chirping in the forest. 
 
    As I regarded her lying there on a bedroll in the dimly lit cave, I couldn’t help recalling my experience as a captive of Radovan under the ruins of Romok. Radovan had needed my blood to summon Voros Korom, just as I needed Ilona to use the power of the orb. I put the thought out of my mind: I was nothing like Radovan. I had no intention of killing Ilona, and I was not summoning a monster but rather trying to stop one. 
 
    Still, it bothered me that I felt nothing for her. No empathy, no pity. I could see fear in her eyes, but it meant nothing to me. At some point in the past few days I’d lost my ability to care about people as individuals. I’d seen too many die—caused too many to die. I would not kill Ilona, but I wondered if I would if that was what it took to save the world.  
 
    Putting the thought out of my mind, I sat down next to her and placed my hand on her shoulder. She shuddered, but did not pull away. I sent my mind into the past. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five                  
 
    I traversed the path Ilona and I had taken in reverse. I undid her abduction and breaking into Magas Komaron. I returned to General Janos’s estate and relived my meeting with the refugees and then my foolish assault on the monsters in the ruins of Nagyvaros. I relived my meetings with Lorentz and even my previous attempt at going back in time, which was particularly disconcerting. I experienced the battle against Arnyek’s horde and the events in the Maganyos Valley that preceded it. All of this I experienced as something more than a dream but less than reality, as if I were observing the actions of some other man, who was cursed to live his life in reverse. It seemed to take days and no time at all. 
 
    At last 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. I was inside the rebuilt Temple of Romok during the battle for Maganyos Valley.  
 
    “Konrad!” cried Bolond. “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. The words came from my lips just as they had the first time I’d experienced this scene. I felt powerless to stop them. 
 
    “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. “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 spears pouring into the room toward the dais. I summoned a kovet to repel them, as I had before. The spidery form threw a dozen men to the ground before it disappeared. 
 
    “Cease your attacks!” I cried, following the script. “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 spear. Arnyek did not even look at him. 
 
    “Do not let appearances deceive you,” I said, stepping in front of the man. “They are both very dangerous. Where is Chief Ony?”  
 
    “Ony is dead,” said a voice from the hall. General Bertrek strolled in a moment later, his armor shining. “Skewered by a Torzsek arrow, the poor fellow. “His army fared little better, having joined the battle late.” 
 
    Anger surged through me. “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. “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?” 
 
    “Come closer, and I will tell you who I am,” I said, forcing myself to depart from the script. It took tremendous effort. A wave of vertigo rushed over me, and I nearly reeled. Although my mind was fresh, the body I’d shifted into was fatigued—and now I was fighting the inertia of the past as well. I didn’t have the strength to kill Bertrek with a spell unless he came close enough for me to touch him. 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you, sorcerer,” Bertrek snapped. 
 
    “Coward.” 
 
    Bertrek drew his sword and took a step toward me. So far, so good. I had taken his attention off Bolond and Arnyek. If he came a step closer, I could kill him. The janissaries would then apprehend me, but my hope was that removing Bertrek from the situation would deescalate matters. The balance between Bolond and Arnyek would hold. 
 
    Bertrek brought his sword back and took a swing at my neck. Still fighting nausea and vertigo, I managed to duck under it and threw myself at him. We fell to the ground together as my fingers searched desperately for bare flesh. I was too weak to face Bertrek in a prolonged battle. My fingertips touched his neck and I muttered the incantation. Bertrek gasped as his heart exploded in his chest. 
 
    Gloved hands gripped my arms, pulling me off him. An officer bent over Bertrek, listening for breathing. After a moment, he stood. “The General is dead,” he said. 
 
    “Sorcery!” shouted the man who had threatened to kill Arnyek. “Kill him before he can work another spell. Kill them all!” 
 
    Panic came over the room. I had hoped Bertrek’s death would calm things down, but it had the opposite effect. The man who had just spoken stepped onto the dais, holding his spear as if to stab Arnyek. Arnyek regarded him with amusement. The man jabbed at Arnyek, the spearpoint sliding into Arnyek’s gut. Arnyek grunted, seized the spear as he fell to his knees. 
 
    “Fool!” cried Bolond. “Get away from him! You are interfering with my spell!” I tried to break free but lacked the strength. 
 
    The janissary stepped back, trying to extricate his spear from Arnyek’s belly. But Arnyek gripped the spear handle tightly, and the man succeeded only in dragging Arnyek toward him. The janissary thrust again, driving the spear so deep into Arnyek that the head and several inches of the shaft protruded from Arnyek’s back. Arnyek smiled and grabbed the man’s wrists. The janissary yelped and recoiled, inadvertently dragging Arnyek off the dais. 
 
    Arnyek let go and the man backed away. There were gasps as Arnyek, the spear still impaling him, got to his feet. Arnyek grimaced as he pushed the spear into his own belly and then reached behind himself and pulled it the rest of the way through. He dropped the bloody spear to the ground and advanced toward Ilona. The spell was broken. Arnyek was unbound. 
 
    Bolond threw a fireball at Arnyek, engulfing him and Ilona in flames. Ilona screamed and fell to her knees. Rodric tore off his cloak and ran to Ilona, wrapping it around her in an attempt to dampen the flames, but it was too late. Ilona collapsed in his arms, her flesh charred. The odor of burnt hair filled the chamber. Rodric allowed Ilona’s still-flaming corpse to slip to the floor. Arnyek, surrounded by a halo of flame, moved toward her. Rodric gave a shout and launched himself at the demon, knocking him to the ground. Heedless of the flames that now engulfed them both, Rodric straddled Arnyek and pummeled him with his fists. But Arnyek’s clothing and flesh continued to burn, and Rodric was soon overcome by the smoke. Seized by a convulsive cough, he was unable to continue his assault. Arnyek threw him off, and Rodric lay face down, his clothes smoking and his flesh blistered. 
 
    Arnyek got to his feet and went to Ilona. The janissaries, now leaderless and terrified, had begun to flee the room. The men who held me released their grip and joined their comrades. Soon Bolond, Arnyek and I were the only ones left. Ilona was dead, and Rodric was unconscious and badly burned. Arnyek knelt down next to Ilona and opened her pack. 
 
    I ran toward Arnyek, but before I could get to him, a lightning bolt shot from Bolond’s hand. I shielded my face as a blinding flash of blue light enveloped the demon. He howled and fell to the ground. 
 
    “The orb,” Bolond gasped. “I cannot kill him. You must take the orb!” 
 
    I bent over Ilona and took the orb from her pack. As I did so, Arnyek again struggled to his feet. I ran from the room, coughing from the smoke. I could barely see through my watering eyes. 
 
    I ran down the passageway and wriggled through the small opening in the rubble into daylight. Confused janissaries stood around me.  
 
    “He’s the sorcerer who killed General Bertrek!” someone shouted. “Grab him!” 
 
    I tried to flee, but I was still too weak. The orb was pulled from my hands and I was thrown to the ground. A deafening boom sounded a moment later, and a shockwave knocked the janissaries around me to the ground. The temple collapsed, throwing up a cloud of dust. Holding the edge of my cloak over my nose and mouth, I got to my feet. Spotting the orb lying on the grass, I picked it up and dropped it in my pocket. As I turned to flee the valley, I saw the dark shadow creeping outward across the ground from the ruins of the temple. As the dust settled, I could make out a figure walking toward me. 
 
    “There is no point in running, Konrad,” said Arnyek’s voice. “You cannot stop the end of all things. Your friends are dead. There is no one to help you. Give me the orb and all of this can be over.” 
 
    “No,” I said. As Arnyek approached, his hand extended to take the orb, I closed my eyes and withdrew my body to the in-between. I pushed myself forward in time to the moment I sat with Ilona in the cave. I could still smell burnt flesh. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Ilona asked. No more than a few seconds could have passed since I traveled to the past, but Ilona could sense that something had happened.  
 
    “I failed,” I said, and undid the knots in her ropes. 
 
    Ilona sat up and rubbed her wrists. “Will you try again?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Be quiet. I need to think.” I walked out of the cave and stared at the gloomy sky. 
 
    The truth was, I was not angry at Ilona. I was, to be honest, overwhelmed with joy to see her still alive. But I didn’t want her to see that. Why? 
 
    It didn’t matter. One failure meant nothing. I would try again, and this time I would succeed. And if Ilona died again? Or Rodric? That would be the price I would have to pay. 
 
    After some time I went back into the cave. “I have to rest,” I said. “If I leave you untied, are you going to run?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and lay down on my bedroll. I don’t know why I trusted her, but I did. I woke a couple hours later to find that Ilona had gathered berries and mushrooms for our lunch. We ate, and then I sat down across from Ilona, taking her hands in mine. The orb was cradled in her lap. She did not resist. 
 
    “I am going to try again,” I said. 
 
    “All right,” she replied. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Does it matter? I will not resist. I think this is a mistake, but I cannot force you not to do it. Do what you feel you must.” 
 
    I felt like I should say something else, but no words came. I closed my eyes and went again into the past. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six                          
 
    I found myself again in the octagonal room. On the dais stood Arnyek the Destroyer. To his right stood Bolond.  
 
    “Konrad!” cried Bolond. “I have done it!” 
 
    I stepped toward the dais. “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?”  
 
    “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. “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. “Kill them both!” 
 
    I heard boots coming down the hall behind us. I moved toward Ilona as janissaries with spears poured into the room toward the dais. I summoned a kovet to repel them. The kovet threw a dozen men to the ground and then disappeared. 
 
    “Cease your attacks!” I shouted. “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 spear.  
 
    “Do not let appearances deceive you,” I said. “They are both very dangerous.” But having moved toward Ilona, I was not in position to block the man’s advance. He stepped onto the dais, holding his spear as if to stab Arnyek. Arnyek regarded him with amusement. The man jabbed at Arnyek, the spearpoint sliding into Arnyek’s gut. Arnyek grunted, seized the spear as he fell to his knees. Meanwhile, Ilona had recoiled from me, thwarting my efforts to get the orb from her. Bertrek strolled into the room, his armor shining. 
 
    “Fool!” cried Bolond. “Get away from him! You are interfering with my spell!”  
 
    The janissary stepped back, trying to extricate his spear from Arnyek’s belly. Arnyek gripped the spear, and the man inadvertently dragged Arnyek toward him. The janissary thrust again. Arnyek smiled and grabbed the man’s wrists. The janissary yelped and recoiled, dragging Arnyek off the dais. 
 
    Arnyek let go and the man backed away. There were gasps as Arnyek, the spear still impaling him, got to his feet. Arnyek grimaced as he pushed the spear into his own belly and then reached behind himself and pulled it the rest of the way through. He dropped the bloody spear to the ground and advanced toward me and Ilona. 
 
    I shifted back just before Bolond’s fireball struck. 
 
    “Another failure?” asked Ilona.  
 
    “I must try again,” I said. I felt strong enough to make another attempt before I needed to rest once more.  
 
    I shifted back to the Temple of Romok.  
 
    “Konrad!” cried Bolond as I entered. “I have done it!” 
 
    I stepped toward the dais, regarding Arnyek. “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. 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.  
 
    I moved quickly toward Ilona, fighting vertigo as I tore off her pack. “Konrad!” she cried. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I ignored her, extracting the orb and dropping the pack on the ground. 
 
    “Good,” said Arnyek. “Give it to me.” 
 
    I moved toward Bolond, but vertigo got the better of me. I staggered and fell to my knees at the base of the dais. I heard footsteps from the passageway behind me, and someone shouted. A sharp pain erupted between my shoulder blades and my right arm went numb. The orb fell from my hand and landed on the dais. It rolled toward Arnyek, who bent down to pick it up. 
 
    I shifted back to the cave. Trembling with terror, I pulled away from Ilona and got to my feet. That had been too close. 
 
    Ilona regarded me with concern but did not speak. I walked outside of the cave. 
 
    In my impatience to fix the past, I had nearly let the orb fall into Arnyek’s hands. I could not let that happen again. The truth was that I was beginning to feel like a pawn in a chess game that was already lost. I could alter the location of the pieces, but I could not win. By the time I had arrived in the chamber to find Arnyek and Bolond, the outcome had already been determined. To change the outcome, I needed to go back further. Doing so would take more effort, but I was beginning to get a feel for traveling through time.  
 
    I caught another rabbit for dinner and then returned to the cave. We made a fire near the cave mouth and dined on roasted rabbit, nuts and berries. Then we bedded down for the night. 
 
    The next morning, I asked Ilona if she would allow me to try again. She said that she would not resist. We sat together and I took her hands in mine. 
 
    This time I went back to the moment that Ilona and I rescued Rodric. After freeing Rodric, I told them to wait for me while I took care of an errand. I shifted from the tent to Bertrek’s position at the western mouth of the valley to urge him not to attack before dawn. I thought this might result in the Barbaroki getting to the temple in time to prevent Bolond from summoning Arnyek. But Bertrek, as stupid and stubborn as always, would not listen. He tried to have me restrained, and I shifted back to Rodric and Ilona. I found myself surrounded by Torzsek warriors. In the few moments that I’d been pleading with Bertrek, Rodric and Ilona had been discovered and killed. I shifted back to the present before the Torzseki killed me as well.  
 
    I went back further, undoing the treaty I’d brokered between the Barbaroki and the janissaries in the hopes that if Bertrek did not take part in the battle, his men would not interfere with Bolond’s binding of Arnyek. It didn’t help. The outcome was the same, except now it was a brash Barbaroki warrior who upset the balance. I tried several variations of this option, including urging Ony not to invade the valley at all. It made no difference. The Barbaroki attacked anyway, and the battle always ended one of two ways: either someone tried to kill Arnyek, inadvertently freeing him from the dais, or someone tried to kill Bolond, breaking the spell. In the end, Arnyek was always freed. 
 
    I tried fighting against the Barbaroki, slaughtering them by the hundreds just before dawn on the day of the attack. This was effective: the Barbaroki ended up losing the battle. I helped Ilona rescue Rodric and then shifted into the temple, where I found Arnyek standing on the dais, and Bolond standing next to him.  
 
    “Konrad, I have done it!” Bolond cried. 
 
    “You have opened the gateway to Veszedelem,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. 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 said.  
 
    “Trapped on the dais,” Bolond. “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.”  
 
    Puzzled, I turned toward the door. After rescuing Rodric, I had told him and Ilona to go directly to Kijarat. But Rodric and Ilona walked into the room, prodded by two Torzseki with spears. Behind them was Davor Sabas. Of course: we hadn’t fought our way into the temple, so Davor Sabas was still alive.  
 
    “My men found these two climbing up the slope of the southern ravine,” Davor Sabas said. “The girl had this in her pack.” He held up the orb. 
 
    “Good, good!” Bolond said. “Give it to me, and I will bind Arnyek permanently.” 
 
    The two Torzseki prodded Ilona and Rodric out of the way, and Davor Sabas approached Bolond with the orb. 
 
    “Konrad!” cried Ilona. “You have to stop him!” 
 
    “I would not advise interfering,” Bolond said. “It is taking most of my concentration to restrain Arnyek. Once I have the orb, I can bind him permanently.” 
 
    Davor Sabas handed Bolond the orb. Rodric took a step toward them, but he stopped as a spearpoint touched his throat. 
 
    “Konrad, do something!” Ilona pleaded. 
 
    “There is nothing I can do,” I said. “I have seen a dozen versions of this scenario play out, and this is the best option we can hope for. We must allow Bolond to have the orb.” 
 
    “But he will rule all of Orszag!” Rodric cried. 
 
    “It is better than the alternative,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed,” said Bolond absently, staring into the orb. “Now be quiet while I perform the incantation.” 
 
    Rodric and Ilona stared helplessly as I stood by and allowed Bolond to cast the spell that would bind Arnyek. Arnyek, for his part, seemed strangely untroubled by this turn of events. 
 
    Bolond, still staring into the orb, stopped speaking the barely audible syllables of the incantation. His eyes went wide. “No,” he said. “No, this cannot be. They cannot do this!” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “All of this… it was for nothing. We have been fools. I have seen it. This world is doomed, along with Veszedelem.” 
 
    “You cannot bind Arnyek?” 
 
    “I can, but it will make no difference. Our fate has been decided.” 
 
    “You’re speaking nonsense, Bolond! What did you see?” 
 
    Bolond shook his head. “It does not matter. None of this matters. We have fought for nothing.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t believe it. Whatever you saw, there must be a solution. Bind Arnyek, and then we will find it together.” 
 
    “There is nothing we can do. The matter has been decided.” 
 
    “There must be something!”  
 
    Bolond thought for a moment. Everyone in the room watched him expectantly. “Yes,” he said at last. “We can give them what they deserve.” He stepped onto the dais and held the orb out to Arnyek. Arnyek smiled and reached for it. 
 
    I shifted back to the cave. “That’s enough for now,” I said. “This is going to be more difficult than I expected.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven         
 
    What had Bolond seen? What did he mean when he said, ‘They cannot do this’? Who were ‘they’? Did Bolond really intend to give Arnyek the orb, allowing him to destroy the world? Why? Was he willing to allow the world to be destroyed in order to punish ‘them’? 
 
    Unable to answer these questions, I went to Lorentz at Sotetseg. He invited me into the keep and we sat together in the library. I told him what had happened. “Bolond was the most powerful sorcerer in all Orszag,” I said. “Who is so powerful that even Bolond despairs to face them?” 
 
    “The Three,” Lorentz said. 
 
    “The divine beings worshiped by the cult of Turelem?” 
 
    “He could mean no others.” 
 
    “Then Bolond was right. We cannot fight against the will of the gods. But does this mean that the Three are going to destroy Orszag?” 
 
    “The Cult teaches that despite its efforts, the land of Orszag will ultimately be corrupted beyond repair by the cancer of sorcery. The Three will destroy the world lest the corruption spread to other worlds as well. Only those who follow the ways of Turelem will be allowed to escape Orszag to a new world.” 
 
    “Are you saying the Cult was right all along?” 
 
    Lorentz shrugged. “Like most sorcerers, I never put much stock in the Cult’s teachings. But if Bolond saw the end of Orszag, then perhaps there is something to it.” 
 
    “Then we are truly doomed.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But you have one advantage Bolond did not have. Bolond never mastered the ability to undo the past. He only tried once, and the experience probably soured him on the idea. It does seem that once Arnyek arrives in Orszag, the end is inevitable, but it may still be possible to bring about another future.” 
 
    “I can try again,” I said, “but there are so many variables. Radovan, Eben, Voros Korom, Bolond, the Cult, Nebjosa, Davor Sabas, all of them at each other’s throats…. It feels as if no matter what I do, Arnyek will be victorious in the end. In fact, I am beginning to think I pave the way for him. One by one, I defeated everyone who might have stood in his way.” 
 
    “Then you must go back farther.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “As far as you can. Before any of this began. If you truly are the catalyst for the end of all things, then if you go back to the beginning, you may be able to avoid setting the events in motion that culminate in the coming of Arnyek.” 
 
    I thought on this for a moment. “I will try.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I returned to the cave and rested for a few hours, then informed Ilona that we would be trying again. We sat together, the orb on her lap, and I took her hands in mine. 
 
    I sent my mind back to the temple at the moment of the summoning, but I did not stop there. I went to the moment of our rescue of Rodric, but I did not stop there either. I went to Kijarat, and then to Yenoom Nivek, and then the plain where I stopped the battle between the janissaries and the Barbaroki. I went to Regi Otthon, where I rescued Ilona and absconded with the orb. I went to Magas Komaron, where I learned sorcery from ghosts. I went to Turelem’s Bluff and back to Regi Otthon, where I begged the acolytes to save Ilona. I went to the first battle for Maganyos Valley, where Bolond betrayed me. I went to Regi Otthon again, where I freed Bolond from his prison. I went to the vortex between Orszag and Veszedelem, where I saved Vili’s parents and learned where Bolond was imprisoned. I went to Sotetseg during Arnyek’s attack, and then Fold Alatt, and then Regi Otthon again, to steal the Lyre of Dallam. I stopped briefly at the battle against Voros Komaron outside of Nagyvaros, and then went back to Magas Komaron. I went below the Ruins of Romok, where I killed Radovan and saw the coming of Voros Korom. I spent six years in Nincs Varazslat in an instant. And finally I found myself at the Lazy Crow, where I awaited Beata. Going back six years took little more effort than going back a few days, but I found I could go no further. Maybe the limitation was my own weakness, or maybe there is a point where history becomes set in stone. I do not know. 
 
    I sat alone at a table, with a mug of beer and half a loaf of bread in front of me. The orange light coming through the cracks in the closed shutters told me that it was nearly sunset. A wiry little man sat on a chair on the stage against the back wall, playing an insipid tune on his guitar. The tavern crowd was large and boisterous.  
 
    Beata appeared on the stage, having come through the entrance in the back. Honey-blond hair cascaded over pale skin and a simple forest green gown. I held my breath as she began to sing. Her song was just as beautiful as it was the first time I heard it. I was so carried away that I was powerless to do anything but listen. After singing three more songs, she gave a deep bow. By now the tavern was full, and she received a loud ovation.  
 
    I broke free of my reverie, getting to my feet as an acolyte and three armed men entered the tavern. Beata walked to the steps that would take her to the tavern floor. A man in the audience wearing a dark cloak with the hood pulled low over his head got to his feet as well. I hurried to reach the steps before he could get to them. 
 
    Seeing me approaching, Beata retreated onto the stage. She relaxed a bit when she recognized me. “Konrad!” she cried. “What are you—” 
 
    “You’re in danger,” I said. “Quickly, out the back.” I seized her arm and pulled her toward the left side of the stage, where another set of stairs led to a narrow hallway. She resisted momentarily but then acquiesced. The hooded man was climbing the steps to the stage, and his four pursuers were not far behind. The crowd watched the scene unfold with hushed murmurs.  
 
    We reached the hallway, which ended at a door. I threw the door open and we emerged into the alley behind the tavern. I closed the door behind us and spoke an incantation, attempting to summon a kovet to hold the door closed. Nothing happened. Beata looked at me with alarm. I muttered a curse, realizing that I couldn’t cast a spell without the brand. I’d never learned how to harness tvari without it. 
 
    “This way,” I said, pulling on Beata’s arm. This time, she resisted more strongly.  
 
    “Konrad, what are you doing? What were those words you spoke?” 
 
    “I will explain later. We need to get away from here.” 
 
    The door opened, and the hooded man emerged from the building. Eben the warlock. He stood only a few paces from me. I stepped in front of Beata and went for my rapier. Eben muttered a phrase, and a shadowy form suddenly enveloped me. It pinned my arms to my sides and squeezed my legs together. Beata screamed. I fell to the ground, struggling to breathe as the kovet constricted. Eben staggered toward me. I knew he was badly wounded, and summoning the kovet had taken most of what little strength he had left. 
 
    The three men poured from the building, followed by the acolyte. Beata stepped between me and Eben, trying to protect me from him. I shouted at her to get back, but she didn’t listen. Eben threw his hood back, revealing the brand, and moved toward her. Shocked, Beata stepped backwards and stumbled into me. She fell to the ground beside me. Eben leaned down and reached toward her. 
 
    A sword point emerged from Eben’s belly, and he emitted a choking gasp. He fell on top of Beata. Behind him stood one of the men-at-arms, the blade of his sword smeared with blood.  
 
    Beata screamed and struggled to get out from under Eben. Her dress was stained black with his blood. Eben did not move. The acolyte approached and bent over his body. Beata reached for me. I scrambled away from her. I got to my feet and drew my rapier. 
 
    “He’s dead,” said the acolyte. She was a doughty, middle-aged woman with sandy hair that was nearly the same color as her yellowish complexion.  
 
    “He can trade bodies,” I said. “Subdue her.” 
 
    Beata got to her feet. The three men surrounded her. 
 
    “Konrad?” Beata said. “What is happening? What are you doing?”  
 
    It sounded like real terror in her voice, but I could not take any chances. I advanced toward her, the tip of my rapier pointed at her throat. “I’m sorry, Beata,” I said. The man behind her struck her on the back of her head with the pommel of his sword. I caught her as she fell to the ground. 
 
    “Get her to the cart!” I said, sliding my rapier into its sheath while cradling Beata in my other arm. The men looked uncertainly to the acolyte. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. “How did you know…?” 
 
    “I’m an ally,” I said. “This woman is either a good friend of mine or she is the warlock you’ve been chasing. Questions can wait. Get her to the cart!” 
 
    A group of spectators from the inn had begun to congregate. The acolyte looked from Beata to Eben and then ordered the men to take both Beata and Eben’s corpse to the cart that awaited them on the street. They were laid side by side on the bed of salt that had been prepared for Eben. It was the same cart I’d ridden in to Nincs Varazslat. Beata was gagged, and her hands and feet were bound. Beata had regained consciousness, and she stared wild-eyed at me standing behind the cart with acolyte and the gendarmes. Many of the spectators had followed us to the street, and more were gathering. Some of them seemed none too happy with the way we were treating the beautiful woman who had so charmed them with her songs. 
 
    “Allow me to speak with her,” I said to the acolyte. “I can determine if she is still herself.” 
 
    “And why should I trust you?” the acolyte asked. 
 
    “If I hadn’t warned you, you would never have suspected her in the first place.” 
 
    “I was told Eben could transfer his soul to another body, but I did not believe it. Who are you, that you know so much? How did you happen to be here?” 
 
    “Beata is the daughter of a local nobleman,” I said. “I am charged with protecting her. Eben has been stalking her for some time. I too have heard of his abilities, and I suspected he intended to use her body as a vessel.” It was a yarn worthy of one of General Janos’s books, but I was betting that the acolyte wouldn’t take the time to investigate. The Cult didn’t like drawing attention to their activities. She had her quarry; if she could be reasonably certain Beata posed no danger, she would let her go and return to Delivaros. 
 
    “You are not, then, a rival sorcerer?” 
 
    “If I were, why did I not use my magic to defend myself against Eben?” 
 
    “Perhaps you are not a very good sorcerer.” 
 
    “Then I am not a threat to you, am I?” 
 
    The acolyte smiled. “Let us speak with this Beata, if that is who she is.” 
 
    I climbed into the cart and helped the acolyte up after me. There was barely enough room in the cart for the three of us and Eben’s corpse. I crouched down next to Beata and removed her gag. The acolyte knelt beside me. 
 
    “Konrad!” Beata cried. “What is happening?” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “This woman is an acolyte of Turelem. I told her about your father hiring me to protect you. This man is Eben, the warlock I warned you about.” 
 
    Beata, suddenly realizing she was lying next to a corpse, recoiled and screamed. “Let me go!” she cried, straining against her bonds. “Let me out of here!” The gendarmes, standing behind the cart, shifted nervously on their feet as the crowd became more agitated.  
 
    I tried to reassure Beata, but she wouldn’t stop screaming. Finally I had to clamp a hand over her mouth. “Beata, I can get them to untie you, but you have to calm down. Can you do that?” 
 
    There was anger in her eyes, but she nodded. 
 
    “No more screaming, all right? I just need you to answer a question.” 
 
    She nodded again. I took my hand away, and she did not scream. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Do you remember the name of the boy who used to steal your father’s sheep?” 
 
    Beata stared at me, apparently uncomprehending. For a moment, I thought she was going to start screaming again. But instead, she broke into tears. “Konrad, I don’t understand. Why are you doing this? When I saw you, I thought….” She broke off, sobbing. 
 
    “Enough,” said the acolyte. “We will take her to Nincs Varazslat. She will have a trial, and we will get to the truth of the matter.” 
 
    “No!” I said, remembering all too well my own trial at Nincs Varazslat. “Beata, I will explain everything. It’s going to be all right. I just need to know the name of the boy who used to take your father’s sheep.” 
 
    But Beata continued to sob. She seemed too addled by shock to understand what I was asking, let alone why. 
 
    The acolyte got to her feet and climbed out of the cart. “Remove him,” she said to the gendarmes. Two of them climbed into the cart while the third continued to face the agitated crowd.  
 
    “Beata, please,” I said, as the men seized my arms. “Just tell me his name.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Beata sobbed, as they pulled me away. “Konrad, help me!” 
 
    Salt skittered and crunched beneath me as the men dragged me toward the back of the cart. “His name, Beata!” I said. “Tell me his name!” I was thrown off the cart into the street. I landed hard on my hands and knees, now coated in powdered salt. 
 
    “Get these people out of the way,” the acolyte snapped. “I’m taking her to Nincs Varazslat.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight          
 
    A dozen or more people were now blocking the path of the two horses at the front of the cart.  
 
    “What are you doing with that woman?” a burly man asked as the acolyte moved past him toward the horses. 
 
    “She’s a suspected sorceress,” said the acolyte. “This is Cult business. Stand clear!” 
 
    The mob was conflicted. They were reluctant to act against an agent of the Cult, but they were clearly displeased with the treatment of Beata. I could probably spur them to action—but if it was Eben in the cart and not Beata, I would be helping him to escape. I decided I had to take the chance. 
 
    “The woman is innocent!” I shouted. “Her name is Beata, and many of you had the pleasure of hearing her sing tonight. She is no sorceress. The Cult cannot be allowed to take her!” 
 
    This had the desired effect. The mob closed on the cart, surrounding the acolytes and the three gendarmes. Men seized the reins of the horses. The gendarmes had drawn their swords and faced off against the crowd. 
 
    The acolyte regarded the mob for a moment. She turned to me. “Take her,” she said. “Quickly, before I change my mind.” 
 
    I climbed into the cart again and picked up Beata. I threw her over my shoulder and climbed down to the street. People crowded around us. I set her down and began to untie her. The gendarmes managed to clear the way for the horses and the acolyte climbed onto the driver’s platform at the front of the cart. She snapped a whip, and the cart started away down the street. 
 
    When I’d gotten Beata untied, I helped her to her feet. Men and women pressed close, many of them concerned about the bloodstains on Beata’s dress. “She’s all right,” I said. “She’s not hurt. Please, give us some space.” 
 
    Beata, having recovered from her shock somewhat, nodded. “I’m fine. Really. Thank you.” 
 
    We went around to the front of the inn and took a seat at a corner table. The commotion had quieted down, and the inn was dark enough that nobody noticed the stains on Beata’s dress. I asked the innkeeper to bring us a bottle of wine and two glasses. 
 
    “What was all that?” Beata asked, after drinking an entire glass of wine. I refilled it for her. “Why did you ask about Jagr?” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “I needed to make certain it was really you,” I said. “That man with the markings on his face was a warlock—a sort of sorcerer. He was going to… that is, he had the ability to transfer his soul to another body. He was badly wounded, and the acolyte’s men had him cornered. I thought he might try to use you as a vessel.” 
 
    Beata shook her head. “How do you know all this? Do they train you to deal with warlocks in the janissaries?” 
 
    “It is difficult to explain,” I said. “Much has happened over the past few years.”  
 
    “Things you have not told me of in your letters? I received one just three days ago saying that you were spending your days reading General Janos’s books because nothing was happening on the front.” 
 
    I cursed inwardly. For me, six years had passed since I’d left the janissaries, but for Ilona it had only been a week. How could I possibly explain all that had happened to me during that time? 
 
    “I… could not tell you everything,” I said. “But I will. Come with me to General Janos’s estate. He has invited me to live there and help him tend the place. I’m sure you would be a welcome guest.” I had originally come to the Lazy Crow to ask Beata to marry me, after which—assuming she said yes—we would get her parents’ blessing, have the ceremony, and then go to General Janos’s estate. But Eben had ruined our reunion, and my words came out in an awkward jumble. 
 
    “Konrad, I cannot go with you to General Janos’s estate. I’ve never even met the man. I think perhaps my father was right. It was a mistake to come here.” 
 
    “This isn’t how I planned for things to go,” I said. “I meant to ask you….” I trailed off, unable to finish the sentence. I had intended to ask her to marry me, but if I did so now, I would only be following a script—carrying out the half-formed intentions of a naïve young man who was now a stranger to me.  
 
    “You meant to what?” 
 
    “I meant to get here sooner, to avoid the unpleasantness with Eben. I am sorry you had to go through that.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. Well, it’s all right. I still don’t understand what he wanted with me, or how you knew about him, but… well, I suppose I trust you if you say you will explain it.” 
 
    “I will. At a more opportune time.” 
 
    “What has happened to you, Konrad?” 
 
    “A great number of things, as I’ve said.” 
 
    “No, I mean… you are different. You look like my Konrad, and you sound like him, but… something has changed.” 
 
    “I assure you I am still your Konrad.” 
 
    “I wonder. Is it true what you said about Eben? That he could steal another person’s body and use it as his own?” 
 
    “Yes. He had done it countless times already before he came here.” 
 
    “Then how do I know he didn’t do it to you?” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Beata. I would not have saved you from the agents of the Cult if I were Eben.” 
 
    “I suppose not. And yet….” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I still have the feeling that you are someone else who has taken Konrad’s body.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
     I left Beata at the Lazy Crow. She had rented a room there at a discounted rate in exchange for her singing. She told me that she would be going home in the morning. I told her I thought this was a good idea and advised her to stay away from Nagyvaros. She accepted this cryptic warning with the same stoic aplomb with which she accepted everything else I had told her. I said that I would return to her parents’ house to check on her when I could. She nodded and bade me a cordial farewell. 
 
    I left Nagyvaros as well, heading east on foot. I wanted to be well away from the city for a while. With Eben dead, I did not know how the future would play out. Radovan would presumably pursue his plan to summon Voros Korom, and as I now did not have the warlock’s brand, I would be unable to stop him. By the same token, however, Radovan could not use my blood to complete the summoning ritual. Unless he could apprehend and sacrifice another living sorcerer, Voros Korom would remain trapped in Veszedelem. The current Governor would remain in control of Nagyvaros and control access to the underground city of Fold Alatt. The Book of the Dead would remain locked in a vault far below the city, and Bolond would remain imprisoned in Regi Otthon. The Temple of Romok would never be rebuilt, and Arnyek would remain in Veszedelem as well. I could not be certain of anything, but I was hopeful I’d been successful: by killing Eben and preventing the transfer of the brand, I had bound Arnyek more securely than any spell of Bolond’s.  
 
    And yet, I remained troubled by Arnyek’s words: I am unstoppable. If he were to be believed, then the end of all things could not be stopped. Would Arnyek find a way to come to Orszag despite the changes I had brought about? 
 
    I traveled across the plain to the Kerepes Mountains, surviving on hunted game. I could have gone to General Janos’s estate, but I did not. Maybe it was because in my mind, Janos was dead, and I’d made my peace with that. Seeing him alive now would be like seeing a ghost. I would not know how to act. Maybe, too, I was afraid that he would see what Beata had seen: that I was no longer the man he knew.  
 
    Eventually I made my way to the very same cave where I’d been when I shifted back in time. Things were tense on the border, and the janissaries were offering a bounty on the heads of Barbarok chieftains. When I’d gotten out of Nincs Varazslat, I’d considered pursuing a career as a bounty hunter, and now I decided that was my best option. I would be far away from Nagyvaros, Delivaros, and any sorcerers, but I could keep track of the movements of the Barbaroki, and occasional contact with the janissaries would allow me to stay informed of the political situation in Orszag. If the Temple of Romok were rebuilt or Bolond seized control of Nagyvaros, I would find out about it.  
 
    Knowing what I did about the Barbaroki, and knowing the Kerepes Mountains better than anyone alive, it was a simple matter to come out of hiding to infiltrate a Barbarok camp, kill the leaders, and then retreat before I was discovered. Over the next several weeks, I made a decent income this way, and between hunting and trading with the local villagers, I kept myself fed and clothed. The cave became my home, to the extent that I had one.  
 
    Winter became spring, and spring became summer. I continued my simple existence, hunting, trapping, and gathering roots, mushrooms and berries. I did not mind the solitude. Six years in Nincs Varazslat had prepared me for privation and solitude. Of course, in this world I had never actually been to Nincs Varazslat—and in a way, I think my solitary existence was a way of coping with that lost history. I did not miss Nincs Varazslat, but it had shaped who I was and even become part of me. Sometimes as I lay awake in the cool darkness of the cave, I imagined I was back in my cell. 
 
    A year passed. I did not return to see Beata. She was right: I had changed. Whether the change was for the better or worse I could not say, but Beata would expect an explanation, and I had never hidden anything from her. What could I tell her? That I had seen an alternate future in which I became a powerful sorcerer, but I had been unable to prevent a demon from destroying the world, so I had gone back in time to fix my mistakes? She would never believe it, and even if she did…. 
 
    That was the real problem, wasn’t it? What if she did believe me? What if she knew that I had betrayed Vili and gotten him killed? What if she knew how I’d used the janissaries, the Barbaroki and the Torzseki as pawns? What if she knew how I’d murdered the acolytes and allowed Delivaros to be overrun by monsters? What if she knew I’d failed to save Nagyvaros and destroyed Fold Alatt? What if she knew what I had done to Ilona to undo all the other mistakes I had made? 
 
    None of those things had happened, of course. I’d undone them all. Ilona was alive and well at Regi Otthon, along with all the other acolytes. One day, years from now, she would leave on her quest to understand the meaning of the key her father had left to her, but she would never meet me. She would never reach Magas Komaron, and she would never find the Book of the Dead. Perhaps she would return home and spend the rest of her days in Regi Otthon, or perhaps she would join the Valerites at Kijarat.  
 
    I did not know what would happen to Vili. I had read once in one of General Janos’s books of a theory that a butterfly flapping its wings could have consequences that would reverberate across the world. Perhaps the echoes of the changes I had made would prompt Bolond to decide not to destroy Yenoom Nivek. Or perhaps Vili and his parents would not escape the destruction this time. Or perhaps they would never go to the Maganyos Valley to look for Bolond. I was probably deluding myself, but at least they had a chance. 
 
    As for Rodric… well, I knew what would happen to him. By the time he found me and Vili on the road to Nagyvaros after my fight with Eben, he’d already made a good start on drinking himself to death. Joining my quest had given him a reason to keep going. Without that quest—and my friendship—I doubted very much whether he would survive. 
 
    I could have gone to him, but I did not. I could have gone to find Vili or Ilona, but I did not do that either. Nor did I ever return to see Beata. All of these people were, in a way, ghosts to me—even Rodric. The Rodric I knew, with whom I’d faced so many trials over the past several weeks, was gone. And none of them could possibly understand what it was I had gone through. My friends were ghosts to me, and I, being the product of a world that no longer existed—was a ghost to them. 
 
    Five years passed. I heard of the death of General Janos from a janissary officer during a visit to Erod Patak to collect a bounty. I heard about the death of the famed archer Rodric a few months later. He’d deserted and gone to look for me after General Janos’s death. I’d been careful to stay far from where Byrn’s squad operated, and I’d adopted a false name and grown a beard. He was apprehended by the janissaries and died in a stockade. I felt nothing for him. 
 
    I was vaguely aware that traveling backwards in time had broken something in me. Nothing seemed real to me anymore. I had over six years of memories that corresponded to nothing in reality. I had thought six years in Nincs Varazslat was the worst trial I would ever have to go through, but somehow erasing the reality of that experience made it even worse. At least then I had someone to blame: it had been the fault of Eben, of Bertrek, of the Cult of Turelem. But now I had the memory of the experience but no way to fit it into my understanding of reality. Pain is unpleasant, but pain without purpose is intolerable. I had never been to Nincs Varazslat. I had never been given the brand, and I had never become a sorcerer. I was a vagabond assassin with a headful of faulty memories.  
 
    Furthermore, I was acutely aware that if none of what I had experienced over the past six years was real, then who could say that any of my experiences were real? I murdered Barbaroki without remorse, knowing that my crimes could be undone. Beata might die alone, or marry some unworthy aristocrat at the urging of her parents. Ilona would never learn the truth about her father. Vili would die at Yenoom Nivek or be imprisoned for eternity between worlds with his parents. Rodric died alone in a stockade. But what difference did it make? Was any of it real? 
 
    Doubts about my own sanity led to an almost preternatural awareness of my surroundings. My mind seized upon every sensation, trying to compensate for the unavoidable feeling that reality was slipping away. I heard every bird in the trees, felt the most minute shifting in the breeze. I could smell the Barbaroki a mile off. I slaughtered them by the dozens. 
 
    But it was all for naught. The more I focused on what was around me, the less real my memories seemed. Had I imagined it all? Eben, the brand, Radovan, Voros Korom, Bolond, Fold Alatt…. Sometimes I would see the beacon of Magas Komaron in the distance and be filled with terror. Rodric and I had often entertained each other by fabricating elaborate stories about what we would discover at that peak if we could ever find a path to it. Were my memories any more real than those stories? Was the beacon of Magas Komaron just a will ‘o’ the wisp? Had I ever been there at all? Perhaps I’d received a blow on the head and had mistaken one of those stories for the truth. I suppose that my hermetic existence didn’t help my sanity, but I couldn’t bear the thought of being near the only friends I had. 
 
    There was one way to know for sure if any of what I had experienced was real: go to Magas Komaron and seek out Domokos, the lone sorcerer who had maintained the beacon after Eben murdered Varastis and the others. If he was there, I would know that I hadn’t imagined it all.  
 
    I had tried to shift several times since saving Beata, to no avail. Without the brand, I couldn’t harness tvari. I knew it was theoretically possible: most sorcerers got by without such a crutch, after all. But the first step was the most difficult, and I had skipped it entirely. I’d learned to walk before I could crawl. Or maybe I’d never performed sorcery at all, and trying to move from place to place with my mind was another symptom of my insanity. 
 
    I was relieved to find the path to Magas Komaron exactly where I expected to. It was well-hidden, but I’d traveled it enough times that I found it easily. At least some of my memories were not false. I reached the foot of the cone-shaped mountain a little after noon and began to climb the steps that wrapped around it. I reached the fortress just before dark. In the highest tower blazed the famed beacon of Magas Komaron. It was getting dark and a cold wind had picked up, and I prayed that I had not imagined Domokos either. 
 
    Stopping at the door, I lifted my hand to knock, but the door began to open on its own. I put my hand on my rapier. The door creaked slowly inward and then stopped, leaving an opening just large enough for a man to slip through. I found myself in another, smaller, courtyard, within the castle walls. The glow of a lantern moved toward me across the courtyard. The lantern’s flame flickered against the wind. A man, hunched over and wearing a hooded cloak, approached. He stopped a few paces in front of me, holding up the lantern to examine my face. 
 
    “Have you come to murder me?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “You are Domokos?” 
 
    Domokos frowned. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Konrad. I am… well, I am honestly not sure who I am. I was once a sorcerer, I think.” 
 
    “In that case you are welcome to join me for dinner, I think.” 
 
    He turned and went inside. I followed. He led me to the same dining hall where I’d once dined with him and the rest of my party. It was the same room where Lorentz’s apparitions had taught me the secrets of sorcery. I hadn’t imagined it. That is to say, none of it had happened, but I had experienced all of it. I was not entirely certain I knew the difference, but I felt reassured. Outside I heard thunder, and I realized I had arrived on the very same day that I had come with Ilona, Vili and Rodric. Was this destiny? 
 
    Domokos doused the lantern as I entered, so the only light—other than flashes of lightning from under the door of the windowless room—came from a fire that blazed in a massive stone fireplace at the far end of the room. The air smelled of garlic and onions. He threw back his hood and in the dim light I saw the bald head and gray beard that I remembered. 
 
    “You’ll have to make do with everything soup,” Domokos said, walking to a pot hanging over the fire. He took a ladle from a hook and began scooping stew into a large ceramic bowl. “Everything goes in the soup. Mostly onions and leeks, I’m afraid, but there is a little chicken. Salt is in short supply, so you may find it bland.”  
 
    Domokos sat across from me and we took turns eating, passing the bowl back and forth. “Tell me, Konrad who thinks he may have been a sorcerer,” Domokos said after a time, “what brings you to Magas Komaron?” 
 
    “That is a very long story,” I said, “and one that you are unlikely to believe.” 
 
    “I have nothing but time and credulity,” Domokos replied with a smile. “Let me hear it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine              
 
    I told Domokos everything. He was dubious at first, but I knew far too much about Bolond, Eben, and Voros Korom for it to be fabrication. As my story progressed, he began to shake his head and mutter in response, suggesting that I’d gotten some of the details wrong. But when I got to the part about undoing the past, he understood. 
 
    “You have suffered a great deal,” he said quietly, when at last I reached the end of the tale. “And I am not sure what you have gained.” 
 
    “Arnyek remains trapped in Veszedelem,” I replied. “I cannot guarantee he will remain there forever, but it is something.” 
 
    Domokos shook his head. “I am afraid you are mistaken. The Temple of Romok is being rebuilt. I fear Arnyek will not be long in coming.” 
 
    “What? How?” I realized I had not spoken to any janissaries for several weeks. Preoccupied with my spiral into self-doubt, I had forgotten my mission. 
 
    “Eben was Radovan’s chief rival. Without Eben keeping Radovan in check, Radovan was able to manipulate the Governor into allowing him access to the deepest tunnels below Nagyvaros. I am afraid he found the Book of the Dead.” 
 
    “But he could not have retrieved it without Ilona’s key!” 
 
    “You said the key glows brighter as it gets nearer the chest in which the Book of the Dead is kept. It is reasonable to assume that Ilona would have gone to Nagyvaros, guided by the key. She may have figured out that the key was leading her someplace beneath the city. If she tried to access the tunnels, she would likely have run into the city’s arcanist.” 
 
    “Radovan,” I said. Like a fool, I’d never taken Ilona’s motivations to their obvious conclusion.  
 
    Domokos nodded. “Radovan would have used her to get the Book of the Dead,” Radovan said. 
 
    “And with it, he would have great leverage over the Cult.” 
 
    “This explains why the Cult did not interfere with his efforts to organize the Torzseki to rebuild the Temple of Romok.” 
 
    “The Torzseki have taken the valley? What of Chief Nebjosa?” 
 
    “Nebjosa has been in conflict with the Governor for some time. He allied with Radovan against him, believing Radovan’s promise that upon completion of the temple, he would launch an attack on Nagyvaros and install Nebjosa as Governor.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Radovan came to me less than a week ago. His ambitions outstrip his competence. The final steps of reconstructing the temple proved to be beyond his ability, so he went to visit Bolond at Regi Otthon. His intention was to clarify some of the points in the instructions for rebuilding the temple, but somehow his visit resulted in Bolond’s escape. Bolond nearly killed him, and Radovan fled. He came to me hoping I could help him, but I am like a child compared to Bolond. I told him to flee beyond the mountains. I did not know until now the true danger of the Temple of Romok.” 
 
     “So now we are in the same position as we were before I went back to fix everything,” I groaned. My relief at finding I wasn’t entirely mad had given way to despair that it had all been for nothing. “When Bolond finishes the temple, Arnyek will come through. Then we will be dependent on Bolond to constrain him for all eternity. Do you know where the orb is?” 
 
    “I do not,” replied Domokos. “Bolond may have it, or it may still be at Regi Otthon. But there is another problem.” 
 
    “What else could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    “I do not believe Radovan fled beyond the mountains, as I urged him to. He spoke as if he still intended to face Bolond, without my help. If he doesn’t know the danger Arnyek poses….” 
 
    “He will wait until Bolond is distracted and attack.” I couldn’t help laughing. “It’s all happening again, the same as before.” 
 
    “No,” said Domokos. “Not the same. For now you do not have the brand.” 
 
    “What difference does it make? I could not stop Arnyek with the brand either.” 
 
    “There may be a way. If Bolond was speaking of the Three, then I suspect I know what he meant by the words he spoke before he gave the orb to Arnyek. I am not much of a warrior—as you have evidently learned—but perhaps no one other than Bolond knows more about cosmology than I. Understand that what I am about to tell you is mostly theoretical, and my description of it is—at best—a clumsy metaphor.” 
 
    “Understood. Please proceed.” 
 
    “It is said that there are five worlds in all. You can think of them as five buckets, one stacked upon another. The top bucket is Veszedelem. The second bucket is our world, Orszag. The bottom bucket is a world called Eredet, the dwelling place of the Three. The source of tvari is a spring below Eredet, called Tudat Zavar. Tvari flows from the spring to Veszedelem through a sort of conduit that you can think of as a pipe that runs through the center of the buckets. The excess spills from Veszedelem to the worlds below it.” 
 
    “Like a cascading fountain.” 
 
    “Precisely. I do not know the origin of Eredet, but it is said that the Three created the other four worlds as variations of it, one after another. Veszedelem, the top world, was the last to be created. The wood of the buckets is old and has begun to shrink, leaving gaps between the slats. Tvari is like water, filling the bucket. Tudat Zavar produces just enough water to keep each bucket filled, and as long as a bucket is filled, the water saturates the wood, causing it to expand and closing the gaps. 
 
    “Sorcery is the process of drawing tvari into oneself and manipulating it to perform some task. The Three never intended human beings to discover how to manipulate tvari directly; doing so causes what you might call ‘turbulence’ in the tvari. This turbulence results in some of the tvari splashing over the sides of the bucket. If this happens often enough, the level of tvari begins to fall. If it falls enough, noticeable changes begin to take place.” 
 
    “Like the draining of vitality in Veszedelem, and the creeping shadow that took over Orszag.” 
 
    “Yes. Worse still is the work of those sorcerers called warlocks, who have learned to pull tvari directly from the world above them. In general, sorcerers are limited in their power by the amount of tvari around them. Drawing tvari from around you is like dipping a ladle into the bucket: when you pull the ladle out, there is a momentary vacuum before the tvari rushes in to replace what you removed. That vacuum limits a sorcerer’s power: a sorcerer can use tvari only as quickly as the vacuum is filled.  
 
    “Warlocks are sorcerers who have—to strain the metaphor a bit—learned to create temporary holes in the bottom of the bucket above them. Tvari flows down from the hole, providing the warlock with a much more plentiful supply of tvari—more tvari, in fact, than any warlock can possibly use. It is for this reason that your friend Eben took the brand upon himself. It allowed him to make use of far more tvari than he would ordinarily be capable of. Your reliance on the brand also explains your inability to use magic without it: you never learned to efficiently pull tvari from your surroundings, having become accustomed to a readily available supply from Veszedelem. Even as Veszedelem died, you pulled more tvari from it. And as you might expect, repeatedly drilling holes in the bucket tends to weaken it, further contributing to the world’s destruction. 
 
    “It has long been known by sorcerers that the methods employed by warlocks are destructive in the long term, which is why warlocks are outcasts, even among sorcerers. But Bolond came to believe—correctly, as it turns out—that all sorcery affects the balance of tvari. As the knowledge of sorcery spreads, there is more and more turbulence in the bucket, and more and more tvari splashes over the edges. As the level of tvari falls, the walls of the bucket begin to dry out and the slats comprising the bucket shrink, creating gaps through which more tvari leaks. The process feeds on itself, and the rate of tvari loss accelerates. Soon the world becomes like Veszedelem, with only a slight residue of tvari sustaining it. 
 
    “Note, though, that the symptoms of the problem tend to manifest themselves primarily not in the sorcerer’s own world, but in the world above him. Due in particular to the actions of warlocks, Veszedelem has continued to shower Orszag with tvari, even as Veszedelem died. Now, though, Veszedelem has nearly been drained of all tvari, and the problems have begun to manifest themselves in Orszag. I suppose we are fortunate that those in the world directly ‘beneath’ us have evidently not been so quick to embrace sorcery.” 
 
    “This is all very interesting,” I said, “but I fail to see how it helps us deal with Arnyek.” 
 
    Domokos nodded. “As I said, the Three never intended for us to learn how to use tvari directly. It is still a mystery how the original sorcerers learned the secret, and although little is known of most of the other worlds, it is thought that knowledge of sorcery is widespread only in Orszag. The Cult has long taught that the Three would judge Orszag for the sin of sorcery, but the nature of this judgment is debated even within the Cult. Some believe the Three will cut Orszag off from the source of tvari. That would mean severing the conduit between Orszag and the world below it, the way a surgeon amputates a limb. Orszag and Veszedelem, cut off from the source of reality, would wither and fade into nothingness. That, I believe, is what Bolond saw. Looking into the orb somehow provided him with a glimpse into the intentions of the Three. This would explain his words: even if Bolond could bind Arnyek indefinitely, it would make no difference if the Three intend to sever the conduit. We are doomed anyway.” 
 
     “But why would the Three do such a terrible thing? They would be condemning many innocents along with the sorcerers.” 
 
    “I cannot speak for the Three, but I do not think they would do it if they felt there was any other way to stop the disease from spreading. It has already destroyed Veszedelem, and now it has spread to Orszag. The Three would want to stop it before it goes any further. Particularly if they are aware of Arnyek.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If Arnyek acquires the orb, he will bring the end of all things—not just the end or Orszag and Veszedelem, but of all the other worlds as well. The only way to stop him is to cut Orszag and Veszedelem off from the other worlds before he does so. Yes, many innocents will be destroyed, but many more will be destroyed if the Three do not contain the infection.” 
 
    “Then why did Bolond intend to give Arnyek the orb after learning the truth?” 
 
    “If I know Bolond, he was acting out of spite. Seeing what the Three intended to do, he meant to preempt them by allowing Arnyek to destroy all five worlds. If he could not save Orszag, he would not let the Three save any of them. He was—or is—quite insane, as you know.” 
 
    “I can sympathize with his anger,” I said. “If we are up against the Three, it would seem we have few options.” 
 
    “Yes, but there may still be a chance. The Three are very powerful, but they are not omniscient, and they are loath to allow a world to perish if they do not have to. They have suffered the existence of sorcerers in Orszag for over a thousand years, so it is clear they are not eager to destroy our world. They are acting out of desperation. If you can convince them that Arnyek can be bound, they may yet spare our world.” 
 
    “Convince them? If they exist at all, they are in another world, far from this one. How do you expect me to speak with them, by prayer as the acolytes do?” 
 
    Domokos shook his head. “Even the High Council does not pretend to be able to speak directly with the Three. You must go to them, on their world.” 
 
    “I cannot even shift from place to place on this world anymore,” I said. “I have lost all ability to use magic.” 
 
    “Then you must re-learn it,” Domokos said. “And quickly.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten                    
 
    Seeing few alternatives, I submitted to Domokos’s tutelage. I was tempted to travel to the Maganyos Valley, but as I was now unable to shift, the journey would take over a week—time that I could not afford to waste if Bolond had already rebuilt the temple. In any case, lacking the ability to perform even the simplest sorcery, there was nothing I could do to stop him. Even if I did somehow stop him, the Three might very well still decide to cut off Orszag from the source of tvari. Our only hope was if I could learn to harness enough tvari without the brand that I could shift again to the future where Ilona and I huddled together in the cave. From there, I could then shift to the world “below” Orszag—a place called Nevtelen. From Nevtelen, I could—theoretically—shift to the world below it, called Konyvtar, and from there to Eredet. Once in Eredet, I would locate the Three and appeal to them to spare Orszag. 
 
    It seemed hopeless. Most sorcerers never gained the power to shift at all, even with a lifetime of training. I’d been able to do it only because of the brand. Without the brand, I would have to learn to harness tvari in a completely new way and then attain enough proficiency with it to send my body through the in-between. From there, I would have to travel six years forward to an alternate future. And that would only be the beginning of my journey. Domokos confessed that he did not know how to get from Nevtelen to Konyvtar.  
 
    “Each world has what you might call a signature,” Domokos said, as I followed him to the small library in the heart of Magas Komaron. “In the same way that you were able to shift to Ilona by focusing on her unique essence, you can also shift to other worlds. One cannot memorize a world as one can memorize a face, of course.” Domokos stopped before a bookshelf. “There is a shortcut to this process, though. In the same way that you can recognize a person by his or her face, you can know a world by places that possess characteristics unique to that world. These places are called irasjels. Irasjels can be represented by relatively simple glyphs. By memorizing the glyph, you can save yourself the trouble of having to familiarize yourself with an entire world. I do not know how Bolond learned to travel to Nevtelen, but some of his notes from the journey were recovered from an old residence of his and brought to this library. Here.” He pulled a thin volume from the shelf and carried it to a nearby table where a lamp burned. He set the book down and paged through it until he came to an elaborate, maze-like drawing. It seemed strangely familiar to me. “This is Bolond’s glyph representing an irasjel in Veszedelem,” Bolond said. “It corresponds to a place not far from the keep called Sotetseg.” 
 
    “The place on the plain,” I said, unconsciously bringing my fingers to my cheek. “Then the brand….” 
 
    “The brand Eben gave you is a copy of this glyph. The glyph represents the irasjel near Sotetseg.” 
 
    “That is why I kept appearing there. The first several times I traveled to Veszedelem, it was always to that place.” 
 
    “Yes. Until you knew Veszedelem better, you could only travel to that particular irasjel. The brand gave you an advantage over most sorcerers, who never learn to travel to another world at all.” 
 
    “But that place… there was nothing about it that looked special. It certainly doesn’t resemble this drawing.” 
 
    “The irasjel is not something you can see with your eyes. It is a pattern created by the flow of tvari.” He turned a few pages, coming to another drawing. It was similar but differed in many subtle ways. “This is an irasjel in Nevtelen, the world below ours. To travel there, you must commit the drawing to memory before you return to your time. You will be unable to take the drawing with you forward in time.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. If I tried to take the book with me when I shifted, I would find myself back in my own time with a flawed rendering of the book. I would only be able to carry the book if I memorized its contents—which, of course, would defeat the purpose of taking it with me. I possessed a finely honed visual memory, thanks to my time in Nincs Varazslat, so memorizing the drawing would be the least of the challenges facing me.  
 
    “But even if I can return to my own future, and from there travel to Nevtelen, how will I get from there to the next world?” 
 
    “In Nevtelen, you must find a woman named Timea. She is, according to Bolond’s notes, an immortal sorceress—and perhaps the only person in Nevtelen who knows anything of sorcery. She learned the dangers of sorcery early on and, unlike Bolond, never took on any students. Bolond believed that she knew the irasjel of Konyvtar, the world below Nevtelen. She may know the irasjel of Eredet as well, but I cannot say for certain.” 
 
     “And why would Timea help me?” 
 
    “I do not know that she will. But she is the only one who can. She is said to have once defeated Bolond, which is to her credit.” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “There are so many things that could go wrong with this plan, I’ve lost count. Starting with the fact that I’m never going to learn to harness tvari without the brand.” It had been three days since Domokos had begun trying to teach me, and I’d had no success with even the simplest spells. 
 
    “You are free to explore other options,” Domokos said with a smile. “You could go to warn Bolond about Radovan. If Bolond is prepared for him, maybe he will defeat him and succeed in binding Arnyek permanently. But that would result in Bolond’s dominion over Orszag, and the Three will respond by cutting Orszag off from the source of tvari. In the end, the only remedy for what Bolond has done is to wipe everything out and start over. I think even he realizes that on some level. That is why he gave the orb to Arnyek.” 
 
    “Then I suppose I have no choice either,” I said. “I will try to relearn how to use tvari.” 
 
    Domokos shook his head. “You must do better than try.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was another three days before I had my first success—harnessing enough tvari to blow out a candle at arm’s length. It took two more days for me to learn how to light it again. From that point on, my progress was more rapid. I now had a feel for pulling tvari from my surroundings without an influx from Veszedelem. Whether I would ever learn to shift through the in-between was another matter. 
 
    My education was given new impetus when one day Domokos came to me while I was trying to shift from one end of the courtyard to the other. “Arnyek has been loosed,” he said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Can you not feel it? Ah, your ability to sense tvari remains limited. The gateway has been opened. Even now, the shadow spreads across the land.” 
 
    “Then Bolond is dead.” 
 
    “Most likely. “I must go to Delivaros.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “If the orb is there, Arnyek will try to get it. I cannot stop him, but perhaps I can slow him down. I will buy you as much time as I can.” 
 
    “But how will I learn to shift if you aren’t here?” 
 
    Domokos laughed. “I have never even learned it myself. My knowledge is all theoretical. I will have to travel to Delivaros on foot and hope I reach it in time. You do not need my help. I have taught you all I can. Now it is up to you.” 
 
    Domokos left that afternoon, and I was alone. Whether or not Domokos could make it to Delivaros before Arnyek’s horde, I did not have much time left. If I didn’t learn to shift within the next few days, I would be trapped in this time when Arnyek brought about the end of all things. 
 
    I continued to attempt shifting, with no success. Two days later, a dark shadow suddenly swept over Magas Komaron, despite a nearly cloudless sky. Domokos was right: Arnyek had been loosed upon Orszag, and the curse was spreading across the land. If it had reached Magas Komaron, it had reached Delivaros as well. I was running out of time. 
 
    The sun was setting when I caught sight of a flying lizard diving toward me. Since my facility with magic was stunted, I had taken to wearing my sword while outside the fortress. I drew it now. I waited until the bulldog-sized lizard was a stone’s throw away and then hurled a fireball at it. It was a pitiful effort, but it sufficed. The flames scorched the creature’s face, blinding it. I stepped aside and hacked at it with my sword. It squealed and fell to the ground, dead. Turning, I saw two more of the creatures hurtling toward me. Lacking the energy to deal with them, I ran to the door of the fortress, reaching it just before they died. I slammed the door behind me and barred it while the flying beasts shrieked and hissed outside. 
 
    As I ran to the steps that would take me to the catacombs below the fortress, I heard something heavy pounding against the door. The flying beasts were not alone. I wondered how much of Arnyek’s horde he had sent after me. Did he even know I was here, or had he sent a few of his monsters to Magas Komaron as a precaution against any sorcerers who might cause him trouble? 
 
    I bounded down the steps as the walls shook from repeated blows. It sounded like there were at least a dozen monsters out there, many of them very large. With my limited ability to cast spells, I couldn’t possibly face them all, and it was only a matter of time before they broke into the fortress. 
 
    I reached the catacombs just as I heard wood splintering somewhere above. The monsters had gotten inside. For a moment, I considered hiding in one of the unoccupied niches in the catacombs but rejected the idea. It was unlikely to work, and it was an undignified way to die. If I was going to die, it was going to be on my feet. I barred the door to the catacombs and stood facing it, sword drawn. 
 
    I heard something bound down the stairs and then slam into the door. There were shrieks and howls as more monsters followed it down the stairs. The door shuddered again and again, and finally gave way, falling like a drawbridge to the floor to reveal a huge toad-like creature that had evidently smashed the door open with its massive head. The thing leaped at me. 
 
    Uncertain whether pulling the air from the beast’s lungs would work, I ducked under it and rolled, throwing a lightning bolt at its soft underbelly. Like the fireball, my lightning bolt carried a fraction of the energy I’d once wielded, but the attack was effective: the creature yowled in agony as its guts spilled out of the hole I’d blasted in it. The creature landed with a wet thud and crawled away. Two hairy, long-limbed bipeds came at me next. I stopped one’s heart with a touch and impaled the other with my sword. Behind them was a giant spider. I torched it with another fireball. The monsters kept coming. I dodged to the side as a leathery imp leaped over the flames at me. It was followed by another of the bipeds and a giant beetle-thing. More abominations continued to pour down the stairs toward me. I was surrounded. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to wish myself away. 
 
    Feeling cool air on my skin, I opened my eyes to find myself at the top of the beacon tower.   
 
    I had done it. I’d shifted a short distance, from the catacombs to the tower. Unfortunately, I was still surrounded by monsters. Five more flying things of various kinds wheeled about the tower. One of them spotted me and emitted a piercing shriek. As the flying creatures began to dive toward me, several other beasts of various kinds began to scale the tower. I shifted again, this time to the courtyard. Reeling from the effort, I staggered into the shadow of an overgrown bush. There were no monsters in my immediate vicinity; they all seemed to be inside the fortress, clinging to its walls, or circling around the tower.  
 
    I didn’t know what the monsters were after, but if Arnyek had sent them here merely as a precaution, they might not pursue me if I could get away from Magas Komaron. Unfortunately I didn’t think I had the strength to shift to the foot of the mountain, and shifting to the staircase winding around the mountain would leave me exposed to the flying things. But hiding in the courtyard was not an option; the monsters would certainly find me here eventually.  
 
    I decided to try to sneak across the courtyard to the gate leading to the top of the staircase, saving my strength in case I was spotted and needed to shift away quickly. Darting from shadow to shadow, I reached the gate without difficulty. I opened it and slipped outside. I waited in the shadows until the flying things were all momentarily out of sight and then ran to the top of the staircase. Making my way down, I pressed my body against the stone wall of the mountain to avoid being seen.  
 
    I hadn’t gone more than half a mile when I heard something coming down the steps after me. No alarm had gone up, but at least one of the creatures had figured out I had fled. Whatever it was, it was for the moment hidden by the curve of the mountain. Perhaps if I kept moving, I could stay ahead of it. If I engaged the monster, I would only draw attention to myself: the flying things would see the commotion and summon all the other monsters to my position. I hurried down the steps, hoping to outpace whatever it was. 
 
    I hadn’t gone more than a hundred yards when I heard panting from somewhere around just around a bend below me. This was something I hadn’t counted on: not all the monsters Arnyek had sent had reached the fortress. Now I was pinned between them, with no way of knowing how many laggards were still on their way. The slower monsters would also probably be larger and more dangerous than the lightweight climbers and flyers who had arrived first. I could shift somewhere farther down the mountain, but I might very well appear in the midst of another group of monsters—and I probably wouldn’t have the strength to shift again. I could leap off the steps, summoning a kovet to break my fall, but I wasn’t sure it would last until I reached the ground. 
 
    I pulled some moisture from the air behind me and let it condense as a layer of water on the steps, then pulled the heat from it, causing it to form a thin layer of ice. Hoping this would slow any monsters coming down from the fortress, I drew my sword and turned to face a massive, red-eyed wolf coming toward me from below. I shifted my sword to my right hand as I pulled the air from the wolf’s lungs. I’d found this to be an easy way to incapacitate most mammalian creatures. The wolf gave a whimper and backed away as I thrust at it with my sword. There was a scream from behind me, and I caught a glimpse of one of the hairy bipeds falling to its doom. The two goblins that followed approached more cautiously, taking slow, deliberate steps. Meanwhile, an ogre farther below grabbed the incapacitated wolf by one of its legs and hurled it off the mountain. A huge pale worm with a maw lined with rows of yellow teeth oozed up the staircase behind the ogre. I couldn’t imagine what horrors lurked around the bend. 
 
    There was simply no way I could face them all. I might kill a half dozen of them, but eventually my strength would flag. I could conceivably have fought my way through with my rapier, but not while defending against attacks from behind. Seeing no other option, I closed my eyes and sent my mind to the in-between, pulling my body after me. In this place, time did not exist. I could remain here indefinitely, safe from the horde. But if I intended to stop Arnyek, I would have to return to Orszag, sooner or later. 
 
    I decided to try for later. I wasn’t sure I had the strength to shift across time, but I couldn’t see another way out. I sent my mind back to that moment in the Lazy Crow just before I met Beata. I located the fork between the timeline I had just left and the timeline where I had ended up with Ilona in a cave in the mountains. I followed the original fork, observing myself as I failed to reach Beata in time. Eben transferred his soul to Beata’s body and gave me the brand. I was taken to Nincs Varazslat, where I spent the next six years. I was released on the orders of the Chief Arcanist of Nagyvaros. I was hired by Davor Sabas to rid the Maganyos Valley of specters. I killed Radovan but failed to stop the coming of Voros Korom. I traveled with Rodric, Vili and Ilona to Magas Komaron. I saw Domokos die. I defeated Voros Korom. I saw Nagyvaros fall—twice. I saw the Temple of Romok rebuilt. I saw Bolond die and Arnyek loosed. I saw myself abducting Ilona and taking her to a cave in the mountains. 
 
    I saw the brand on my face. Focus on the brand, I told myself. Perhaps, even though I did not possess the brand in my current body, I could make use of its power. I seized on the brand and pulled myself toward it. I felt the power rush into me, and I screamed as the version of me that had been drawn into the in-between was obliterated. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find myself looking at Ilona’s face. I had done it. I’d been given a chance to undo my mistake—the mistake of using Ilona to travel into the past to undo my mistakes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “Another failure?” she asked. 
 
    I got up and helped her to her feet. “In a manner of speaking. You were right. Traveling into the past is not the way. 
 
    “Then Arnyek was right. He is unstoppable.” 
 
    “So it seems. But I’ve realized something else. The past can never truly be undone. It remains as real as my memories, and memories are what make us who we are. In trying to undo the past, I… made more mistakes. Many people die, no matter what I do. And the more I try to fix things, the less those deaths matter to me.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Konrad?” 
 
    “I don’t think it was traveling backwards in time that drove Bolond insane. I think it was the idea that in the end, nothing matters. In one possible future, I saw him give the orb to Arnyek. That, to him, was the logical conclusion of trying to undo the past. The only way to correct the past is to destroy the future. And if I had continued on that path, I would have come to the same conclusion. There has to be a better way.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ilona. “And although I do not know what that way is, I will help you in any way I can.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I was wrong to involve you in this. I must do this on my own. I will return you to Magas Komaron. All that I ask is that you keep the orb safe and continue to have faith that Arnyek can be stopped.” 
 
    “But what is it you intend to do?” 
 
    I smiled. What would Ilona think if I told her I was going to seek out the beings her faith regarded as gods, to implore them to save Orszag? Probably she would give new consideration to the idea of traveling backwards in time. “I must go to another world,” I said, “and seek out a group of people who have the power to stop Arnyek.” 
 
    “It sounds very dangerous,” Ilona said. 
 
    “Undoubtedly it will be. I do not know if I will ever be able to return to you, even if I am successful, but do not give up hope. Keep the orb from Arnyek, however you can.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven                           
 
    After I had rested, I shifted with Ilona back to the courtyard of Magas Komaron. I said a curt goodbye and then left her there, without speaking to Rodric or the others. I did not want to have to face them after kidnaping Ilona, and I did not want to have to explain what I intended to do. 
 
    I shifted back to the cave. Now that I had the brand again, shifting seemed almost effortless. It was as if I’d been relieved of a great weight. Still, I needed to rest before attempting to shift to Nevtelen. Traveling between worlds required more power than traveling within worlds, and I did not know what challenges awaited me there. After napping for an hour and eating what food was left in the cave, I sat down on the cave floor with my legs crossed. I closed my eyes and brought to mind the representation of the irasjel from Bolond’s notes.  
 
    I felt reality fade around me. For a moment, I was in the in-between, floating between worlds. Then I felt my surroundings solidify again. The air was thick and warm, and I felt the hot sun on my shoulders. I was in Nevtelen. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I found myself sitting in the center of a snow-covered courtyard. The air was cold, but the sky was blue and the bright sun was a welcome relief after the subdued grayness that had overtaken Orszag. I got to my feet. The courtyard was octagonal, about forty feet wide, with stone walls about twelve feet high. It was empty except for me. Looking around, I located a single, man-sized door in one of the walls. I walked toward it, my feet crunching on the thin layer of snow that covered the ground.  
 
    The door looked formidable, made of heavy oak planks and reinforced with iron bands. It seemed to be barred from the other side. Assuming I could harness tvari in this place, I could knock it down with a kovet or another spell, but I wondered if this was the wisest move. To the right of the door, a fine iron chain hung from a small hole in the wall.  
 
    I considered my situation. The wall had obviously been constructed to hold anyone who might come through from Orszag to this place in the way I had done. But such a person would have to be a sorcerer and would thus have little difficulty breaking down the wall. The wall, then, was not meant to be an absolute barrier but rather an obstacle to be overcome. Perhaps breaking down the door would trigger an alarm or even a trap of some kind. Whoever had built this place clearly had had plenty of time to prepare for my coming. I decided to err on the side of courtesy. I pulled the chain. It yielded and then recoiled as if on a loose spring. 
 
    Nothing else happened, as far as I could tell. Relieved not to have been riddled with poisonous darts, I waited for some time to see if a watchman or servant would appear, but no one did. I was giving serious thought to tearing down the door after all when I heard the bar on the other side slide aside. The door slowly opened. On the other side stood a small, hunch-backed woman with greasy, tangled gray hair. Her gown was filthy, and she looked like she could easily have been over a hundred years old. She smelled like she hadn’t bathed for at least the latter half of that period. The walled area did not seem to be connected to any other building; beyond the woman I saw only snow-covered hills.  
 
    “Who’re you?” she said. 
 
    “My name is Konrad,” I said. “I’ve come from a place called Orszag.” 
 
    “I know that,” she snapped. “No other way to get here. What do you want? We don’t need any sorcerers here.” 
 
    “My world is in great danger,” I said. “A demon called Arnyek threatens to destroy it.” 
 
    “Summoned by your own sorcery, no doubt. Turelem tried to warn you, didn’t she? But you didn’t listen. Nobody listens.” 
 
    “I didn’t summon Arnyek, and I’ve only been a sorcerer for a few weeks.” This was true, in a manner of speaking, although of course several years had passed for me since I’d first taken on the brand. 
 
    “Ha! You’ve got the mark of Veszedelem on your face. You expect me to believe you picked up sorcery a few weeks ago?” 
 
    “The brand was given to me against my will. Are you Timea?” 
 
    She regarded me suspiciously. “I am. The guardian of this place for the past three hundred years. I’ve got a deal with Them. They let me live, and I don’t let anyone through. The last one to try to get past me was a man called Bolond. I sent him on his way, and you’ve got until I get bored with you before I do the same.” 
 
    I wondered if it was true that she had sent Bolond away, refusing him access to Nevtelen. If so, then she was either very persuasive or an incredibly powerful sorcerer. The most powerful I’d ever encountered, for certain. Courtesy was increasingly seeming like the wisest course of action. 
 
    “Please, Timea,” I said. “The Three intend to cut Orszag off from the source of tvari to prevent Arnyek from destroying the other worlds as well. I only wish to go to the Three and appeal for their help. Right now Arnyek is trapped far underground. If the Three can bind him permanently, then there is no danger to Orszag or any other world.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Bolond told me before Arnyek killed him.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “It is true. That is, another version of Bolond told me.” 
 
    She regarded my face as if working out a puzzle. “You traveled into the past. Such magic is forbidden, even among sorcerers.” 
 
    “I didn’t think there was any other way to stop Arnyek.” 
 
    “And yet, here you are.” 
 
    “I realized my mistake. Changing the past is not the answer. But if I had not done it, I would not know what the Three plan to do.” 
 
    “You used forbidden magic to learn forbidden knowledge. It would have been better to remain ignorant. Arnyek was the inevitable result of sorcery. Your world must end. Knowing how it is to happen does not change that. All worlds end eventually, Konrad. It is hubris to think you can avoid that fate.” 
 
    “Perhaps Arnyek is unstoppable, but I do not accept that Orszag is doomed. The Three have made—or will make—a choice to cut Orszag off from Tudat Zavar. A choice implies an alternative. I have imprisoned Arnyek. If the Three are as powerful as they are said to be, they should be able to bind him permanently.” 
 
    Timea shook her head. “They will never accept the risk. By allowing Arnyek to exist, they are endangering the other worlds as well. Better to lose only Orszag and Veszedelem than all five worlds.” 
 
    “That is easy to say if you do not live in Orszag or Veszedelem.” 
 
    Timea shrugged. “Existence is owed to no one. Tvari, and the realness it brings, are gifts. Sorcerers in your world have misused those gifts, and now the toll must be paid. The end will be swift.” 
 
    “But not instantaneous,” I said. “Nor painless. I have been to Veszedelem, and I have seen the shadow that creeps over Orszag. I have seen the aberrations and degradation that arise from a dearth of tvari. Orszag will fade into nothingness eventually, yes, but first it will suffer. And it is not only the sorcerers who will suffer, but millions of others who have been cursed to be born into a dying world.” 
 
    “It is within your power to put a quick end to that suffering,” Timea said. “When living in Orszag becomes unbearable, unearth Arnyek. Give him the orb.” 
 
    “Yes, I could end the suffering of Orszag by surrendering to Arnyek. But by that logic, why not end all suffering, on every world, by unearthing Arnyek now?” The more I thought about such things, the more I sympathized with Bolond. If putting an end to suffering was the goal, then giving the orb to Arnyek made perfect sense. 
 
    “It is not suffering itself that needs to be eliminated,” Timea said, “but only the unnecessary suffering brought about by sorcery. It is true that many innocents will suffer, but you cannot blame the Three for that. These events were set in motion by Bolond and his kind.” 
 
    “Bolond and his kind are all dead. Only one sorcerer besides myself remains alive, a man called Lorentz, and he is little more than a ghost, trapped in Veszedelem. He will soon fade away, with the rest of that world. The punishment will fall entirely on innocents.” 
 
    Timea sighed, her gruff demeanor softening slightly. “Come with me, and we will talk of this further.” She turned and walked away, following a path of footprints that led to the left. I followed her. As I exited the walled area, I saw that a small cottage sat atop a hill about a hundred yards away. Faint puffs of grey-white smoke drifted from a stone chimney. Timea led me to the cottage and we went inside. The cottage was small and simply furnished, but it was warm and dry. Timea offered me tea, and I accepted. It tasted wonderful. 
 
    She took a seat across a small wooden table from me. She took a sip of tea and then set down the cup and looked intently at me, fierce black eyes looking out from under overgrown gray eyebrows. “Konrad, I understand that there are people you care about in Orszag. But your world is doomed. There is nothing I can do for you.” 
 
    “You can tell me how to get to the world below this one.” 
 
    “It will do you no good. Even if you could get to Eredet, the Three will not acquiesce to your demands.” 
 
    “Then there is no danger in telling me how to get to them.” 
 
    “I have been charged with guarding this place, so that no sorcerer from your world can roam free in this one. But I am not without compassion. If you have family that you wish to save from destruction, bring them here. If you swear not to engage in sorcery, you may stay as well.” 
 
    “I have no family.” 
 
    “Surely there are some you care about.” 
 
    “I have friends, yes. And while I appreciate the offer, I did not come here to save only those closest to me. Orszag does not deserve to die for the sins of sorcerers.” 
 
    “It will die, regardless.” 
 
    “Why do you do this, Timea? You are obviously a powerful sorceress. Why do you do the bidding of those who forbid sorcery?” 
 
    Timea let out a long sigh. “What choice do I have? The Three are right to forbid sorcery. It upsets the balance of tvari, weakening the bonds of reality.” 
 
    “You fear that they will cut Nevtelen off as well.” 
 
    “Of course. Knowledge of sorcery is like a plague. Once it infects a world, that world must be quarantined from the others.” 
 
    “But the Three rely on your knowledge of sorcery to guard against other sorcerers? Is that not hypocritical?” 
 
    “The Three rely on agents in each world to enact their will. It takes a sorcerer to stop a sorcerer. I am forbidden to use magic except to protect Nevtelen from sorcery.” 
 
    “But what is to stop you from defying the Three, or even taking their place?” 
 
    Timea laughed. “The Three are far more powerful than I.” 
 
    “You mean they are more adept at sorcery.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. They control the flow of tvari. To call them sorcerers is a vast understatement of their power.” 
 
    “But it is all the same thing, is it not? They fight to keep us from using the same sort of power that they use freely!” 
 
    Timea sighed. “This is not a new argument, Konrad. I have been hearing it for hundreds of years. I once thought as you did. I thought I could change things. But I was defeated, and now I am cursed to watch over this place until this world ends as well.” 
 
    I couldn’t help thinking of Lorentz, who had been cursed by Bolond to guard the keep of Sotetseg. But even Lorentz had not completely given up hope. 
 
    “Will you not at least take me to the Three so that I can plead my case?” 
 
    “Take you to them? I have never even met the Three, and I would not know how to take you to them, even if I wanted to.” 
 
    “But you know how to get to the world below this one.” 
 
    “Yes, but I would suffer terrible consequences for showing you the way, and it would avail you nothing. Most likely, you would be killed by those who guard the irasjel, and if you somehow manage to get past them, you would succeed only in drawing the attention of the Three.” 
 
    “That is my intention.” 
 
    “It is your intention because you are a fool who does not know what the Three are capable of. Understand, Konrad, that there are only two types of people to the Three: one is subjects, and the other is threats. No, you do not want to draw the attention of the Three.” 
 
    “If what you are saying is true, it is all the more reason to doubt the veracity of their claims.” 
 
    Timea smiled and took another sip of tea. “Which claims?” 
 
    “I don’t believe the Three are concerned about sorcery upsetting the balance of tvari. I think they are worried about losing control. Perhaps sorcery really does disturb the balance of tvari, but that’s not the real problem. I think they deliberately restrict the flow of tvari to keep sorcerers from getting too powerful.” 
 
    “This, too, is sometimes claimed. I do not know the truth.” 
 
    “Then how can you go on this way, doing their bidding and not even knowing why?” 
 
    “As I say, I have little choice. Centuries ago, before I even knew of the existence of the Three, I stumbled upon the secret of immortality. When I learned about the Three, I was angry, like you. I tried to learn their secrets, but I was like a mischievous child to them. They had the power to destroy me, but they did not, choosing instead to put me here, watching over this place. Once, I rebelled against them, but they… caused me to suffer. I have grown to accept my role.” 
 
    “We could face the Three together,” I said. 
 
    Timea chuckled. “You do not know what you are saying. Even at the height of my powers, I was nothing to them. The brand gives you great power, but you do not know how to use it.” 
 
    “I have learned a great deal.” 
 
    “Not nearly enough.” 
 
    “Then teach me.” 
 
    “I am here to prevent the spread of sorcery, not to promulgate it.” 
 
    “To what end? Do you plan to spend eternity here, doing the bidding of those who struck you down?” 
 
    “Not eternity, no. I have been here for three hundred years. The Three pledge to release me after a thousand years of service.” 
 
    “You believe they will let you go?” 
 
    Timea smiled weakly. “Forgive me, I was unclear. It is my hope that someday they will let me die.” She broke off her gaze, staring into her tea.  
 
     So that was why Timea acted as the guardian of Nevtelen: having made herself immortal, and having failed to usurp their power, she was now cursed to live under their hegemony.  
 
    “Can you truly not die?” I asked. “Bolond was supposed to be immortal, but I saw Arnyek kill him with a touch.” 
 
    “Arnyek is destruction incarnate. He could kill me, yes. But you say he is trapped underground on your world. Do you plan to unearth him and bring him here that he might free me from my prison?” 
 
    “That would seem unwise. But surely there is another way, if you truly wish to die. Can you not undo your own spell?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I might have, once. But alas, I have had little opportunity to use magic in seven hundred years. I can no longer even shift from place to place, much less between worlds. If one as powerful as Bolond came to me now, I would be unable to stop him.” 
 
    “Could Bolond kill you, if he were alive?” 
 
    Timea regarded me. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I could do it as well.” 
 
    “You are offering to end my life?” 
 
    “I am offering to help you break the spell, if that is truly what you want.” 
 
    Timea sighed. “For four hundred years I practiced sorcery, growing ever more powerful. I served princes and kings. I saw empires rise and fall. And then, at the peak of my powers, I was cast down by agents of the Three, as if I were an insect to be swatted. All my learning meant nothing; all of my struggles were for naught. I have lived for over a thousand years, and it was all meaningless. It is good that my powers have waned, or I might very well have brought Arnyek into being myself.” 
 
    “You would destroy everything just to be freed from your fate?” 
 
    Timea sighed. “Surely you understand the temptation, Konrad. You have traveled backwards in time. You know how fleeting all of this is. And at the same time, you see how powerless you are against the true powers of the universe. Have you not at times wished for oblivion?” 
 
    The truth was that I knew all too well what Timea meant. I had reached the point where the slaughter of hundreds meant almost nothing to me. I’d sacrificed friends and allies for a momentary advantage, as if they were pawns on a chess board. I’d told myself that it was for a greater purpose, but if all the people I was supposedly saving were pawns as well, then what difference did any of it make? Why not save myself a lot of pain and choose oblivion, as Bolond did? Even now, I was faced with having to kill a woman I barely knew, simply to continue a quest that was probably doomed from the start. 
 
    And yet, something inside me would not let me quit. I had to keep going, knowing that I could not undo the past and knowing that I would make more mistakes in the future—knowing that I might very well be making a mistake at this very moment. The only thing I knew for certain was that I could not give up. 
 
    “I have experienced only a fraction of the suffering you have gone through,” I said, “but I understand the craving for oblivion. I know, too, that my fight is not yet over. If this is the only way forward, I will do what I can to break the spell of your immortality.” 
 
    Timea regarded me for a long time. “Many have come to this place from your world. Sorcerers more powerful than you, who for one reason or other desired to come to Nevtelen or travel to one of the worlds below it. Some spoke of challenging the Three. I turned them all away. Some resisted, and died.  But there is something different about you, Konrad. There is the brand, yes, but it is not only that. I sense that you are telling the truth when you say you did not choose to be a sorcerer. You seek power not for its own sake, but because you believe in something greater than yourself. I doubt very much it will be enough for you to defeat the Three, but I will not deny you the opportunity if that is what you truly want.” 
 
    “It is what I must do.” 
 
    “Very well. I cannot promise that I will be able to teach you enough to stand against the Three. I could not do it. But perhaps you can learn from my mistakes.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve                         
 
    And so began another period of tutelage. Timea was the fifth sorcerer I’d studied under: before her, I’d learned from Eben, Bolond, Varastis (via Lorentz’s apparitions), and Lorentz. Timea was far more powerful than any of them.  
 
    The goal of my training would be to learn how to harness five strands of tvari at once—something that very few sorcerers ever learned to do. When I had mastered this, Timea said, I would be able to break the spell of her immortality. I would also be ready to face the sentries who guarded the irasjel of Konyvtar. Once I defeated the sentries, I would travel to a library in Konyvtar where there was a glyph of the irasjel of Eredet. I would travel to Eredet, where I would attempt to go to the Three and plead for them to spare Orszag. Many challenges remained for me to face, but I began to think perhaps my quest was not impossible. 
 
    I began to see why Timea had agreed to our arrangement, and why she was so eager to break the spell of her immortality: she was terribly bored. The cottage was nestled in the foothills of an impassible mountain range; there were no other people within twenty miles. She seemed to have little to do all day other than prepare meals and clean the cottage—of which she did very little. The mystery of where she got the ingredients for her food and other supplies was solved the day after I arrived, when a carriage loaded with sacks and barrels showed up one afternoon. I was just returning to the cottage from a walk, and the man hurriedly unloaded the items and left again before I could even speak a word to him. I began to carry the items inside.  
 
    “Agents of the Three have an arrangement with the people of a village about thirty miles south of here,” Timea explained. She sat in a chair, reading one of the dozens of books that lay scattered about the cottage. “They don’t like me, but the Three pay them well. Of course, they don’t know they’re doing the bidding of the Three. There should be plenty for us both. I don’t really need to eat anymore, but it helps break up the days. Anyway, I throw most of it out.” 
 
    I sorted through the items; it was mostly staples like oats and flour, but there were was a barrel of beer and an assortment of vegetables and spices as well. Timea told me she never knew exactly what they would be bringing, but a carriage arrived every week. I threw out some of the stale and rotting food in the cottage and did my best to organize what was left. I began to help with the cooking and cleaning, and Timea began to instruct me in sorcery. The cottage only had one room with a single small bed, so I slept on the floor. Timea would make no promises regarding the duration of the training, but I hoped this arrangement wouldn’t have to last more than a few weeks. 
 
    I soon realized, though, that it would take a century to learn all that Timea knew about using tvari. I had begun to think of myself as a competent sorcerer, and in a sense I was, but to a large extent I had unknowingly used the power of the brand to compensate for my lack of skill. The downside of this—in addition to accelerating the degradation of the worlds—was that I had learned some bad habits that I now needed to unlearn.  
 
    The training proceeded at a maddeningly slow pace. It dragged on for six weeks before we even got beyond the purely academic. Timea had been impressed by my demonstration of my abilities but appalled at my lack of understanding of some fundamental concepts. It was, she claimed, a miracle that I was still alive. I did not disagree. 
 
    She was unmoved by my reminders that while she explained to me the various competing theories about the nature of tvari, Arnyek’s horde was slowly digging their way toward him. After a few days, she forbade me to mention it again. Arnyek was, as far as she was concerned, a distraction. The more time I spent worrying about him, the longer it would take for me to learn. She was right, of course, but it didn’t help my impatience. I assured myself that it would take many years for the monsters to reach Arnyek, and then he would still have to get to Magas Komaron and take the orb. This didn’t help much either. I did the best to put the matter out of my mind. 
 
    Finally we reached the practical part of the training, with Timea walking me through all the spells I had learned and explaining what I had been doing without fully realizing it. Again I chafed at the lessons but bit my tongue. Whenever I was tempted to complain, I reminded myself that Timea’s reward for her efforts, if all went well, was death. 
 
    Another three months passed. I still hadn’t a clue how I was to break the spell of Timea’s immortality. I wondered if the secret was some sort of talisman, like the little glass globe that I’d shattered to bring the palace of Nagyvaros down on Fold Alatt. I’d heard stories in my youth about sorcerers who kept their souls in such talismans, hidden away or guarded by a dragon. But when I asked Timea about this, she only laughed. 
 
    Timea did not speak much of the Three. She claimed to know very little about them, but she did not believe they were truly gods, and she did not believe they had created the Five Worlds. She suspected that they were powerful sorcerers who had come to Eredet from some other world, unknown to anyone in the Five Worlds. They had discovered Tudat Zavar and used its power to set themselves up as gods. The Messenger had once told her their names: they were called Nyelv, Szem, and Hallas. 
 
    Despite her frequent reticence, it was clear that Timea enjoyed the training. She took great pleasure in posing impossible riddles and answering my questions with more questions. After a few weeks, she looked many years younger. She even began to bathe once a week, which was a tremendous relief to me. I think she may have taken the hint when I asked the villager arriving with the supplies to start bringing lumber so I could build a separate cabin for myself.  
 
    It took me most of the summer, working whenever Timea got tired of teaching, to finish the cabin. It was really no more than a shack, but it gave me a place to sleep away from Timea, at least during the warmer months. It was beginning to look like the training was going to take a year or more.  
 
    I started to suspect, as the months wore on, that she was deliberately drawing the training out, either because she was having second thoughts about dying or simply because she was having so much fun. When I gently broached this subject, she laughed again. “You are quite charming, Konrad,” she said, “but you’ll have to work harder to undo seven hundred years of disillusionment.” 
 
    Another six months passed before I began to see any benefit to the training. It was a bit like trying to speak a new language: at first, it required far more effort to cast a particular spell the “correct” way than the “incorrect” way, and the results were no better. But as I became more proficient, I found it possible to perform the spell the correct way with almost no effort or concentration. Previously, every spell required a conscious manipulation of tvari; now I found that I could cast a spell simply by speaking a few syllables. Each syllable corresponded to a specific way of manipulating tvari. Sorcery, done correctly, really is a sort of language—except that instead of conveying meaning, the symbols channel power.  
 
    I had learned some of these phrases before and spoken them to cast spells, not understanding their significance. It was in part my familiarity with several languages prior to learning sorcery that explained how I’d survived thus far: I could easily have gotten myself or one of my friends killed merely by mispronouncing a word. 
 
    I learned, too, that each symbol had a visual analog—a glyph that could be transcribed to confer magical power onto an object. A skilled sorcerer could also manipulate these glyphs mentally, bringing to mind a series of glyphs to cast a spell, rather than speaking the words. These glyphs, though, were not arbitrary symbols. They possessed power and meaning in themselves, in a way that letters and words do not. When a sorcerer brings to mind a glyph, he is not dealing with a mere placeholder for reality; he is dealing with a fundamental element of reality itself. 
 
    Because of this, glyphs can be combined in a way that is powerful, above and beyond the concatenation of symbols. The interaction of the glyphs itself has meaning. Further, glyphs can be combined in multiple dimensions. Whereas in most languages, symbols are combined in a purely linear fashion (that is, we follow the letters, words, or pictograms from left to right or right to left), glyphs can be combined (and read) in multiple directions at once. A skilled sorcerer can work in two dimensions simultaneously, by visualizing one string of glyphs that travels (for example) from left to right while visualizing another string traveling from top to bottom. For purposes of efficiency and simplicity, the sorcerer will usually cause the two strings (or “threads”) to intersect each other like an acrostic. 
 
    Of course, an acrostic can only work in two directions, because a sheet of paper is two-dimensional. A very skilled sorcerer, though, can imagine another set of glyphs, extending in a direction that is perpendicular to the first two threads. By adding, removing, or altering glyphs over a period of time, a sorcerer can add the equivalent of a fourth thread—time itself. Extremely powerful sorcerers, like Bolond and Timea, could work with five threads at once. Such a feat is beyond the comprehension of most people. 
 
    I had, thanks to my six years in the near-total darkness and isolation of Nincs Varazslat, developed an exceptional visual imagination and memory. I had, without fully realizing what I’d been doing, mastered the ability of managing two threads of tvari at once. Now, with the tools Timea had given me, I found it no great challenge to add a third. I could imagine how, with some practice, one might create an evolving three-dimensional schema in one’s mind, adding a fourth thread. No matter how Timea explained it, however, I could not make sense of the idea of five threads. Timea didn’t seem disappointed by this. She was pleased with my progress. 
 
    “If you are able to manipulate five threads of tvari at once,” I asked her once, “then could you not go to Orszag and use the orb to undo the curse?” 
 
    “I could,” Timea said, “but the orb pulls tvari directly from Tudat Zavar. So far you have not used tvari in quantities that the Three would take notice of, but they could not help but notice if I repaired Orszag or Veszedelem. That is what Bolond realized when he took the orb. If he tried to use it to heal Orszag, he would only provoke the Three to cut your world off from Tudat Zavar. Knowing that, he chose oblivion rather than let them be victorious.” 
 
    A year passed, and then another. I felt no closer to being able to handle five strands of tvari. I could only hope that the orb remained safe with Ilona and that Arnyek’s monsters had not yet freed him from his subterranean prison.  
 
    Sometimes I tried to persuade her to come with me on my quest to confront the Three, but she would not acquiesce. Although her mind was still sharp and she had acquired the gift of immortality, her body was old, and she had long ago lost the will to fight against the Three. I could understand this to some extent; even in the few weeks (or years, depending on how you counted) that I’d been a sorcerer, I’d become rather jaded. I couldn’t imagine what a thousand years of dealing with such matters would do to someone. 
 
    I asked her often about the sentries that I would have to face at the irasjel of Konyvtar, but she would tell me little. I suspect that she still did not fully trust me; she thought that if she told me everything she knew about the challenges I would face on the way to confront the Three, I would leave before my training was complete. One day, nearly three years after my training began, she relented.  
 
    The sentries, she said, were four giant basilisks, who watched the irasjel from the north, south, east and west. They were invulnerable to most spells. Meeting the gaze of any of the basilisks would cause instant death, so I would have to fight them blind. 
 
    “Defeating such sentries sounds impossible.” 
 
    “Yes, and now you begin to see why I have been so exacting in your training. To face the basilisks, you will need to be able to work with five strands of tvari at once. And even then, it may not be enough.” 
 
    “You have faced them?” 
 
    “Once, yes. I very nearly defeated them. I wore a blindfold so I would not be tempted to meet their gaze. The basilisks are enchanted creatures, so I could sense their auras. Even without their killing stare, they are deadly creatures, lightning fast, with claws that tear flesh like paper and jaws that can crush bone. Each of them has a weakness, though. One is vulnerable to fire. One cannot abide cold. One has no defense against lightning.” 
 
    “And the fourth?” 
 
    Timea smiled. “The fourth is the one who defeated me. They must have been instructed not to kill me, because it simply knocked me down and then held me until an agent of the Three arrived.” 
 
    “Then you never learned the weakness of the fourth basilisk?” 
 
    “No. I tried every sort of magic on it, but nothing worked.” 
 
    “Who was the agent who came for you? Some other sort of monster?” 
 
    “He appeared to be human,” Timea said. “I call him the Messenger, and he is the closest I’ve ever come to the Three—and the closest I ever hope to come.” 
 
    “This Messenger is a sorcerer?” 
 
    “He uses tvari, yes. I had thought the three basilisks dead, but he healed them with a wave of his hand. I tried to attack him while he was distracted, but I could not get through his defenses. I was captured and taken to a dungeon somewhere in Konyvtar, where I was punished for my insolence. I languished there for nearly forty years before the Messenger came to me with an offer: he would allow me to leave if I agreed to act as the guardian of the irasjel of Nevtelen. They built me this little cottage and made arrangements with the villagers to bring me whatever I needed. I have been here ever since.” 
 
    “This Messenger communicates directly with the Three?” 
 
    “I believe he does, but it is best if you avoid him.” 
 
    “But if I wish to speak with the Three, should I not appeal to him?” 
 
    “No. There is a reason I call him the Messenger. He takes no action on his own. He simply does what the Three tell him to do. If they send the Messenger to deal with a threat, he will do that.” 
 
    “But what is the point of going to Konyvtar if I run from the Three’s agents whenever I encounter them?” 
 
    “Speak with the Messenger if you wish, but I believe the only chance you have to get the Three to listen to you is to go directly to them, on your own terms. Go to the library in the city of Furat and find the book containing the glyphs of the five worlds. Learn the glyph for Eredet and go there.” 
 
    Seeing that Timea was in a talkative mood, I pressed for more information. “How do you know about this book?” 
 
    “It was written by my mentor, a man named Bendeguz. Bendeguz was the first sorcerer in all the worlds. It was he who taught Bolond to use sorcery, so in a way he is to blame for Arnyek and the curse that spreads across Orszag. Some say he was once an agent of the Three himself but became disillusioned with their reign and decided so spread the knowledge of sorcery throughout the five worlds to counteract their power. He was killed by the agents of the Three nearly a hundred years before I became the guardian of this place.” 
 
    “Do the Three know about this book?” 
 
    “I assume they do.” 
 
    “Then why do they not destroy it?” 
 
    “It is said the power of the Three derives from the adulation of their followers. This is why they have set themselves up as gods to be worshipped on all five worlds. But there are other sects as well, such as the one which arose after Bendeguz’s death. His library is now considered a sacred shrine in Konyvtar. If the Cult of the Three violated the library, it would start a war, and it is by no means certain the Three would win. If they lost a war to the adherents of Bendeguz, it would be a severe blow to the reputation of the Cult of the Three, and thus to the Three’s power. But enough of these distractions. You are not ready to face the basilisks.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen               
 
    Often, Timea and I would spar, each using our sorcery to try to best the other. I lost the first hundred or so of these bouts. Then, occasionally, I would win one, although I suspect Timea was not using the full extent of her abilities. It was probably a good thing we had no spectators, because these battles would not have been much to watch. A duel between two powerful, well-matched sorcerers is more like a chess match than a physical fight. Eben was a skilled sorcerer in his way, but he was sloppy and something of a showoff, and I hadn’t had the training to efficiently counter his attacks. After a few bouts with Timea, though, I began to anticipate her moves and counter them before her spells could take effect. Occasionally I would go on the offensive, and Timea would easily counter my spells. And so we stood a few paces apart, in the field behind the cottage, our eyes locked and unmoving, each trying to find the advantage. As I improved, this sometimes went on for hours—or until Timea decided to finish it. 
 
    Timea avoided using the more dangerous combinations of glyphs, but she insisted that I use everything that I had learned. There was, after all, little danger of me accidentally killing her. So I fought against her with everything I had, and she deftly blocked all my attacks, neutralized my defenses, and knocked me on my rear—sometimes quite literally.  
 
    I had become adept at using three strands of tvari at once, and sometimes I could manage four, at least for a few moments. The few times I won, it was because Timea was limiting herself to four strands. Using five strands at once was a challenge, even for her, and it was rarely necessary. When I became more adept at using four strands, our battles began to resemble a coordinated dance rather than a series of individual moves. The interplay of our glyphs formed patterns more complex and beautiful than anything I could have imagined on my own. It is almost impossible to describe the experience to someone who has not spent years training their mind to see in four dimensions, but if you have ever looked through a Prendish kaleidoscope, you have some sense of how disparate figures can combine in an infinite number of patterns, continually changing into something beautiful and unexpected. Imagine a hundred kaleidoscopes working in concert and you have a vague idea of what my battles with Timea were like. Inevitably, though, I would grow tired or distracted and make a mistake, and the entire thing would crash to the ground. At that point, I was at Timea’s mercy. 
 
    Still, I did improve. Timea once let slip that it had taken her many years to advance as far as I had. Perhaps I had been born with some innate predilection for sorcery, or perhaps the warlock’s brand facilitated my learning. My guess, though, was that six years in Nincs Varazslat had given me a facility with manipulating mental images that few people have. Many aspiring sorcerers are willing to spend decades learning their craft; few are willing to spend six years in darkness before they have even begun. 
 
    Another year passed. Timea and I now spent most of every day sparring. She said that she could teach me more, but that more information would only be a distraction at this point. Until I learned how to use five threads of tvari, it would do me no good to learn more. I grew impatient again, and couldn’t help imagining that Arnyek’s hordes had nearly reached him. I thought about returning to Orszag to disrupt the project. With my recently acquired skill, I might very well be able to take on Arnyek’s entire horde. But Timea berated me for such thoughts: interrupting my training now would only delay my progress, and using the full extent of my power against the horde might very well attract the attention of the Three. If they sent the Messenger or other agents after me before I was ready, this was all for nothing. 
 
    Furthermore, even slaughtering Arnyek’s horde would not stop him. The shadow had now hung over Orszag for more than three years. In all likelihood, a new generation of monsters was already being born, and Arnyek would communicate with them as he had with the monsters of Veszedelem. In a few years, the horde would grow by many thousands. There was no way I could stop them all. I would end up like Amira and the other Masters, sealed in a fortress, desperately trying to find a cure for the curse while I awaited Arnyek’s attack. 
 
    So our sparring continued, and I was forced to put such thoughts out of my mind. I could not hope to defend myself against Timea while I was distracted. But the dance that I had once found so beautiful now seemed tired and predictable. I could not anticipate exactly what Timea would do, but the battles fell into certain patterns, and they always ended in stalemates. Timea would grow tired and resort to using a fifth strand of tvari to break the stalemate, and I would lose. And then we would start over again. 
 
    I knew she was using a fifth strand only because of the decisive result; I could not make sense of what she was actually doing with the fifth strand. It was like being an ant in a fight with another ant when suddenly a boot comes down and squashes you. I had no more insight into how Timea was using the fifth strand than an ant has into where boots come from. And no matter how many times I pleaded with her to explain it to me, she would not. Timea insisted, as she always did, that more information would only be a distraction: using a fifth strand was a matter of intuition, not information. So we fought. And I lost. 
 
    At last my impatience gave way to anger. I decided that if I could not beat Timea, I would at least not lose. I had gotten fairly good at sensing when she was getting tired and was about to bring the boot down. I thought that if I timed my attacks properly, I could produce a particularly complex arrangement of glyphs just as she was about to resort to drawing on a fifth strand. For a moment, all of Timea’s concentration would be required to deal with the four-thread arrangement. The moment would pass, but then Timea would be off-balance. This would give me a chance to alter the arrangement to time another climax with her next attempt, throwing her off again. Eventually she would see what I was doing and try to get ahead of it, but if I kept up the pressure, I might prolong the stalemate indefinitely. 
 
    To my surprise, it worked. Timea grew bored about three hours into our duel, and I managed to synchronize the climax of glyphs with her attempt to grasp a fifth thread. I noted a raised eyebrow: Timea was surprised, but undoubtedly she attributed the synchronization to chance. We fought for a while longer, and then she tried again. Again she was thwarted by an unexpectedly complex arrangement. She smiled, realizing what I was doing. I do not know how much longer we fought; time now seemed to stretch into infinity and collapse into an instant. Again she tried to grasp a fifth thread. Again she failed. Amusement turned to concern.  
 
    The duel could only end if one of us ultimately overpowered the other. As long as I held her off, she could only end the duel by conceding. As the day wore on and I continued to keep her off balance, I began to think she might actually forfeit just to end it. She did not. She continued to try to get ahead of me, and to my astonishment she continued to fail. I did not notice the sun had set until the chill of evening began to creep into my bones. We fought on. 
 
    Timea’s face, pale in the moonlight, no longer showed any expression. Every bit of concentration she had was devoted to trying to get hold of the fifth strand. I would not let her have it. We fell into a new sort of rhythm, a new dance. I began to see that my efforts to disrupt the pattern were themselves the manifestation of a sort of pattern. Timea seemed helpless to do anything other than dance along. The sensation of cold gave way to hunger and then physical exhaustion. I put all such thoughts out of my head. My body had become almost a vestigial organ attached to my psyche; I was frozen in place, imprisoned by sorcery much like Lorentz had been. Unlike Lorentz, of course, I could free myself at any moment by conceding to Timea. But I would not do it. 
 
    Night became day again. My awareness of anything outside the duel faded. I no longer felt cold or hungry or tired. I did not think of Arnyek or the Three or the end of all things. I saw only the constantly shifting interlaced streams of glyphs.  
 
    And then something shifted. I saw not only the interplay of glyphs as it was happening; I saw the pattern extending forward and backward in time. This was, I knew, the fourth strand: time itself. But I was not merely remembering the past and anticipating the future; I was seeing the flow of time from outside, as a distinct dimension separate from my own consciousness. I had done this before, of course, when I had traveled backwards in time. But I had never done it while harnessing four strands of tvari. In the same way that I could travel backward and forward through time, I could travel backward and forward through the progression of the very duel I was engaged in. This awareness was, I realized, the fifth strand. The fifth strand was not truly a separate dimension but only an awareness of the unfolding of reality through the other four. And by transcending the other four, I could manipulate them to my ends. I could control the flow of the dance. 
 
    As I seized the fifth strand, I momentarily left an opening for Timea, allowing her to grasp the fifth strand as well. Once again we were on equal footing. But now the outcome of the battle was a matter of sheer power, and as powerful as Timea was, she did not have the warlock’s brand. I wrested control of the dance and directed it almost effortlessly where I wanted it to go. Timea was fighting a rearguard action now, playing with her king in check. She fought deftly, but it was not enough. I stayed ahead of her, watching glyph after glyph fall into place as our symphony neared its crescendo. 
 
    As I followed the flow of glyphs into the future, though, I sensed that something was wrong. The duel was escalating in a way that I hadn’t anticipated. There remained no doubt that I would come out on top, but the power of the glyphs was accumulating in a way I had never seen. Somehow we had created a vortex of tvari that was feeding itself, spinning in space between us like an invisible whirlwind of energy, growing ever bigger and ever stronger. Already it held more tvari than I’d ever used before, even when I was drawing from the orb through Ilona. Enough tvari to kill a thousand men. Enough tvari to break any spell. Enough tvari to kill Timea. 
 
    Timea had set me up. She had known this moment would come, when I would learn to anticipate the progression of the duel and try to manipulate it. She had allowed me to escalate the progression of glyphs, subtly stoking the fire until it was a raging inferno. Even if I managed to regain control now, all that power had to go somewhere. There was no way for me to end this duel without killing one of us.  
 
    We fought for hours, Timea trying to escalate and I trying to dissipate the energy. I gradually lost ground. I had never really been in control; I’d put up a competent fight, but Timea had been manipulating me from the beginning. The vortex continued to grow until it threatened to envelop us. At last I gave in, allowing Timea to use four strands to continue feeding the vortex. I focused on the fifth, following the duel’s progress through the future, looking for the moment the battle would climax. If I could arrange for the right sequence of glyphs to appear at the moment the energy was released, I might still save Timea. 
 
    At last I found it: eventually the vortex would become unstable, at which point it would release all of its energy in a massive blast, obliterating everything around it. If Timea and I worked together, we could probably employ a series of shielding glyphs that would create a barrier to absorb the worst of the blast, but Timea was using all her skill to keep me from doing that. The best I could hope for was to construct a shield that would protect me while leaving her defenseless. This, of course, was exactly what Timea wanted. She was forcing me to kill her to save myself. 
 
    I manipulated the threads leading up to the climax, trying to construct a shield that would protect both of us. Timea had anticipated this and easily thwarted my attempt by polluting the threads with mismatched glyphs that would destabilize the vortex and accelerate the climax. I reacted by attempting to salvage enough of the power of the glyphs to protect myself. But in my haste, I made a mistake, confusing a defensive glyph with another, very similar glyph. 
 
    That, in any case, was what I hoped Timea saw when she followed the fourth thread to its end: a careless mistake that would kill us both. I wondered if this is what Timea wanted all along. Did she ever really intend for me to confront the Three, or was she merely using me, training me for the day she could manipulate me into killing us both? Perhaps she consoled herself with the thought that if I were unable to save myself after all my training, I was not ready to face the Three—and probably never would be. In any case, she would get what she wanted: release from immortality. 
 
    My “mistake,” though, was a calculated one: the glyph I’d used in place of the defensive one appeared to be misplaced, essentially turning the preceding string of glyphs into gobbledygook. But if one followed the glyphs backwards past the nonsense, one would find another stray glyph, which, taken in isolation, was innocuous. Many glyphs are like this, acting as placeholders or the equivalent of conjunctions to join related groups of glyphs. In some cases, though, these innocuous glyphs can take on a very specific meaning—such as when combined with the “incorrect” glyph I’d used in place of the defensive one. In this case, the new combination would reverse the spin of the tvari vortex a moment before it was released.  
 
    I had no idea what the effect of this would be. I’d never dealt with anything like the vortex we’d created. I could only hope that by turning the vortex against itself, we’d be spared the worst of the blast—and that Timea was too eager to die to carefully examine the final series of glyphs. 
 
    The moment arrived. The vortex became unstable and suddenly swelled to many times its former size, enveloping both of us. For a moment, I felt the tvari rushing past me and through me like a fiery wind. My cells buzzed with the energy of creation. In a split second, exhilaration turned to agony. The power was too much. I was being torn apart. Then a second wave struck me and everything went black. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen             
 
    It was day when I awoke. My ears rang and my head was pounding. Every inch of my body hurt. But I was alive. Very slowly, I pulled myself into a sitting position. A wave of nausea swept over me. The pain nearly made me black out. I sat for a long time, breathing deeply, insensate to my surroundings. Finally, when I no longer felt in imminent danger of losing consciousness, I got to my feet. 
 
    Timea lay unmoving on her side not far away. I staggered to her. Kneeling down next to her, I felt for her jugular vein. A faint pulse registered. I lay her flat and took off my cloak and put it under her head. She seemed to have no broken bones and there was no sign of bleeding, although there might have been internal injuries. I went to the cottage and got a flask of water. I drank some myself and then wet her lips. She did not stir. When I felt strong enough, I carried her inside and put her in bed. I ate a little cold porridge, drank some more water, and then staggered to my little shack and collapsed. 
 
    When I woke again, it was dark. I felt marginally better. I went to check on Timea, but she was still sleeping. A few hours later she regained consciousness briefly but was too addled to speak. I managed to give her a little water. She fell asleep again. 
 
    For three days I watched over Timea, giving her water and sometimes a little gruel during her brief moments of consciousness. She did not have a fever, but she did not seem in full possession of her faculties. She did not speak and looked at me without recognition. At last on the fourth day she stayed awake long enough to regain her lucidity. She stared at me with cold eyes and said, “Why?” 
 
    “You should not have used me in that way,” I replied. 
 
    “I gave you what you wanted.” 
 
    “At the price of taking your life.” 
 
    “You knew I wished to die.” 
 
    “I did not agree to be the agent of your death.” 
 
    “Come now, Konrad. From what you have told me, you have killed hundreds. Perhaps thousands. Now you develop scruples over killing one more, who wishes to die?” 
 
    “I have killed when I had to, yes. And I also killed in error. In my desperation to stop Arnyek, I slaughtered indiscriminately, and in doing so I nearly became what I was fighting against. I am sorry for your suffering, Timea, but I will not go back down that path.” 
 
    “You know what the Three will do to me if they learn I have aided you.” 
 
    “They will not learn it from me.” 
 
    Timea laughed bitterly. “If you defeat the basilisks, they will know at the very least that I did not stop you. They will come for me and put me in a dungeon. And this time, they will never let me out.” 
 
    “Then come with me. We can face the Three together.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. If I am with you, it will only prejudice them against you. Perhaps they will believe that you defeated me, although I still live. Go to Konyvtar. Defeat the basilisks, if you can.” 
 
    “Do you think I am ready?” 
 
    Timea shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But I will provide you with no more help. Now leave me.” Timea closed her eyes. A moment later, she was asleep. It seemed my training was over. We had been together for nearly four years, and it ended without even a proper goodbye. 
 
    I turned and walked out of the cottage. I went to my shack, packed up my things and then set out across the hills. I had no particular destination in mind, but I needed to clear my head before I shifted to Konyvtar. 
 
    I felt pity for Timea, although she had manipulated me. I knew she would not have done it if there were any other way, and to some extent what had happened was my fault: I should have known from the beginning that Timea expected me to kill her, but I had fooled myself into thinking it would be a simple matter of speaking some incantation or shattering some talisman, after which she would be allowed to die a peaceful, natural death. In my desperation to defeat Arnyek, I had made myself believe it. Because of me, Timea would continue to suffer—and severely, if the Three suspected she had helped me. Perhaps I could appeal to them for lenience, but I already intended to ask a great deal of them, and I had no reason to think they would acquiesce to any of my pleas. Still, I would try. I owed Timea that much. 
 
    I wished I had been able to learn more from Timea about the basilisks, which guarded the irasjel of Konyvtar, but she had only spoken of them briefly, and in very general terms. I wondered about Timea’s claims that such details would be a “distraction” from my education. Had she been speaking the truth, or had she deliberately kept vital information from me? For all I knew, she had made up everything about the basilisks. Maybe the irasjel of Konyvtar was not guarded at all—or by something much more terrifying than basilisks. It would certainly solve some problems for her if I met a quick end upon my arrival in Konyvtar.  
 
    And yet, I did not think Timea had lied to me. Although her behavior had been driven largely by self-interest, I did not think Timea was evil. As far as I knew, she had never lied to me, and even her method of misleading me about breaking the spell of her immortality could be interpreted as a way to protect me: knowing that I would not make a premeditated choice to kill her, she had forced me into a situation where it was a matter of self-defense. 
 
    Or perhaps I was deluding myself. In any case, I did not regret refusing to kill Timea. If I had learned anything in my forays into the past, it was that life had value, and the failure to recognize that value was corrosive to one’s soul. I might very well have to kill again to save Orszag, but I would never again do it out of expedience. I would do everything I could to prevent Timea from having to suffer further, but I would not kill her simply to prevent the possibility, even if she begged me. If she hated me for that, so be it. 
 
    I put such thoughts out of my mind and mentally reviewed everything that Timea had told me about the basilisks. Perhaps they were a fiction, but I had no choice but to prepare as well as I could for them. I had to admit it would be a pretty good joke if Timea had tricked me into showing up blindfolded for a battle with a stone giant or a dragon. At least I would die quickly. I sat down in the grass, ate a small lunch and then meditated for some time. When I felt as prepared as I was going to be, I tied a strip of cloth over my eyes and brought to mind the sign of the irasjel of Konyvtar. I felt a jolt as reality shifted around me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen                         
 
    I felt the warmth of a stone floor beneath me. A hot sun burned over my left shoulder. The air was hot, dry and still. I smelled the faint odor of decayed meat. I heard and (of course) saw nothing. I fought the urge to tear off the blindfold or get to my feet and run. If Timea had been telling the truth about the basilisks, I could not outrun them and removing the blindfold would be suicide. If she’d been lying, I would probably be dead very soon no matter what I did.  
 
    Timea had told me the basilisks would not attack as long as I remained completely still. They would simply watch me with their deadly gaze and wait for me to try to leave the irasjel. Reaching out with my mind, I felt four creatures around me radiating tvari. They were about ten paces away—one to my left, one to my right, one in front of me and one behind. I could not determine their exact size or appearance, but they seemed to be nearly as large as I was. They did not move. 
 
    So far, the scene comported with what Timea had described. She had also told me that each basilisk had a weakness. One’s was fire. One’s was cold. One’s was lightning. But I did not know which was which—and I did not know the weakness of the fourth basilisk. Any spell I used would work on only one of the four. I could, for instance, rain down fire on all of them, but three of the four would be unscathed. It would take a second or two for those three to reach me, which might give me enough time for one more attack. But again any spell I tried would eliminate only one of them. No matter what spells I employed, two of them would reach me and tear me to pieces. Somehow I had to alter the situation to my advantage.  
 
    Heat and cold were opposites. The symmetry of the arrangement led me to suspect that basilisks with opposing weaknesses would be situated facing each other. I had no idea what might be considered the opposite of lightning, but I tabled that question for the moment. If I could eliminate two of the basilisks that faced each other, I could conceivably get out of the way of the other two. That would give me a chance to take out the third basilisk. Then it was just a matter of staying alive long enough to find the weakness of the fourth. 
 
    So: rain down fire on all four. One of the basilisks would die and the other three would advance toward me. Move toward the dead one while eliminating its opposing number with a blast of cold. Hit the remaining two with lightning. Then throw everything you have at the one still breathing. 
 
    I took a deep breath and brought to mind the series of glyphs that would cast the needed spells in the correct order, as quickly as possible. That meant employing four strands and drawing as much tvari as I could. If the basilisks were as fast as Timea had suggested, I would have no margin for error. The slightest mistake or delay would allow at least one of the basilisks to reach me. 
 
    I brought down a circular curtain of flame, drawing as much tvari as I could muster. Even from ten paces away, it singed my eyebrows. My skin blistered. The basilisk to my left let out a cry that was somewhere between a roar and a scream. I felt the other three launch themselves toward me as if I’d triggered a tightly-wound spring. Strings of interlaced glyphs ran through my mind as I prepared for the second spell. 
 
    As the glyphs for the cold attack loomed, though, I had the sense that something was off. All the glyphs were arranged perfectly, but somehow the sequence seemed wrong, the way that a painting can be well-executed on a technical level but still aesthetically unsatisfying. Was I just second-guessing myself, or was some part of my mind receiving messages via the fifth strand? 
 
    As a soldier, I had learned to trust my hunches—the part of your brain that told you something was wrong even if you couldn’t put into words what it was. As the remaining three basilisks bounded toward me, I pulled apart my carefully constructed arrangement of glyphs, re-ordered them, made a few substitutions, and then let them fall into place. I did this all in instant; there was no time to check for mistakes. If I’d gotten any of the glyphs wrong, the uncontrolled release of tvari would probably kill me before the basilisks had the chance.  
 
    My hair stood on end as a bolt of lightning, accompanied by a deafening thunderclap, struck the basilisk across from the one I’d killed with fire. Heat washed over me and I was blown several feet backwards. Fool! I said to myself, as I lay on my back, dazed. Fire opposes cold. You’ve just doomed yourself. 
 
    But the lightning-struck basilisk let out a shriek and collapsed and the remaining two collided in a frenzy of snarls. I scurried away as quickly as I could. 
 
    Fire opposes cold. An attack on the fire-resistant basilisk would not hurt the cold-resistant basilisk, so logically you’d put the complementary vulnerabilities next to each other, not opposite each other. In retrospect, it made perfect sense, but my conscious mind had overthought the arrangement and nearly gotten me killed. 
 
    No matter; my hunch had saved me, and now there were only two basilisks left. I didn’t know which of them was the cold-resistant one, but it didn’t really matter. The snarling had ceased, and their auras were still for the moment, facing me. As they tensed their bodies to pounce, I pulled all the heat out of the air around both of them. That kind of cold would kill any just about anything. 
 
    One of the basilisks remained frozen in place while the other sprang toward me. I rolled sideways and felt the air move as it shot past. I got to my feet, turned to face the beast, and backed away. Thanks to the blindfold, I did not have a good sense of my surroundings. I seemed to be on a broad, flat surface of granite, but there was no way to know how far it extended, what was beyond it, or whether there were any other obstacles in my way. Because of the basilisk’s tvari aura, I could sense its location almost as well as if I could see it, but I was blind regarding my environment. I would have to move carefully. 
 
    I cast another spell, drawing all the air away from the basilisk’s surroundings. If the thing needed to breathe, the spell would at least incapacitate it. But it seemed to have no effect. The basilisk sprang at me again, and I dived out of the way. Razor-sharp claws raked across my back. I hit the ground hard and lay there for a moment, dazed. Warm blood ran down my sides. I sensed the basilisk turning toward me once again. It had survived fire, lightning, cold, and asphyxiation. What in hell was the thing’s weakness? 
 
    I got to my feet and then summoned a kovet and sent it to wrap itself around the basilisk. Even if I could not kill the monster, I might incapacitate it long enough to get away. The basilisk leapt toward the billowy, membranous form of the kovet—and kept going. The kovet was no more of a barrier to the basilisk than a shadow would have been. The monster slammed into me, knocking me to the ground again. Claws pierced my right shoulder. The only thing that saved me from instant death was the basilisk’s own momentum—it had sprung with such force that it tumbled right over me, landing a few feet past my head. It rolled, righted itself, and then turned to face me again. 
 
    I rolled onto my belly and pressed my fingers against the granite. I muttered an incantation and felt the stone crack and surge upwards. I backed away as the stone surface curled toward the basilisk. It leaped toward me again, but it was too slow to evade the trap. Tendrils of stone curled toward the basilisk, trapping it like a mouse in a closing fist. Such a spell took a lot more effort than summoning a kovet, but perhaps this trap would hold it for a while. 
 
    I got to my feet and backed away. Turning, I raised my hand to remove the blindfold. As I did so, I heard a furious snarl from behind me, followed by the sound of stone cracking. I dodged to my left just as the basilisk sprang at me again. My foot struck something and I stumbled and fell to the ground. The smell of rot that permeated this place was stronger here. My fingers brushed against something that felt like leather stretched across a frame, and a realized after a moment that it was a ribcage. I’d tripped on a corpse. Some overconfident adventurer who had come here hoping to find some treasure, perhaps. Was he a sorcerer like me?  
 
    As the basilisk readied itself to pounce, something prompted me to feel for the man’s head. The skin of his face was sunken and desiccated like that over his ribs. He’d had a beard of several days when he died. And he was wearing a blindfold, just like me. Somehow I felt like less of a fool knowing this, although the precaution hadn’t saved the man.  
 
    The basilisk came at me more slowly this time. Was it merely being cautious, or had I actually hurt it? Having run through nearly every offensive spell I knew, I began to wonder if the basilisk’s weakness was something more mundane. I was nearing exhaustion, but perhaps a slightly more subtle attack would suffice. I pressed my hands against the stone again. All around me, fist-sized chunks of granite came loose and floated into the air. I could not see them, but I could feel their impression in the field of tvari I’d created to manipulate them. The basilisk lunged at me, and I hurled one of the stones at its head. 
 
    The basilisk let out a shriek. The stone did not stop it, but it slowed the monster’s advance enough to allow me to get out of its way. I threw another rock at it, and another, and another. The basilisk snarled and shrieked, turning its flank to the onslaught. I may not have found the beast’s weakness yet, but I’d forestalled its attacks for the moment. I wouldn’t be able to keep up the barrage for long, but at least I had some time to think. If rocks were enough to slow it down, what other sorts of mundane attacks might it be vulnerable to? 
 
    As I kept up the onslaught, I searched the corpse for anything that might help. I found pouches filled with ceramic vials and cloth bags containing powders and herbs. The accoutrements of an alchemist, perhaps, or possibly just a merchant’s samples. But if the man had known enough to wear a blindfold, he had not come across this place by accident. He had been prepared. A skilled alchemist could, with the right combination of substances, produce effects similar to those of the spells I’d used against the first three basilisk. And although his plan had failed, this suggested he was prepared for the fourth as well. 
 
    I followed his stiff, desiccated arm down to a bony fist that was still curled around something. I felt a hilt and then the flat metal of a blade. It was a dagger, and a well-crafted one at that. I felt something on the surface, like a liquid that had congealed. Blood. It had to be. A man who knew the value of a weapon like that would have cleaned it after use—unless he’d been killed before he had the chance.  
 
    So that was the fourth basilisk’s weakness: it was immune to every sort of magic, but it could be hurt by ordinary weapons. And I’d become so accustomed to using magic for everything that I hadn’t even thought to bring one. Having exhausted my supply of tvari, I struggled to pry the dagger from the dead man’s hands. I got it free just as the basilisk pounced. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen                        
 
    It had expected me to try to evade it again, so it attacked with its forelimbs spread wide. I slipped between them and thrust the dagger forward, plunging it into the creature’s throat. The dagger sank into the beast’s flesh up to the hilt. The basilisk gave a gurgling howl and rolled away. Warm blood poured down my hand.  
 
    I turned to face the basilisk and for a moment we regarded each other. Then it lunged again, this time with its head down, aiming for my midsection. It was trying to protect its throat. I slipped to my left and reversed my grip on the dagger as the beast’s jaws snapped shut, catching nothing but air. I thrust downward and the dagger sank into something soft. The basilisk howled again. The dagger was torn from my hand, and I realized I had pierced the monster’s right eye. 
 
    It staggered away from me, and I lunged at it, trying to recover the dagger. The basilisk howled again and shook its head wildly. I got my hand on the dagger and managed to jerk it free from the beast’s eye socket, but the hilt was slick with blood. The dagger slipped from my hand and clattered to the stone. Knowing that I was a dead man if I gave the basilisk a chance to use its claws, I wrapped my arms around its neck and squeezed tightly, hoping to choke it.  
 
    It was no use. The thing bucked and twisted like a possessed thing, and its skin was slick with blood. I couldn’t hope to hold long enough to choke it. There was only one thing I could think of to do.  
 
    Tightening my right arm around the beast’s throat, I reached forward with my left hand and found its left eye. The basilisk bucked and shrieked as I plunged a finger into its eye socket. I lost my grip and was thrown into the air, but my finger was still hooked behind the beast’s eyeball. It came out with an audible pop. I hit the ground and lay for a moment, spread-eagled and dazed, with the wind knocked out of me.  
 
    The basilisk, now as blind as I was, shrieked and hissed, rooting around for a scent of me. I slowly got up and pulled off the blindfold. A few feet in front of me stood the basilisk, which looked like a cross between a lizard and a puma. It had the former’s scaly hide, substantial tail and elongated face, but the latter’s powerful hindquarters and general physique. Its scales were a deep crimson. Streaks of red ran down both sides of its head from its ruined eyes. As I regarded it, it seemed to catch my scent. It turned toward me and moved cautiously forward.  
 
    It was good that I had not tried to run: the granite surface on which I was standing was a huge circular dais about thirty paces in diameter. Surrounding it in all directions was desert, and it looked to be some distance down to the ground. If I’d tried to flee, I’d most likely have broken my neck. All around me were the scattered remains of adventurers who had tried to defeat the basilisks. Most seemed to be many years old; some were little more than skeletons. Whether they had come to the irasjel from another world as I had done or journeyed from somewhere else in Konyvtar I could not say. Several had swords or other metal weapons, suggesting that they had not shifted to this place. Were the basilisks guarding some treasure in addition to the irasjel? 
 
    I cautiously backed away from the basilisk. The bloody dagger lay some distance away, on the other side of the basilisk, but I spotted a rusty spear lying next to another desiccated corpse a few steps to my right. I moved silently toward it and picked it up. The basilisk stopped and sniffed the air again. It turned toward me and crept closer. I advanced toward the creature with the spear pointed at its head. 
 
    The basilisk stopped, perhaps having smelled the rusty iron of the spear point. It paused a moment, then turned and bounded away. I ran after it, but the beast was too fast. It reached the edge of the dais and leaped off. I saw now that the rocky ground was some thirty feet down. A staircase wound its way around the dais, but the basilisk had no need of it. The beast landed on all fours and continued running. I hurled the spear at it, but it clattered harmlessly off the rocks to its right. The creature sped off. I saw nothing but cracked earth and rocks as far as I could see, but the basilisk no doubt had a goal in mind. Whether or not the creature could speak, it would carry with it a warning that the defenses at the irasjel had been breached. I needed to hurry. 
 
    I hastily cleaned and dressed my wounds. Fortunately they were superficial; no tendons or major blood vessels had been severed. I retrieved the bloody dagger, cleaning it off and sticking it through my belt. A quick search of the place revealed nothing more of interest. The weapons that lay strewn about the dais were rusty or broken, and none of the other supplies seemed worth taking. There might have been something useful in the alchemist’s pouches, but I could not identify most of the substances and the herbs I could identify were old and had lost most of their potency. 
 
    Assuming time here was in sync with that in Nevtelen, it was now late morning. Timea had told me that Furat lay about a hundred miles southwest of the irasjel. Shadows from the bright sun overhead gave me an idea what direction that was, but I saw no signs of habitations in that—or any other—direction. I thought I saw mountains far off to the west, but the heat off the ground blurred my view. I spent a moment surveying the landscape, committing it to memory, then went to the landing that marked the top of the staircase and began my descent. 
 
    I walked quickly but did not run, judging that the basilisk would have to travel at least twenty miles—and possibly much farther—to warn its masters of my coming. It might have possessed some magical faculty that allowed it to communicate over long distances, but I doubted it. If it had such an ability, I suspected it would have alerted its masters and then followed me to see where I went. The thing was badly wounded, and although it could move like lightning for short distances, I didn’t think it could travel twenty miles much faster than I in its present condition. I could run at a decent pace for several hours, but I could walk for days if had to. My only chance was to keep moving at a steady pace and hope that time was on my side. I might have summoned a kovet to carry me over the desert more quickly, but Timea had warned me that the Three might be able to find me if I used magic, and if they weren’t already looking for me, they soon would be. 
 
    So I walked. The ground, hard-packed sand and clay dotted with wind-worn rocks, was easy to traverse and left no trace of my passing. The sun continued to climb and the still air grew stifling. I rationed my water carefully, but I was sweating profusely and couldn’t risk dehydration. If Timea had warned me I’d be shifting into the middle of a desert, I’d have brought more water. At the rate I was going through my supply, I would run out within three days. It would have been better to travel at night, but I needed to put some distance between me and the irasjel. 
 
    The sun reached its zenith and then began to slowly sink, but the heat only seemed to get worse. Occasionally I would glance behind me for some sign of the basilisk or another pursuer, but saw nothing but sand and rocks. I could no longer even make out the form of the dais through the shimmering horizon. Looking behind me was probably pointless in any case; if the agents of the Three were as powerful as Timea claimed, they would not bother to pursue me on foot: they would simply shift from place to place until they found me. I certainly wouldn’t walk if I had a choice, but I couldn’t shift to places I’d never been.  
 
    Agents of the Three wouldn’t know which direction I had gone, of course, but if they knew of the importance of the library at Furat, it wouldn’t be difficult to guess where I might be headed. I considered veering away from a direct course, but this would cost me time and probably do little good. Besides, I had only a vague idea in which direction the library lay; I could only guess based on the location and movement of the sun. 
 
    At last the sun set and the temperature began to drop. I wrapped my cloak around me and continued on. It was just as well that I’d be traveling all night; with my thin bedroll it would have been uncomfortably cold to sleep. I walked until morning, stopping only for a moment a few times to rest my aching feet. 
 
    By dawn, I was barely able to remain conscious. My feet now ached constantly, but I didn’t dare stop to rest for fear I’d fall asleep. Finally, by about mid-morning, I gave in. I had hoped to keep going for a few more hours, but my water was disappearing rapidly, and traveling during the heat of the day would only force me to use it up faster. Already it was becoming uncomfortably warm again. I found shade behind a weathered lump of rock and lay out my bedroll. I slept until noon, when I could no longer hide from the sun. I spent a couple of miserable hours pressed against the northern face of the rock, waiting for the shade to return. Finally it did. I drank the a little more water and lay down to sleep. 
 
    I awoke just before sunset. I climbed onto the rock and scanned the horizon. Still there was no sign of any pursuit. I climbed back down and continued on my way.  
 
    I was starting to become concerned about my water situation. During my training with Timea I had learned to transmute other elements into water, but I did not dare to risk using magic. If I didn’t find a spring or a creek soon, though, I would have little choice.  
 
    It occurred to me, though, that there might be another way: water was a natural conduit for tvari. I sent my mind out across the desert, searching for particularly dense streams of tvari, and located one about seven miles to the east. I walked until I found the source: a dry creek bed, from which sprouted a few scrubby plants. My mind was too addled even to summon a kovet to dig, so I spent until noon the next day digging with my dagger and my left boot (neither of which worked particularly well), until I finally reached a muddy spring. I sought shelter under a dead tree not far off, drank the rest of my water, and fell asleep. At dusk, I returned to the spring and excavated enough mud that I was able to drink as much as I wanted and fill my skins. 
 
    Again I walked through the night. Still there was no sign of pursuit. I found shelter under a rocky overhang just before dawn, and again slept most of the day. A few hours after setting out again that night, the silhouette of a jagged ridgeline came into view in the distance. I spent the rest of the night slogging toward it, and it gradually turned into a series of low, rocky peaks. By the light of dawn I saw that the peaks were not high enough to collect snow, which meant that unless there happened to be another spring nearby, there would likely be no water for many miles. I sensed no streams of tvari. 
 
    I had no choice but to press on. Somehow I had thus far avoided being hunted down by agents of the Three, but by now they had to be looking for me. I could not afford to retrace my steps in search of water. 
 
    I reached the foot of the mountains just after dawn, and once again spent most of the day sleeping in the shelter of rocks. By night I picked my way amongst the rocks, skirting the peaks but gradually climbing. It was a little cooler at this altitude, and I was able to keep going until almost noon, when I sought shelter in a shallow cave. After another two days of traveling like this, the landscape gave way to hilly scrubland.  
 
    My water ran out again sometime during the fifth night after my arrival in Konyvtar. By dawn, I was parched, and my efforts to sense another source of water failed. By mid-morning, I was dizzy and my head pounded. My wounds burned and itched in the heat. I wanted to rest, but there was no shade, and I feared that if I lay down in the sun, I would never get up again. I kept going. 
 
    Just after noon, I came to a road running north to south, more-or-less diagonally to my current heading. It was not much of a road, but it seemed to be fairly well-traveled. I followed it south. After a short distance, I began to see signs that a large group of men, some of them on horseback, had recently passed by. An army, perhaps? Whoever they were, they were not more than a few hours ahead of me. Perhaps I could catch them when they stopped for the night. 
 
    The hope was enough to keep me putting one foot in front of another until just before dusk, when I saw men in the distance setting up tents. There seemed to be several hundred of them, at least. I pushed onward. So addled was I from the heat and thirst that I did not notice a sentry until he stepped out from a boulder only a few feet from me. He barked a challenge. I tried to respond, but my throat was too dry to make a sound. I broke into a cough and fell to my knees. Everything went black. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen      
 
    I awoke on a cot inside a large tent. My throat burned. Finding a waterskin on the ground next to me, I seized it, sat up and drank deeply. 
 
    “Easy,” said a man entering the tent. He was tall and lean, with dark skin and long, straight black hair. He wore leather armor that resembled that of Barbarok officers. “Don’t drink too much right away. How long have you been without water?” The man spoke Toginn, the language of the followers of the Toginnek people. Timea had taught me little about the politics and culture of Konyvtar, but she had told me the Toginneki were followers of the prophet, Bendeguz, who was killed for defying the Three. Timea had taught me the Toginn language as part of my training.  
 
    “Less than a day,” I said. I saw my pack and other belongings in the corner of the tent, but the dagger I’d picked up seemed to be missing. 
 
    “A few hours is plenty in this heat. You’re lucky you came across us. Nearest settlement is another forty miles. What are you doing out here? You don’t look like a Vadak. How did you get this far into the desert alone?” 
 
    I took another sip of water, taking the man’s advice to pace myself despite my burning thirst. I knew from the sketchy information Timea had given me about Konyvtar that the Vadaki were followers of the Cult of the Three. “I am no Vadak. Do you know the stone tower about forty miles northeast of here?” 
 
    “Szikla Hely? Sure, I know it. Are you saying you are one of those fools who went to face the basilisks?” 
 
    “Not only am I one of those fools; I am the fool who defeated them.” 
 
    The man scowled. “I am going to give you some grace because you’ve clearly been affected by the heat, but I will not be lied to. I’ll remind you that you are alive because of my hospitality.” 
 
    “Believe me, I am well aware of that,” I said, “and I thank you sincerely for your help. I swear that I am telling the truth. My name is Konrad, and I am a sorcerer from another world, called Orszag. I came to your world a week ago and defeated the basilisks who guard the stone tower.”  
 
    The man shook my hand. “I am Count Kalban of Halmok. Do all sorcerers have such markings on their faces?” His tone was amused. 
 
    “There are few sorcerers left, and I am the only one with a warlock’s brand.” 
 
    “There have been no sorcerers in Konyvtar for five hundred years.” 
 
    “That is true, and those basilisks were a large part of the reason. It took me years of training to learn how to defeat them, and even so I was nearly killed.” 
 
    Kalban laughed. “It is an amusing story you tell. I quite like the idea that the basilisks were set on Szikla Hely to guard Konyvtar.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t understand. Szikla Hely rests on the site of an irasjel—what you might call a doorway that allows access to Konyvtar from other worlds. Why else would the basilisks have been placed there?” 
 
    “You speak in earnest,” Kalban said. 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    “Then you do not know of the legends of Szikla Hely?” 
 
    “I know little more than I have told you.” 
 
    Kalban eyed me as if trying to determine whether I was playing a joke on him. He must have decided I wasn’t. “The legends say that a vast treasure is housed inside of Szikla Hely. It is said that if the basilisks are killed, a door in the stone would open, granting access to the treasure.” 
 
    “I saw no door,” I said, “although I admit I was not looking for one. Also, it is true that one of the basilisks escaped.” 
 
    “You really did kill three of them? It is said that each basilisks are invulnerable to most attacks, but that they each have a weakness.” 
 
    “That part is true,” I replied. “I had to kill each basilisk in a different way. One with fire, one with cold, one with lightning, and… well, the fourth one got away, unfortunately, but I did manage to wound it with a dagger.” 
 
    Kalban regarded me for a moment, rubbing his chin. “It is a strange idea, Konyvtar itself is the treasure the basilisks were assigned to guard. If what you are saying is true, then you risked your life to come here. Why?” 
 
    “My own world is in great danger, and I seek to confront those responsible.” 
 
    “They are here in Konyvtar?” 
 
    “No. I have come to Konyvtar to seek the library at Furat. In that library is a book containing information that will allow me to travel to another world, called Eredet. It is there that my quest will end.” 
 
    “Now I am almost certain you are joking.” 
 
    “I am afraid I am not.” 
 
    “Eredet is the realm of the gods. It is where the Three are said to reside.” 
 
    “It is the Three that I must confront.” 
 
    “You are, then, a devotee of the Three?” 
 
    “Far from it,” I said. “A curse has befallen my land, and the Three have decided to destroy it rather than risk the chance of the evil reaching other worlds, such as yours. I have come to plead with them to reconsider.” 
 
    “You speak of many strange things, Konrad,” said Kalban. “But I will admit that the whimsy of your tale works in your favor. I cannot imagine anyone inventing such a story if he wished to be believed.” 
 
    “It is not the story I would tell if I had any choice in the matter. I was given this brand against my will, and now I find myself on a quest to make an appeal to the gods to save my world.” 
 
    “If you expect mercy from the Three, you will be disappointed. They are cruel gods and their followers are as merciless as they are. You would be better to join us in our effort to push them back to the highlands.” 
 
    “You go to fight the Vadaki?” 
 
    “For many years, we have had an uneasy peace with the Vadaki. But a messenger came to Halmok three days ago with a dire warning. The Vadaki are on the march. It is feared that they will try to take Furat. If they do that, we will be unable to stop them from taking the rest of the Allied Lands.” 
 
    “You would have me come with you to Furat?” 
 
    “I will not turn away any assistance against the Vadaki. Any man who can carry a pike is welcome.” He smiled. “And if any of what you’ve said about being a sorcerer is true, all the better.” 
 
    I considered the offer. “This is not my fight. I have no love for the Three, but I would rather not prejudice them against me from the beginning.” 
 
    Kalban laughed. “Perhaps you should have thought about that before you killed three of their guard dogs.” 
 
    He had a point. I’d already made myself an enemy of the Three by coming to Konyvtar. It was silly to pretend otherwise. “All right. I will go with you to Furat. And although it is true that I am competent with a pike, I think if the occasion comes to fight, you will find I can be of use in other ways.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen            
 
    I traveled with the Toginneki for the next three days. They had with them a healer who possessed an impressive inventory of herbs and ointments which he applied to great effect on my wounds. The scrubland gradually sloped downward and gave way to prairie.  
 
    It became clear that Kalban did not completely believe my story, but he found me amusing and didn’t seem to think I was a threat. On the evening of our second day of travel, he even gave me back my dagger.  
 
    At Kalban’s request, while we traveled I told him the full story of my battle with the basilisks. He was entertained but found it a bit of a disappointment since I had already delivered the “punchline,” where I revealed that the treasure of Szikla Hely was Konyvtar itself. He urged me to tell the story to his officer corps, but suggested that I make the big reveal at the end rather than the beginning. Turning an ordeal in which I nearly died into a joke grated on me a bit, but I tried not to take it personally. I was forced to tell the story several more times so that all the men could hear it. At last I begged off, pleading a sore throat—which was also the truth.  
 
    The morning of my third day with the Toginneki, we met a group of about two hundred men on horseback who had come from a land to the northwest, also in response to the call for aid from Furat. One of the men claimed to have seen, two days earlier, a beast resembling a giant lizard loping like a panther across the desert toward the west from the area of Szikla Hely. He said he was at first terrified, but the creature showed no interest in him. When it was gone, he noticed that it had left a trail of blood. Suddenly there was a great deal more interest among the men who I was exactly and where I had come from. 
 
    When the excitement had quieted down, Kalban pulled me aside. “It seems I underestimated you,” he said.  
 
    “You are not the first,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    “I have heard stories of what happens to men who challenged the basilisks. Any man who could kill a single one of them, let alone three… Well, I will only say that if you wish to continue with us to Furat, I would be honored to fight alongside you.” 
 
    “I will go to Furat with you, but my own quest must take precedence. I will go to the library and find the book I need and then continue to Eredet to make my appeal to the Three.” 
 
    “It saddens me to hear, but I understand. You are as devoted to your land as I am to mine, and if yours faces a threat that is too great for you to vanquish, the situation is dire indeed.” 
 
    “I must ask you: this place where that man claims to have seen the basilisk. How far is it from Szikla Hely?” 
 
    “Perhaps thirty miles west.” 
 
    “And what would the creature find, if it continued in that direction?” 
 
    “Vadak territory,” Kalban said. “Their capital city, Kalapacs, is about a hundred miles west-southwest of Szikla Hely.” 
 
    “That is where the temple of the Cult of the Three is located?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then that is where it was going.” 
 
    “You think it went to warn the priests?” 
 
    “Yes, and indirectly, the Three themselves.” 
 
    “Then the Vadaki attacking Furat…. You think it is in response to your arrival in Konyvtar?” 
 
    “The thought had occurred to me. They intend to sack the library before I can get to it.” 
 
    “But if they simply wanted to stop you, why did they not hunt you down in the desert, when you were near death from thirst?” 
 
    “I do not know, but we must hurry if we are to reach Furat in time.” 
 
    Kalban’s newfound respect for me resulted in me being given a horse, so that I could ride alongside him. It was a fine animal, nearly the match of Ember. At my urging, we rode ahead of the rest of his force, along with a small contingent of horsemen. Oaks and other scraggly trees dotted the prairie here, and I began to see cattle trails and other signs of civilization. On the morning of the fourth day of my traveling with the Toginneki, we saw smoke in the southern sky. We were now only a few miles from the city of Furat, and some in our entourage murmured their suspicions that we had come too late. We crested a hill to see that the walls of Furat had been breached. Vadak forces had broken through the walls with catapults and taken the city. Furat was large, perhaps nearly half the size of Nagyvaros. Several plumes of smoke poured from various places in the city; I could not tell if the library still stood.  
 
    “I must go into the city,” I said. 
 
    “That is madness,” Kalban said. “Our strategy depended on reaching Furat before the Vadaki. We are too few to take the city back from them.” 
 
    “Even so, I must go. I would be obliged if you would allow me to take this horse.” 
 
    “It is yours. But let me send a contingent of men with you as well.” 
 
    “No, they would be worse than useless. Leave your men here. I will be back soon.” With that, I dug my heels into my mount and she carried me down the road toward the burning city. 
 
    I left the horse about a quarter mile outside the city and then walked to the gate. The wall on this side was still intact, and there seemed to be no one outside the city. Peering through the gate, I saw a few corpses but no one living. In the distance I heard crying and the barking of dogs. I muttered an incantation and blasted the gate open. This would no doubt alert the Three to my presence, but I wasn’t sure how much it mattered anymore. I went inside. 
 
    I made my way toward the center of the city, avoiding commotion and keeping to alleys and side streets as much as possible. I heard moans, crying, and soldiers shouting orders. The air was thick with smoke. I came upon a man trying to drag himself across the street, leaving behind a smear of blood and other fluids. He looked at me with pleading eyes but I did not stop. He was already dead, and I had a quest to fulfill.  
 
    As I neared the center of the city, the chaos and commotion increased. A terrified woman ran past me, pursued by a group of five men wearing chain mail armor and brandishing swords. I sent a wave of energy at them, pulverizing their bones. I continued toward the center of the city.  
 
    Rounding a corner, I saw a crowd of several hundred people who had been corralled in the center of a square by more of the men in black chain mail accented with leather that had been dyed red. I counted thirty Vadaki altogether. I could kill them all with no great amount of effort, but it would take time and draw more attention. I retreated and found a way around the square.  
 
    The smoke grew thicker. The noise and commotion was all around me. Hearing the sound of fighting down an alley, I sought out the source. Emerging onto a street, I saw a lone swordsman in leather and steel plate armor flanked by a half a dozen men with hoes and other improvised weapons being slowly pushed back by ten of the men in chain mail. I sent a kovet to wrap itself around the Vadaki, squeezing them together until their bones cracked. The kovet dissipated, and the Vadaki crumpled lifeless to the ground. 
 
    Terror came over the faces of the locals and they turned toward me, gripping their weapons. The swordsman held up his hand. “Who are you?” he demanded, almost successful in keeping the fear out of his voice. I supposed he was a member of the city guard. He looked to be no older than twenty. 
 
    “Where is the library?” I asked. 
 
    He stared at me, unable to comprehend what I was asking. “Are… are you a sorcerer? Have you come to save the city from the Vadaki?” 
 
    “The city is lost,” I said. “Do not try to fight. Flee to the northern gate if you can. Now, the library!” 
 
    The man pointed down the street. I ran into the thick smoke.  
 
    I felt the heat before I saw the building. The air smelled like burning parchment. I created a shield around me to keep the smoke out and absorb the worst of the heat and then walked until I reached a wall. I followed the wall to a door, which was warm to the touch. I tore it open and I felt air rush past me, sucked into the building by the hungry flames. Then I walked into the inferno.  
 
    The fire had clearly been set on purpose; I could see almost nothing through the smoke, but intense heat assaulted me from every angle, as if fires had been set in every corner and were burning their way inward. The main floor seemed to be a single great vault supported by dozens of heavy stone columns. Moving forward, I nearly collided with a table on which lay several large, leather-bound volumes. I didn’t bother to peruse them; the book I was looking for would not be displayed this way. I made my way past more tables and desks as the heat intensified and the smoke grew thicker. Almost by accident, I spotted the railing of a wrought iron staircase that spiraled upward to the next floor. I went to it and began to climb. In my haste I slipped and caught myself on the rail; my palm was seared by the momentary contact. I jerked it back and swore at myself for my carelessness.  
 
    The smoke grew even worse as I ascended, and the heat did not diminish. It was now taking nearly all the tvari I could channel to block out the heat, but that was not my main worry. Soon I would begin to run out of air in my protective bubble, and I could not bring in more from outside without feeding the fire. I needed to find the book quickly. 
 
    But how? The library was huge, and I did not know where the book would be or even what it looked like. I reached the second floor, and through the smoke I could just make out rows of bookcases. Stopping in front of one, I scanned the spines of several volumes. They were in a language I didn’t recognize. 
 
    It was hopeless. Even if I’d had hours to search, I doubt I’d have been able to find the book I was looking for. I moved quickly past the shelves of books, occasionally stopping to look for recognizable words or some indication of what section of the library I was in. I found nothing but indecipherable symbols. I realized I was breathing hard as my lungs worked to make use of the stifling air in the bubble. I couldn’t remain here much longer. 
 
    I reached the far wall of the library. There was nothing here but rows and rows of shelves containing books I couldn’t read. I made my way back down another aisle. Wherever the book was, I had the feeling it would not be left out in the open with hundreds of other books. If agents of the Three knew of the book, they would have been very eager to get their hands on it. If it was still here, it was somewhere well-protected. It might even be stored someplace where it would survive the fire. 
 
    I went back to the staircase. The metal was now so hot that it burned the soles of my feet through my boots. Gasping for breath, I reached the third floor. The flames had not reached this level, but I could see nothing through the smoke. It was taking every bit of tvari I could muster to push back the heat, and it still felt like an oven. Sweat soaked my clothes and poured down my face. This was the top floor. The book was most likely here.  
 
    There was a loud crash that I took to be part of the second floor collapsing. The rest of the building wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    There had to be a way to find the book with the glyph. Glyphs were not magical in themselves, so I could not find it by feeling for an aura of tvari. In fact, they were in a way resistant to magic: Lorentz had once explained to me that it was difficult to carry books through the in-between because books possess a special sort of substantiality that most other objects don’t have. Extending this principle, some books are more substantial than others, due to the complexity and nature of the contents. A book containing glyphs that concisely describe entire worlds would probably be the most substantial book in the library.  
 
    As it continued to get harder to breathe and the heat continued to intensify, I forced myself to remain calm and think the situation through. Shifting through the in-between had become second nature for me. I had even learned to carry other people and objects with me. During my training with Timea, I had experimented with larger objects, once even shifting Timea’s entire cottage into the in-between before putting it back. Could I shift the entire library? 
 
    I thought I could, but not while simultaneously maintaining my shield against the heat. In any case, I was about to run out of air. I needed to either flee now or do something drastic. I chose the latter. 
 
    I let the shield fall. For a moment, the heat was almost overwhelming. Then a blast of cool air rushed in from outside. The wind came through a hole I’d punched in the ceiling, and it continued downstairs, sucked by the void I’d created on the first floor. It was a risky move: the vacuum had blown out the flames, but there was too much heat trapped in the structure to keep it out for long—and I had just filled the entire library with fresh air. At any moment, the conflagration would re-ignite with explosive ferocity. I needed to act very quickly. 
 
    I sent a wave of tvari outward to encompass the entire building. Then I fixed my mind on the in-between and pulled myself into it, bringing the building with me. The books resisted the shift, as I’d expected. Still, I was able to bring the bulk of them through. For I hung there in the nothingness, surrounded by a library of empty books. Their contents, for the most part, remained in Konyvtar. I sent part of my mind back to observe the scene, still frozen in time. It was quite a sight: a library of books now reduced to scribbles of ink floating in the air. Most of the writing was so faint it could hardly be seen, but one particularly dense mass of scribbles caught my eye: dozens of complex glyphs stacked on top of each other. That could only be the book I was looking for. I approached the glyphs and tried to discern the one for Eredet, but there were too many of them laid on top of each other. I would not be able to learn the glyph in this way; I would need to retrieve the physical book. 
 
    I put the library back in Konyvtar, allowing the writing to resume its place on the pages of the books, and then returned to the library myself. Time began to pass again. I had only an instant before the flames consumed it. Looking to the place where the glyphs had been, I saw a heavy wooden cabinet—enough to protect the book from theft, but a poor defense against fire. I sent a stream of tvari toward it, splintering the wood. Several books fell to the floor. I ran toward them. Then the whole place erupted in fire. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen           
 
    I awoke on a travois being dragged on the road behind a horse. A crude canopy provided some shade for my head, but the rest of my body baked in the heat. The monotonous terrain gave me no clues, but judging from the position of the sun, at least an hour had passed. Around me I heard men murmuring in Toginn. Kalban’s men were retreating. I sat up. My throat hurt and my eyes burned. My right hand had been bandaged, but I seemed otherwise unhurt. I was relieved to see that the horse that pulled me was the same I had ridden to Furat; the beast had had the good sense to return to camp. 
 
    I did not remember shifting away from the library, but that was the only explanation for how I had gotten out alive. Shifting had become so natural for me that I did it without thinking. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had failed to retrieve the book, and it was now ashes along with the rest of the library. My one way of reaching Eredet and the Three had been destroyed. I lay back in the travois, defeated.  
 
    I had gone through years of preparation and trials for nothing. There were no sorcerers left alive on any world who knew how to get to Eredet. Even Timea, who had known more about sorcery than Bolond himself, did not know the way. At this point, she probably would not help me even if she could—and I suspected that she was probably even now imprisoned in some dungeon, being interrogated by agents of the Three.  
 
    I laughed ruefully at the thought. There was no need for them to be concerned. Whether or not the attack on Furat was in response to my arrival, the Three had successfully cut off my route to Eredet. They would soon realize I was no threat to them. My quest would end here. I considered using my ability to shift backwards in time, but I could not think of any course of action that would have allowed me to retrieve the book before it burned. I’d pushed myself as hard as I could to reach the library as quickly as possible, but it had been too late. As I’d learned, some things were inevitable. 
 
    At nightfall, Kalban’s men made camp. I was too weak to do much but sit on a boulder and watch. Even with my protective shield, I had inhaled a lot of smoke. My chest hurt and I was having a hard time catching my breath. I was about to nod off when Kalban approached. 
 
    “I take it you did not find the book you were looking for?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I believe I found it, but I could not retrieve it in time. It was destroyed in the fire.” 
 
    “What will you do now?” 
 
    “I do not know. I knew of only one way to reach Eredet, and it is now closed to me. It seems my quest is at an end.” 
 
    Kalban’s brow furrowed. “I am confused. Your goal was to confront the Three, not simply to travel to Eredet, correct?” 
 
    “That’s right. But unless you know of a way to bring the Three here, it amounts to the same thing.” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “Now I suspect you are joking with me.” 
 
    “Not at all. Unless I have misunderstood your plight, you have become preoccupied with the specifics of your plan while losing sight of the end game. You intended to travel to Eredet not simply to speak with the Three, but to demonstrate to them that you are too powerful to be ignored, yes?” 
 
    “Indeed. But my inability to reach Eredet undermines that message. They can now ignore me with impunity.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. As you are not from Konyvtar, you do not fully grasp the significance of what has happened. The peace between the Toginneki and the Vadaki has lasted for nearly three hundred years. The Cult of the Three is strong, but they are also hated by many. The followers of Bendeguz, as well as many others. The kings who have remained neutral until now will be prompted by the attack on Furat to come over to our side. The Vadaki have taken Furat, yes, but the Three may very well lose in the war that will follow.” 
 
    “You believe that you and your allies can take back Furat?” 
 
    “If we were able to strike quickly, yes. But the news will take some time to travel. The Vadaki are ruled by a wily old warrior named Seben. I do not think the attack on Furat was Seben’s idea, but he is canny enough to understand the consequences. He will press his advantage, seeking to take Narancssarga next.” 
 
    “Narancssarga is another city nearby?” 
 
    “It is where we are headed. Some two days’ travel to the east. Narancssarga is a strategic chokepoint; if the Vadaki take it, our cause is lost. I have sent scouts ahead to inform the realms to the north of the sacking of Furat, but it will be several days before reinforcements can be mustered. If we can hold Narancssarga until they arrive, we can halt the Vadaki’s advance.” 
 
    “You believe you can do this?” 
 
    “With your help, yes.” 
 
    I laughed. “It is indeed fortunate, then, that your plan for me to get the attention of the Three coincides so nicely with your own strategy. Still, I see the wisdom of what you are saying. The Three derive their power from the faith of their followers. A defeat in this war will be a terrible blow to them.” 
 
    We reached Narancssarga two days later. Preparations for the city’s defense had already begun, but no troops had yet arrived from the neighboring kingdoms. Scouts reported that a large Vadaki force had left Furat and were heading our way. We would not be able to count on reinforcements to help us defend Narancssarga. 
 
    The city was a sprawling collection of buildings that covered most of a river valley that gradually narrowed into a pass through a mountain range. Most of the kingdoms—the so-called “Allied Lands”—capable of providing us with reinforcement would have to come through the pass. If we did not hold Narancssarga until they arrived, the Vadaki would take control of the pass and the war would be lost. 
 
    The city occupied more land than Furat, but Kalban informed me that its population was significantly smaller. That did not bode well for our efforts to keep it from the Vadaki, given how quickly Furat had fallen. Narancssarga was surrounded by a thick stone wall that at one time had probably been quite impressive but was now in poor shape. Parts of it had crumbled, leaving piles of rubble that would be easily scaled by the enemy. I spent much of my first day in the city clearing rubble and shoring up the walls. Meanwhile, the rest of the city’s occupants did what they could to prepare for a siege. 
 
    The city was ruled by an elderly duke named Durhan, who had no sons and deferred to Kalban in matters of defense. Kalban proved an effective and efficient administrator, forming teams of civilians to produce arrows and cart stones and other objects to the top of the wall to be dropped on the attackers. Engineers were put to work repairing and testing the forty bolt throwers that were housed in squat towers along the wall.  
 
    Even with all these defensive measures, though, the defenders would not stand a chance without my help. Scouts reported that the Vadaki had thirty catapults, twenty siege towers, and fifty or more ladders. All of their heavy weaponry was protected by thick iron shields that were impervious to arrows and provided a good deal of protection from fire. The bolt throwers would do some damage, but we just didn’t have enough of them. Our defense would depend on my ability to take out the artillery quickly. 
 
    By the morning of our third day in Narancssarga, we were as prepared as we were going to be. Scouts reported that the Vadaki were less than ten miles away and advancing quickly. I had recovered fully from my ordeal in the library and, given my proficiency with offensive magic, I felt good about our chances to hold the city. 
 
    Something was bothering me, though. The best possible result of holding Narancssarga against the Vadaki until reinforcements arrived was a protracted war between the Vadaki and the Toginneki. From what I’d heard of the scouts’ reports, there had been no sign of anyone on the Vadaki’s side using sorcery against the forces at Furat, which lent credence to Timea’s claim that the Three would rely on proxies and conventional weaponry whenever possible. If it became clear, though, that the Vadaki were going to lose the war, the Three might become desperate and unleash agents against me capable of using tvari. 
 
    To prevent that from happening, I needed a swift, decisive victory over the Vadaki. I needed to do more than hold Narancssarga; I needed to crush the Vadaki army so thoroughly that even if they sent everything they had against us, the Three would be unable to maintain their grip on Konyvtar. If it was true that the Three derived their power from their worshippers, then news of the Vadaki’s defeat would weaken them. If the Toginneki and their allies could be persuaded to press the advantage, retake Furat, and then march into Vadaki territory, the Three would appear weak, and this weakness would become self-fulfilling.  
 
    Timea had told me that the Three had started similar cults on other worlds, but the Cult of Turelem in Orszag and the Cult of the Three here in Konyvtar were the foundations of their power. With the dissolution of the Cult of Turelem, the Three had been weakened, and robbing them of support in Konyvtar would be devastating. I might not be able to end their dominion over the five worlds, but I could probably at least bring them to the bargaining table. Kalban was right: I didn’t need to go to Eredet; I needed to give the Three no choice but to come to me. 
 
    I went to Kalban and told him my thoughts. He listened intently, nodding but showing no emotion. When I was finished, he spoke. 
 
    “You speak of going on the offensive against the Vadaki,” he said. “But wouldn’t it be wiser to wait until the men from Semoth and Twain arrive?” 
 
    “No. We must strike quickly, when the Vadaki don’t expect it. If Seben is as smart as you say, he will expect reinforcements to arrive in a few days. He will not attempt a drawn-out siege, but rather attack quickly with everything he has. If he cannot break through our defenses in a day or two, he will retreat to Furat or at least pull back to a more defensible location. With my sorcery, we may still defeat him, but it will not be a decisive victory.” 
 
    Kalblan nodded, rubbing his chin. “And that’s what this is about, isn’t it? You want a rout, or a slaughter. Mere victory will not suffice.” 
 
    “It is a pragmatic consideration,” I said. “I have seen more than my share of killing and do not wish to see any more of it than I must, but a decisive victory will demoralize the Vadaki and weaken the Cult of the Three.” 
 
    “And draw the ire of the Three themselves. You are asking me to knowingly start a war with the gods.” 
 
    “You are in a war with the gods whether you like it or not. The question is whether you intend to win it.” 
 
    “Is it true that the Three derive their power from their worshippers?” 
 
    “That is what I have been told, and it comports with what I know about tvari.” 
 
    “Tvari?” 
 
    “Tvari is the substance underlying reality. Sorcerers can manipulate it directly, but there are subtler ways of using it. In my world there was a cult similar to the Cult of the Three. Its acolytes were able to manipulate sentiments on a large scale and even control the weather through meditation. They were aided in these efforts by the prayers of their thousands of followers. By subsuming their own wills to the will of the leadership of the Cult of Turelem, its followers gave the Cult great power. And the process feeds itself, as you can imagine: the more effective the Cult was in enacting its will, the more followers it gained. But the reverse is true as well: when the tide turned against the Cult of Turelem, it collapsed quickly. Their followers lost faith, and the Cult was destroyed.” 
 
    “And you believe something like that could happen to the Cult of the Three?” 
 
    I hesitated. So far, I had told Kalban the truth about everything. My account of the fall of the Cult of Turelem was accurate but an oversimplification, and I suspected Kalban sensed this. “I believe the same principle applies,” I said. “But I do not claim to have absolute proof. The Cult of Turelem used an artifact that channeled tvari to increase their power. I was able to take this artifact from them, and their fall came soon after. When one is dealing with the very substance of reality, it is often difficult to know what is cause and what is effect. Perhaps I was able to take the orb because faith in the Cult of Turelem had declined, or perhaps the Cult was weakened by the loss of the orb. Perhaps both.” 
 
    “Is there no such artifact that can be taken from the Three?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It is my understanding that the Three have direct access to the source of tvari, which is called Tudat Zavar. There is only one way to weaken the Cult of the Three. We must humiliate the Three in the eyes of their followers.” 
 
    Kalban sighed. “It is a strange thing to contemplate. I have never been a particularly religious man, but I was taught that we are dependent on the gods, not vice versa.” 
 
    “The Three are not true gods. Perhaps there are beings such as those you describe, who are truly worthy of our worship, but I believe the Three are—or were—mere mortals like you and I. Perhaps they were sorcerers once themselves, who came upon Tudat Zavar and decided to use its power to make themselves into gods.” 
 
    “You sound like my uncle, Doren, who was a follower of Bendeguz.” 
 
    “Did Bendeguz teach such things?” 
 
    “I do not know how much was Bendeguz’s teachings and how much was my uncle’s embellishments, but he used to say that if the Three were truly gods, they would not be pleased with such followers as they have.” 
 
    “If they are like the followers of Turelem, they are mostly simple people who find comfort in the idea that their lives are part of a great plan.” 
 
    “I do not begrudge anyone a desire for meaning, but the Cult of the Three has always seemed to be a religion built on fear. Its priests preach purity and justice, but they practice persecution and conquest. Sometimes it seems as if they are a poor copy of a truer faith, or that they are perverting the truth to advance their own ends. My uncle used to say that a master is known by his servants, and the Vadaki are a detestable people.” 
 
    “Were they always that way?” 
 
    Kalban shrugged. “It is said that the Vadaki were once one violent, nomadic tribe among many. A priest of the Cult of the Three—some said it was Bendeguz himself—came to them, urging them to reject their old gods and worship the Three. The Vadaki did so, and were rewarded with miraculous victories over their rival tribes. The Vadaki established a great empire centered at Kalapacs and set about conquering neighboring cities. But then Bendeguz turned against the Cult, preaching that the Three were mere men, sorcerers who had set themselves up as gods. Bendeguz was killed, but his message spread, and resistance to the Cult and the Vadaki arose in the Allied Kingdoms. Since then, an uneasy truce has held. So as to whether the Three are truly gods, I do not know. They are vastly more powerful than we, but I am not certain they deserve our worship, and there are many who feel as I do.” 
 
     “You see the wisdom of pursuing a decisive victory against the Vadaki, then. The appeal of the Cult of the Three lies in its power, but they have overplayed their hand. If we take advantage of their mistake, we can bring the Three to heel.” 
 
     Kalban sighed. “We are speaking of two different things. Yes, a crushing defeat will weaken the Vadaki and the Cult of the Three. But you are claiming that it will weaken the Three themselves. If you are wrong, then the Three will destroy us.” 
 
     “I am puzzled by your beliefs about the Three. You do not worship them, but you believe they exist?” 
 
    “I have seen indirect evidence of their existence. Many claim to have seen their priests perform miracles, and the conquests of the Vadaki cannot be fully attributed to their numbers or prowess in battle. They win battles that by all rights should have been lost. Such things are difficult to explain without appealing to the intervention of the gods.” 
 
    “And yet, despite their power, you do not worship them.” 
 
    “As I say, power alone does not warrant respect.” 
 
    “Then you would die rather than bow to a false god?” 
 
    Kalban paused, and then broke into laughter, seeing the trap I’d lain for him. “Very well, Konrad. I suppose it is as you said: we are at war with the gods whether we like it or not. Perhaps we have found their soft underbelly. Or perhaps the Three will make an example of us for defying them. It will at least be a glorious death.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty                      
 
    Some of the city guard murmured doubtfully to themselves about Kalban’s orders, but his own men trusted him, and all knew enough about the threat from the Vadaki to know that without sorcery, Narancssarga would fall. Fortunately, by this time the defenders had seen enough evidence of my prowess with magic to be somewhat encouraged. 
 
    That afternoon, scouts reported that the Vadaki were an hour’s march away and closing. They had with them the full battery of siege engines that they’d used against Furat, so they traveled slowly. We’d prepared as well as we could, so there was nothing to do but wait. 
 
    I might have shifted to them and destroyed several of their siege engines before they approached the city, but I was concerned that if Seben was as canny as Kalban suggested, he would realize he was outclassed and order a general retreat. I could devastate a sizeable proportion of the army if it were gathered in one place, but it would be difficult to target an elongated column on the road—or for that matter, a scattered mass of men fleeing across the desert. We needed to wait to attack until the city was fully surrounded. 
 
    Kalban and I stood alone in a tower on the northeast corner of the wall, from whence we could see nearly the entire area around the city. I estimated there were some eight thousand men in all. The attackers broke into two columns and then moved out to encircle the city, staying just out of bow range. The catapults, siege towers and ladders were distributed more-or-less evenly around the perimeter. Behind these were two rows of infantry armed mostly with spears or pikes, and in the rear was a line of archers. Kalban pointed out a figure wearing black plate armor standing at the center of a circle of men behind the lines to the north. Seben, the commander of the Vadak army. Scanning the top of the walls to my left and right, I saw hundreds of shadowy figures darting to and fro like nervous men preparing for a battle. At this distance, the phantoms weren’t very convincing (I’d never had much of an opportunity to practice illusions), but I hoped they looked sufficiently like a defending army to fool the Vadaki. 
 
    A horn blew, and the siege engines rolled forward. Men carrying ladders ran toward the walls, shields held over their heads to protect them from arrows. No arrows came. I watched Seben for any sign that he sensed something was wrong, but he stood completely still and I couldn’t read his face from this distance. At this point, it probably made little difference. Unless he ordered a full retreat, he could not stop what he had put in motion. 
 
    The men with ladders began to arrive at the foot of the wall just as the first barrage of stones from the catapults struck. The placement of the ladders was staggered with the catapults, but even so, a couple of the big round stones came perilously close to striking Vadaki. A few fell short; others struck the wall but did minimal damage. Men pulling ropes continued to drag the siege towers closer. The Vadak archers loosed their first volley of arrows at the ghostly figures on the top of the wall. About half of the arrows struck the wall; the rest sailed harmlessly past the shadows or over their heads. Still no counterattack came. 
 
    Ladders were put into place against the walls, and the Vadaki began to climb. Several of the siege towers were now in position. Another barrage of stones struck the wall. One fell short; two overshot. One of these destroyed a house, but the other landed harmlessly in the street. Several more struck the walls. Cracks formed in several places on the wall where a direct hit was scored, and cascades of dust and debris fell to the ground. In the commotion, I lost sight of Seben. Perhaps he was one of the hundreds of men now moving toward the foot of the wall, shields held over their heads. Some of these would climb the siege towers, others would follow the men now scaling the ladders. 
 
    The first men reached the top of the walls and were surprised to find themselves confronted by nothing more than shadows. The shadows dissipated, and the attackers were alone on the wall. A few of them, who had an unobstructed view of the city gates, shouted cries of warning, but their uncomprehending comrades continued to stream up the ladders after them. Other men had reached the top of the siege towers, from which they had a good view of the city. The catapults ceased throwing stones; the attackers’ advance had been so quick that the projectiles posed more damage to them than to the defenders. Another volley of arrows went up, this time aimed well over the heads of the attackers. The arrows landed on roofs or clattered harmlessly to the streets. More shouted warnings went up. Some of the men looked for a way down into the city, but I’d torn down all the buildings adjacent to the walls and ordered all the ladders removed and staircases blocked. Other than the rope hanging from the tower in which Kalban and I stood, there was no way to get down but to jump. Some of the Vadaki began to pull their ladders up after them. 
 
     “Now we will see a victory that will be the stuff of legends,” Kalban said, smiling at me. “Let us hope that it is ours.” 
 
    “The Vadak army will be broken today,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. “Go to your men. Wait for my signal.” 
 
    Kalban put his hand on my shoulder. “If there be gods who are both powerful and just, may they be on our side.” With that, he turned and climbed quickly down the rope. To my left, a few Vadaki spotted him and ran toward the tower. They could not reach the rope or get into the tower, but when the man in the lead raised a spear to throw at Kalban, I was obliged to summon a wind to throw him off balance. The spear flew well wide of Kalban, and the powerful wind slowed the men’s advance.  
 
    Behind them, and at a score other places, men continued to pour onto the walls from ladders and siege towers. Some of the men carried ropes coiled over their shoulders. They set about securing these to the tops of the ladders, intending to climb down to the street below.  
 
    I sent more energy into the wind, strengthening it and directing it along the top of the wall. It caught one unlucky man’s shield and he was thrown over the edge to the street below. As the first men began to lower themselves toward the street, dozens more reached the top of the wall. Murmurs of confusion went up as the men continued to meet no resistance. Those who could see Kalban’s troops amassed behind the gates continued to shout warnings, and those standing on the wall, unable to advance or retreat, shifted nervously. Word spread that the attackers were being led into a trap.  
 
    The wind swept around the northwest tower, continuing to strengthen, and several men near the edges lost their footing and fell to their deaths. Those farther along the wall watched as the mysterious wind advanced, tearing off helmets and blowing men into each other. I sent more power into it. A dozen more men were knocked over; a few of them tumbled off the wall on one side or the other. As I continued to direct tvari into the wind, I looked down to see that Kalban had reached the street and was now running toward the north gate. Returning my gaze to the wall, I saw that another score of men had been blown over. The wind had nearly reached the northwest tower and was now so powerful that only those who had fallen completely prone avoided being thrown off the wall. Farther down, men raced back to the ladders or tried to climb onto one of the siege towers. Those already on the ladders were climbing down as quickly as they could; some further down leaped to the ground. 
 
    The wind continued along the top of the western wall, hurling dozens more men to the ground. It continued south and then east, following the path of the wall. It was now so powerful that even those who lay completely prone were torn from the surface and hurled to their deaths. When the top of the wall had been almost completely cleared of men, I redirected the wind around the outside of the northeast tower and then downward. A ladder leaning against the wall just past the tower was blown aside like a twig in a hurricane, and the half-dozen men clinging to it were tossed aside like locusts. I heard three blasts from a horn, which I took to be the signal for a general retreat. It was too late. 
 
    A siege tower fell, and another two dozen men fell to their deaths. Three more ladders that had been leaning against the wall were scattered, and more men were hurled into space. One siege tower smashed into another, and both fell. The men inside screamed as they were crushed or leaped to the ground. The torrential wind continued to wind around the wall, tossing aside ladders, towers and men, until it had made a complete circuit. The ground was littered with broken ladders, shattered towers and twisted corpses. A few dazed men remained on top of the walls, but I paid them no mind; they were stranded. All around the city, Vadak infantrymen and archers fled, now following no plan other than getting away from the torrential wind. Shouted orders were lost in the wind. A third volley of arrows went up but again they found no targets. 
 
    I allowed the wind to die; it had served its purpose. The next few moments would be critical. We could not defeat the Vadaki from inside the walls. Even my sorcery would not suffice to destroy an army the size of Seben’s; Kalban’s troops would have to go on the offensive. But leaving the city would make them vulnerable, and the defenders were badly outnumbered. We were counting on the attackers’ panic and disorganization to allow us to defeat them. If Seben realized that and managed to rally his troops, we could still be defeated. 
 
     At least a hundred men were still stranded atop the wall, but the catapults now resumed their assault. This was expected. Having realized that sending men over the walls would not work, the Vadaki would wait for the artillery to break through. It was time for a more dramatic demonstration. I located a catapult that was about to release its projectile and brought down a bolt of lightning. The machine exploded in a burst of fiery debris, killing several men nearby. From inside the northern gate, I heard men shouting: the lightning was the signal to open the gate. Kalban’s men would soon begin to pour out of the city, and whether they could defeat the much larger Vadaki force would depend on me. 
 
    I spotted another catapult about to fire and struck it with lightning as well. Then I shifted to a place on the wall across the city and picked another catapult. I blasted it as well, and then another, and another. I shifted to a place where I could get a better view of the Vadaki to the east and then destroyed two more catapults. I shifted west and blasted two there.  
 
    Summoning lightning from the sky was not the most efficient use of tvari, but I was counting on its demoralizing effect. The lightning could be seen across the entire battlefield, and there was no way to know where it might strike next. In truth, I was already beginning to tire from the effort, but the Vadaki didn’t know that. I shifted three more times and took out five more catapults. I did not need to destroy any more: the Vadaki manning the remaining seven machines had fled. Many of the infantrymen joined them. 
 
    I shifted outside the northern gate in time to see Kalban leading a contingent of several hundred men outside the city. Two other units would be advancing at the same time, one from the west gate and one from the east. The three units would fan out quickly along the wall, forming a single force that would then advance and attempt to surround the fleeing Vadaki. This assumed, of course, that the Vadaki were fleeing, and that they were fleeing more-or-less in the same direction. If the Vadaki rallied—or if they scattered—surrounding them would fail. We would fail to achieve our decisive victory, and the Vadaki might rally and defeat us.  
 
    “You put on an impressive show,” Kalban said, as I materialized beside him. Behind him marched a unit of spearmen, ten men wide and several hundred deep. “The Vadaki flee in terror!” 
 
    “Don’t get overeager,” I said. “They may still rally. And if I cannot corral them onto the road, it will be for naught.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about me. My men are well-trained and disciplined. Go play sheepdog and we will give you a slaughter.” 
 
    I shifted to the south, where Vadaki were streaming across the fields away from the city. I struck the ground with a series of lightning bolts about a two hundred yards south of the city. The fleeing Vadaki changed course to avoid the spot, splitting themselves into two groups. I corralled them further with several more lightning strikes, killing an officer trying to rally his men for good measure. I shifted to the west and struck the ground with several more strategically placed bolts, then shifted to the east and repeated the exercise. I didn’t have time to see if it worked; I had to hope for the best and keep moving. 
 
    I shifted back to the north. Despite my efforts, several hundred men were trying to escape across a barren field to the northwest. I shifted in front of them and summoned a wall of fire some ten feet high and three hundred feet long. It wouldn’t last more than a few seconds, but I hoped it would be enough to persuade the men to turn west. I shifted back to the west and summoned a kovet to dredge a moat some ten feet wide and ten feet deep parallel with the city wall. Then I shifted to the east and dug another moat there. 
 
    I shifted north. Kalban’s men were now all outside the gate and had begun to fan out to join the other units. Only about a hundred yards to the north, a group of Vadaki began to rally; I spotted Seben waving a flag and shouting orders. I was tempted to strike him with a lightning bolt, but for my plan to work, I needed the bulk of the force to flee to the north. If I spooked them now, I risked undoing my efforts to corral them. I shifted south. 
 
    Men are not terribly difficult to corral. Perhaps a little harder than sheep, but much easier than cats. The problem with men is that for every twenty sheep, there is always one cat. If a cat suspects you are trying to corral it, it will do precisely the opposite of what you wish, simply to spite you. It is for that reason that I did not simply dredge a horseshoe-shaped moat around the city. The trick was to give the fleeing Vadaki the impression that they were evading danger, not being herded into it. 
 
    Fortunately I had a considerable advantage over them, because by shifting from place to place on the battlefield (or onto the wall overlooking it), I could get a much better sense than they of the full picture. So gradually, with carefully placed lightning strikes, walls of fire and trenches, I was able to get the entire Vadaki force to flee northward until every one of them was on the north side of the city. Many were heartened by the sight of Seben waving his standard, and rallied to him, while others, gripped with fear, continued to flee. Looking down from the wall, I judged that Seben had rallied nearly four thousand men, making his force an even match for Kalban’s. The Vadaki took up defensive positions as Kalban’s men advanced and tried to encircle them. 
 
    If this were any other battle, I’d have been happy to let half of the enemy flee, but I could not settle for mere victory, and I did not want word of what happened here to spread just yet. I shifted to the north of the Vadaki and summoned a kovet to dredge a U-shaped trench, nearly three hundred feet long, just ahead of them. I created another trench after this one, and another one after that. The trenches wouldn’t stop men determined to flee, but they would certainly slow them down. 
 
    Now so drained I could barely stand, I shifted back to the northern wall, from whence I could see the battle unfold. Kalban’s men met the Vadaki in a clash of shields and spears. I could do nothing but watch and hope. I spotted Seben, fighting with a great two-handed sword, hacking through men left and right. Just behind him stood a tall man defiantly holding a pole from which waved the Vadaki banner. Not far away was Kalban, fighting his way toward the banner. Things did not look good for the Kalban’s forces. They had the Vadaki surrounded, but their ranks were only four or five men deep in most places, and a wedge of men had formed behind Seben, moving steadily forward. Soon the Vadaki would break through the defensive lines, and there would be nothing to stop them from reaching the city walls. The gates had been closed, but dozens of ladders lay scattered across ground, and the top of the wall now was completely undefended. I didn’t have the strength to summon a breeze. 
 
    But Kalban seemed to sense the danger, he continued to fight toward the banner, flanked by a contingent of swordsmen. Seben broke through the defenders’ ranks, but Kalban’s men managed to cut off the tip of the wedge, isolating Seben, the standard-bearer and a dozen other men from the rest of his force. Heartened, more Toginneki ran to shore up the gap. Now stranded between the lines of the main battle and the city gate, Seben’s men faced off against Kalban’s. Two Toginneki fell to Seben’s great sword, but then the Vadak standard bearer fell, a spear in his ribs. After another few moments of brutal combat, only Kalban and Seben remained standing. As the main line of defense was pushed slowly toward the gate, Kalban and Seben traded swings with their swords. Kalban had trouble getting past Seben’s long reach, but Kalban was too quick for Seben to strike him with his heavy sword. At last Seben threw his sword away and lunged for the fallen standard. “Onward!” he cried, raising the standard high. He ran toward the gate. For a moment, it looked as if his bold gambit might work: the Vadaki surged as one against the thin line of defenders. But then Kalban caught up to him, striking him between the shoulder blades with his sword. The blow bounced harmlessly off Seben’s cuirass, but he was thrown off balance and tumbled to the ground, dropping the standard. As Kalban advanced toward him, Seben rolled over and pulled himself slowly to his feet. 
 
    “You can defeat me,” Seben growled defiantly, “but you cannot stand against the Three.” 
 
    “We shall see,” said Kalban, and with a slice of his sword took Seben’s head off. 
 
    The tide turned quickly against the Vadaki then. Kalban turned and urged his men to push the attackers back, but the Vadaki, having seen their standard fall, were already retreating. For a few moments, confusion reigned, but word quickly spread among the Vadaki that the battle was lost. The defenders were closing ranks, leaving the Vadaki no way to go but straight south. Those at the rear of the attacking force were already being pushed into the trenches. A few intrepid cowards had managed to run the gauntlet of the trenches and were already fleeing across the plain, but it would be no great challenge to hunt down the stragglers. Soon the trenches were so full of men clawing to get out that there was no place for those still pressing southward to go. Corralled until they were standing shoulder to shoulder, the men dropped their weapons and called out for mercy. None was given. We were in a holy war now, and these men had chosen the side of the gods of fear and pain. They received less of each of these than they deserved. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-one                   
 
    Not a single Vadak was allowed to go free. We wanted the news of our victory to spread, but not yet.  
 
    We took Furat three days later. The Vadaki had left only two thousand men to hold the city; when four thousand men arrived and hurled Seben’s head over the city wall with one of the still-intact catapults, the Vadaki surrendered. These men were luckier than their comrades: they were disarmed, forced to disavow the Cult of the Three, and sent to return home carrying the message that the dominion of the Three was over. 
 
    Kalban’s army marched on, and over the next week retook three more cities that had been in the hands of the Vadaki for nearly a hundred years. I did not participate in these battles except indirectly, to weaken walls or occasionally send a gust of wind to push a volley of arrows off target. If rumors spread that a powerful sorcerer was behind the Vadak defeats, the priests of the Cult of the Three would have an excuse for their gods’ failures. I wanted it to appear, as much as possible, that the defeats were the result of the Three’s own weakness. Faith in the Three would fade, and their weakening could become a reality. 
 
    The plan seemed to work. As our victories mounted, mystique of the Cult of the Three faded, along with the fear of Vadaki. Our spies reported that rumors were circulating that the fortunes of the gods had shifted. All that remained was to take Kalapacs, the capital city of the Vadaki and the seat of the Cult of the Three. If Kalapacs fell, the Cult of the Three would be humiliated beyond repair.  
 
    I confess that there is another reason I was reluctant to participate overtly in these battles: I feared at any moment that the mysterious Messenger or some other agent of the Three might appear and attempt to turn the tide of the battle against us. I did not want to spend my energy on lightning bolts when I might have to face a man more skilled in the use of tvari than Bolond or even Timea.  
 
    It was on the evening after our fifth victory that the Messenger came to me. I was resting on my cot when I felt a drain on the tvari around me. I hastily put up a shield and got to my feet, preparing to cast an offensive spell. A man in a black robe materialized before me, his hood obscuring most of his face. The light was dim in the tent, but I thought I saw a scarf covering the lower half of his face, and I was reminded of my efforts to hide my face after I first received the brand. 
 
    “Hello, Konrad,” the man said to me. He had a deep, resonant voice that befitted his title. 
 
    “You are the one called the Messenger?” I asked. 
 
    “Some have called me that. The name will suffice. Why have you come to Konyvtal?”  
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    “You wish to save your world, but it is beyond repair. The infection cannot be contained.” 
 
    “I can repair the damage to Orszag, but it will be for nothing if the Three cut it off from Tudat Zavar.” 
 
    “The decision has been made. If Orszag and Veszedelem are not excised, the evil will spread to the other worlds. You were warned not to pursue sorcery. The evil that plagues your world is the consequence of ignoring that warning. And in trying to rid your world of the curse, you have brought into being an even greater evil.” 
 
    “The supposed sins of which you speak were committed well before I was even born.” 
 
    “You bear the mark of a warlock.” 
 
    “It was given to me against my will.” 
 
    The Messenger laughed. “Because of your incursion in this world, I have been obliged to make a journey to Orszag, something I am loath to do. I have seen what has become of the Cult of Turelem, thanks to your efforts. Please do not insult me by pretending to be a bystander in this war.” 
 
    “I have only done what I must to save Orszag.” 
 
    “I can respect your efforts in that regard, misguided though they were. But you are no longer in Orszag. You are meddling in matters beyond your ken.” 
 
    “I only wish to request an audience with the Three so that I can appeal to them directly.” 
 
    “Consider this your appeal. The answer is no. The decision of the Three is final. Your world and Veszedelem will be excised.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Four days from now.” 
 
    “What? Why? Arnyek is still trapped far underground. It will take years for his hordes to unearth him.” 
 
    “I visited the ruins of the palace at Nagyvaros. It is likely Arnyek will remain interred for many more years, but the Three do not want to take any chances. They have decreed that Orszag will be cut off from Tudat Zavar in four days.” 
 
    “I could return there and destroy the horde. I can move a mountain on top of him.” 
 
    The Messenger shook his head. “It will not be enough. Arnyek cannot be stopped. No matter what obstacle you put in his way, he will eventually overcome it. As long as he lives, there is the danger that he will acquire the orb. If he does so while the connection to Tudat Zavar exists, he will destroy not just Orszag, but all the other worlds as well. That cannot be allowed.” 
 
    “I suppose the Three are not so reluctant to destroy Orszag now that the Cult of Turelem has been all but destroyed. A world whose people are no longer in thrall to them does them little good.” 
 
    “The Three abhor all destruction. This is an action of last resort, brought about by the sins of the people of your world.” 
 
    “I suspect they abhor destruction only when it is directed at their own fawning worshipers.” 
 
    “That is simply untrue.” 
 
    “We shall see.” 
 
    “I take that to mean that you plan to continue this pointless war?” 
 
    “It is hardly pointless. The Allied Lands are throwing off the oppression of the Vadaki.” 
 
    “You care nothing for the Allied Lands. You are using them in a selfish attempt to hurt the Three.” 
 
    “The important thing,” I said with a smile, “is that it seems to be working.” 
 
    “I could have brought your conquests to a quick end, had I so desired.” 
 
    “And yet you have not.” 
 
    “The Three prefer to work in more subtle ways. Sorcery is forbidden by the Cult of the Three, and it would not do to confuse the rabble.” 
 
    “Your concern for the faithful is touching. I have another theory. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    “I am sure I shall find it amusing.” 
 
    “No doubt. I have spent much time since my arrival pondering why the Three rely so heavily on the mundane machinations of human agents to enact its will, when they are said to be able to draw tvari from Tudat Zavar itself. In Orszag, they depended on the Cult of Turelem to stamp out sorcery, and here in Konyvtar they depend on the Vadaki to exert power on their behalf. I was told that agents of the Three are more powerful than any sorcerer, and yet until now, I have never even seen one.” 
 
    “As I’ve said,” the Messenger replied, “the use of the supernatural tends to muddle issues of faith. As a sorcerer, you understand that knowledge of tvari only deepens your respect for the mysteries of reality. But those of simpler mind are distracted by magic tricks. They focus on the mechanism rather than the meaning, and in doing so their faith becomes corrupted.” 
 
    “That is part of the truth, yes,” I replied. “But there is more to it than that. These people of simple mind, as you call them, would also tend to focus on the messenger, rather than the message. Is that not so?” 
 
    “There is some truth to that, of course.” 
 
    “A great deal of truth, I think. You are, after all, the most powerful being on five worlds, with the exception of the Three themselves.” 
 
    “Messengers such as I have been entrusted with great responsibility, yes.” 
 
    “Messengers such as you? How many of you are there?” 
 
    “I am not at liberty to divulge such information.” 
 
    I laughed. “Here is what I think. I think there is only one of you, because whoever the Three once were, they have become megalomaniacal and paranoid since setting themselves up as gods. For whatever reason, they are unable or unwilling to leave Eredet, perhaps because they have become accustomed to pulling tvari directly from Tudat Zavar. So they need lackeys, Messengers who are able to travel from world to world to carry out their will across their domain. Maybe once there were many such Messengers, but as the power of the Three grew, so did their paranoia. Underlings suspected of disloyalty were eliminated. Perhaps their paranoia provoked a rebellion, or maybe it was the other way around. That is why the Three rely on guardians such as Timea and the basilisks, and it is why I was able to cross the desert without being apprehended. The Three are powerful, but their arsenal is limited. They can prompt an army to burn a city, but they could not locate a lone man in the desert.” 
 
    “The fact remains, I have found you now.” 
 
    “And yet you come to me not from a position of strength, but from one of weakness. If you are as powerful as I was led to believe, you could destroy the entire army of the Allied Lands with a wave of your hand, and yet you do not. Instead, you come to me begging me not to proceed with the attack on Kalapacs.” 
 
    “I am hardly begging, and if you insist on pursuing this course of action, you will see—” 
 
    “Yes, I think if you were forced to act, you would do so. I think you would wreak such destruction on the forces besieging Kalapacs that the story would be told for thousands of years, and the Messenger would be revered as the Savior of Kalapacs. Unless you prefer another name? ‘The Messenger’ would work, of course, but it’s not a particularly powerful name. That’s the point, though, isn’t it? You’re supposed to be nameless and unseen. If you start working miracles out in the open… well, we both know what happened to Bendeguz.” 
 
    “Bendeguz was an infidel and false prophet.” 
 
    “In the end, perhaps. But at first he was just a faithful Messenger, like you. He even performed miracles to demonstrate the power of the Three. But the people who witnessed those miracles didn’t put their faith in the Three. They became convinced that Bendeguz himself was a god, and the more strenuously he denied this, the more devoted to him they became. Seeing that their own prophet was turning their followers against them, the Three anathematized Bendeguz and excommunicated his disciples. Bendeguz had no choice then but to tell the truth: that the Three were mere men, who had set themselves up as gods. In the end, Bendeguz was executed, but even now his following remains strong in the Allied Lands. Since the time of Bendeguz, the Three have been more careful. They keep their Messenger on a short leash. So yes, I believe that you could destroy the Allied army with a wave of your hand if you wished, but this would result in you being hailed as a god, and the Three, in their jealousy, would have you murdered. In short, there is no way for you to win this war. Tell me, Messenger, am I close to the truth?” 
 
    The Messenger stood silently for some time. At last he said, “What is it, exactly, that you seek?” 
 
    “An audience with the Three.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “To ask that they reconsider their decision.” 
 
    “And if they answer as I have told you they would?” 
 
    “I suppose I shall have to accept it. One cannot fight a decree of the gods.” 
 
    “But if you could?” 
 
    “Then I would fight them with all that I have.” 
 
    The Messenger was silent again for a moment. “I will arrange for an audience and return in one hour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-two                   
 
    I went to Kalban’s tent and asked his aide to wake him. The aide went inside and returned a few moments later to give me permission to enter. I did so. 
 
    Kalban sat undressed on his cot. A candle burned on a stand at its head, providing the tent with a modicum of light. 
 
    “I am sorry to wake you, Count,” I said, “but there is a matter than cannot wait.” 
 
    “The one called the Messenger came to you at last?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I have been granted an audience with the Three.” 
 
    Kalban nodded tiredly. “Then you will fight with us no longer.” 
 
    “I have provided little enough help as it is. The credit for the victories against the Vadaki belongs to you and your men.” 
 
    “I think you’ve aided us more than you let on. If nothing else, you have provided a tremendous boost to the men’s spirits. They have seen what you can do, and they are convinced that you would intervene if needed. They will no longer have that reassurance.” 
 
    “You will fight on?” 
 
    “I must. This is likely the only chance we will have to rid Konyvtar of the brutal rule of the Vadaki.” 
 
    “I have seen the walls of Kalapacs,” I said. “Even if the Three do not intervene against you, containing the Vadaki may be the best you can hope for.” 
 
    “There is no containing the Vadaki. Even the truce was purchased with blood and tribute, and now that they have attacked our cities, the Allied Kingdoms will pay no more tribute. I must take this opportunity to vanquish them or face them when they try again to take Furat.” 
 
    “I wish you victory, then,” I said, holding out my hand. “I am sorry I cannot see the fight through to the end.” 
 
    Kalban got to his feet and embraced me. “You fight for your land, I fight for mine. It is because of you that my army has had even this brief moment of victory against the Vadaki. Feel no guilt on my account, Konrad. Thank you for your aid, and may the true gods, if there be such beings, be with you during what you must do next.” 
 
    I was waiting in my tent when the Messenger returned an hour later, as promised. I once again summoned a shield to protect me in case he tried to use sorcery against me. 
 
    “That is unnecessary,” the Messenger said. 
 
    “Merely a precaution.” 
 
    “Understandable,” the Messenger said, withdrawing a strip of cloth from his robe. “As is this.” 
 
    “You would put me at a disadvantage,” I said. 
 
    “If you are the sorcerer I think you are, it would prove no great handicap. You had little trouble with the basilisks, after all.” 
 
    “It is not an experience I wish to repeat.” 
 
    “You can relax. I may be a mere lackey, but I still have enough self-respect that I would not ask a man to hobble himself before facing him in a duel. I mean you no harm. In any case, the Three will not allow me to bring you to them without a blindfold, so you must decide how badly you wish to have an audience with them.” 
 
    “I did not expect gods to be so fearful.” 
 
    The Messenger shrugged, refusing to rise to the bait. “Think of it as an act of obeisance, if you prefer. No one goes to the Palace of the Three with his eyes uncovered.” 
 
    Seeing that he would not be swayed, I tied the blindfold around my eyes, remaining on guard for any shift in tvari that would suggest an attack. None came. I felt the Messenger’s hand on my shoulder. Reality shifted around us, and then I was surrounded by cool, still air. In the distance, I heard the grinding of stone against stone, and I thought I felt the floor vibrate slightly beneath me. I reached for the blindfold, but the Messenger’s hand stopped me. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “Come.”  
 
    He led me by the arm down what sounded, from the close echoes of our footsteps, to be a narrow stone hallway. After twenty paces, we made a sharp right turn, then walked a few more steps before making a shallow left. Strange noises like the rending of metal and crumbling of stone came from somewhere in the distance. We paused, and the Messenger instructed me to take off the blindfold. 
 
    Looking around, I was surprised to find that we were in a small, cubical room that seemed to have no way in or out. More surprising, the stone wall in front of us seemed to be sliding slowly from right to left.  
 
    “The door will be along in a moment,” said the Messenger. Sure enough, a moment later a man-sized wooden door slid into view, stopping before us. “Quickly, now,” said the Messenger, pulling open the door. “It won’t stay long.” 
 
    I went ahead into the next room, which was rapidly turning into a hallway as the opposite wall receded. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” the Messenger said, following me through the door. “She doesn’t like it when you stop.” 
 
    We hurried down the hallway. “She?” I asked. The passage seemed to shift as we were walking, so that we were now heading slightly uphill. As the slant increased, the floor helpfully turned into stairs. 
 
    “I refer to the palace as ‘she,’ because she is ever-changing,” the Messenger said. “Whether she possesses any actual intelligence or simply responds to the desires of those traversing her passages, I do not know. But if we follow her lead, she will take us where we want to go.” 
 
    A door appeared at the top of the stairs, and the Messenger opened it to reveal a vast open courtyard. We exited into it, and I gasped to see that the courtyard was in fact a bridge suspended between two huge towers, which were themselves only part of a much larger structure that clung like a spider to the zenith of a great snowy mountain.  
 
    “Ah, she’s showing off for you,” said the Messenger. “Don’t dawdle; it won’t last.” And as we hurried across the bridge, cold wind snapping at our faces, two men in crimson plate armor and bearing halberds approached from the opposite side. The Messenger gave them an impatient wave, and they genuflected and backed out of our way. I thought at first that they might be empty suits of armor, enchanted by the same magic that animated the castle itself, but I spied flesh beneath the armor. 
 
    “The Three leave the defense of their castle in the hands of such as these?” I said, as the men continued across the bridge.  
 
    “Warriors drawn from the fiercest of the Vadaki,” the Messenger said, unable to hide the disdain in his voice. “Robbed of their wills and cursed to walk the shifting passages of this castle forever. The Three cannot abide those who act of their own volition.” 
 
    “Except for you, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, except for me. This way.”  
 
    I heard stone cracking, and turned to see the middle of the bridge falling away, not ten paces from the two guards. As the bridge crumbled in both directions, the two men continued without hurrying or looking back. 
 
    “After a while, one gets a sense for the rhythm,” the Messenger said. “Come.” 
 
    I followed him to a door, which he opened. He stepped through and I followed. The door swung shut just as the rest of the bridge fell away into the chasm.  
 
     We found ourselves in a narrow tunnel that wound sharply downward and to the right before opening up to a ballroom that I am certain occupied part of the chasm we had nearly fallen into moments earlier.  
 
    “Did the Three create this place?” I asked in awe, as we crossed the ballroom. 
 
    “I am forbidden to speak of such things,” whispered the Messenger. “Suffice it to say that the Three encourage the Shifting Castle’s whimsical tendencies, as they find them useful.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. A self-modifying fortress would indeed be useful to those attempting to guard themselves from sorcery. A sorcerer could only shift to places he had been before, so an ever-changing castle would be an effective defense. No blindfold was necessary here. What the Messenger had told me, though, implied that the castle preceded the arrival of the Three. They made use of it, but could not ultimately control it. They could not stop one from getting where one intended to go—which explained the guards. 
 
    We continued to wend our way through the gigantic castle, across scaffolds, through narrow, torch-lit passages, down spiral staircases of wrought-iron, and across vaulted marble halls lined with granite pillars. I counted twenty-six guards in all, but it is quite possible I counted some of them twice. 
 
    “Wait here,” said the Messenger, as we arrived in another featureless cubical room. “The Three are very busy, and I must make sure they are ready to see you.” 
 
    “Busy?” I asked, somewhat amused. “With what?” 
 
    “Much of their energy and attention has been drawn to Konyvtar lately,” the Messenger replied, and I thought I heard the slightest hint of humor in his voice. Then he went on, in his usual humorless tone, “Do not attempt to leave this chamber while I am gone. You do not know the way, and the guards will attack on sight. If you attempt to use magic anywhere in the castle, the Three will sense it. Unless you wish to test your skill against the combined power of the Three, I do not recommend it.” As he spoke, a door slid into place in front of him. He exited the room, and then the door melted into the stone. I waited. 
 
    The air was completely awash in tvari, which likely meant I was near Tudat Zavar. I made sure my shield was in place, but did not otherwise attempt to use magic. I assumed that if the Three could kill me outright, they’d have done so, but I did not want to have to face them in a duel. 
 
    After perhaps half an hour, the Messenger returned. “Come,” he said. “It is time for your audience with the Three.” 
 
    I followed him down a hall that grew so dark I could not make out my hand in front of my face. We reached the end of the hall, and the Messenger opened a door, through which I could see nothing but I dim blue glow. He stepped aside and motioned for me to go through. 
 
    Suddenly I was surrounded by faces. Dozens—no, hundreds of them. I seemed to be surrounded by shards of mirrors, each of which reflected a face. I could not tell how large the room was, nor how the mirrors were arranged. It felt vast, but the faces seemed to be all around me. I turned, but could not see where I had come into the room. I felt strongly that the chamber was a physical place, not a non-place like the in-between, but I could get no sense of its size or configuration. Every time I thought I had a grasp of the overall structure, I found myself transfixed by some impossible angle or inscrutable perspective. Whether the chamber was the work of magic or simply that of some perverse genius I could not say. I suppose that most of those who had been granted an audience with the Three were awed by this display, but I found it strangely encouraging. All of this—the blindfold, the Shifting Castle, the mirrors—was aimed at making it impossible for unwanted visitors to reach the Three. Such precautions suggested that while the Three might be immortal, they were not invulnerable.  
 
    As I stared into the sea of faces, I saw that although they were similar to each other, there were three distinct visages. All three were bald, pale, and seemingly androgynous. The faces were constantly shifting places, so that it was impossible to look at any one of them for more than a moment.  
 
    “I am Nyelv,” said one of the faces. I speak for the Three. You have been honored with an audience before us,” said Nyelv. “Speak.” 
 
    “My name is Konrad,” I said. “I come from—” 
 
    “We know who you are, where you are from, and what you have done. You have sinned against the Three in performing sorcery and in waging war against the Vadaki. It is only because of our vast mercy and our sympathy regarding the fate of your world that you have been allowed to live. Cease with your mundanities and make your petition.” 
 
    “I ask that you reconsider your decision to cut off Orszag and Veszedelem from the source of tvari.” 
 
    “Your petition is denied.” 
 
    “So quickly? Do you not need to discuss the matter amongst yourselves?” 
 
    “We have discussed it,” said Nyelv. “Orszag cannot be saved without risking all the other worlds. This will not be allowed.” 
 
    “Then I have no choice but to continue to fight with the Allied Lands until the Vadaki are vanquished from Konyvtar.” 
 
    “This will also not be allowed.” 
 
    I fought laughter. “With respect, if you had the power to stop me, you would have done so. I am standing before you not because of your mercy or sympathy, but because I am a threat to you.” 
 
    “You live because we use our power judiciously. Do not tempt us.” 
 
    “If you do not grant my request, I will not cease fighting until I am dead or you have been dethroned—and many have tried to kill me already.” 
 
    “If you continue to cause problems in Konyvtar, we will have no choice to but to cut your world off from Tudat Zavar immediately. Everything you love will be annihilated.” 
 
    “That is the eventuality I face in any case. If you are going to destroy Orszag, do it now, so that I can get back to my business of slaughtering the fools who worship you.” 
 
    This seemed to give the Three pause. 
 
    “You do not understand the horrors this course of action would unleash,” said Nyelv at last. 
 
    “I understand well enough. I have seen war and death on a scale few have witnessed, and I swear to you that no follower of the Cult of Three or any other sect that speaks your name will be left alive on any of the five worlds.” 
 
    For a moment, Nyelv was silent. Then it said, “Wait while we confer.” 
 
    I waved a hand. For a long moment, the room was silent.  
 
    “Szem suggests that there may be an alternative,” said Nyelv at last. “Your world is threatened by a demon who called himself destroyer, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes. Arnyek came to Orszag from Veszedelem. He wishes to end the suffering of his horde and all creatures in his world.” 
 
    “Do you know how he intends to bring this about?” said the one who was evidently called Szem. 
 
    I hesitated. I did not know how much the Three knew about my world, nor whether it would be in my interest to tell them what they did not know. I got the impression that the Messenger knew little of what happened in Orszag until my arrival forced him to make a brief reconnaissance mission there, and if the Messenger truly was the Three’s one source of information about the other worlds, then they knew no more than he did. It was a bit insulting to learn that the gods considered my home world to be little more than a backwater province barely worth an occasional passing thought. On the other hand, the Three could be testing me. 
 
    “I believe Arnyek intended to acquire a certain artifact, with which he believes he can bring about the end of all things.” 
 
    There was a pause of a few moments, during which I understood the Three were silently conferring among themselves. 
 
    “Good,” said Nyelv at last, with a nod. 
 
    “I fail to see how the existence of a being with the power to destroy the universe is good.” 
 
    “We mean to say that it is good to learn of this artifact, as it confirms a suspicion of one of our members,” said Nyelv. “We are prepared to offer you a bargain. This Arnyek is a danger to all that exists, but it appears that he has a weakness. The demon is the product of a foolish attempt to divorce the power of life from the will to destroy. Do you know where the artifact is now?” 
 
    “I believe I can find it, if necessary.” 
 
    “You must bring it to us.” 
 
    “I do not believe I can carry the artifact between worlds.” 
 
    “You are capable of harnessing five strands of tvari?” asked the third face, who had to be Hallas. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you can do it,” Nyelv said. “But no matter. Put the artifact in a safe place on your world and then travel to the irasjel in Konyvtar. Our servant will find you and retrieve the artifact.” 
 
    “Why do you want the artifact?” 
 
    “The artifact and Arnyek are of one substance. If you bring the artifact to us, we can destroy it, and Arnyek along with it.” 
 
    “Even if that were true,” I said, “the artifact is the only thing that can repair the damage to Orszag and Veszedelem.” 
 
    “No,” said Nyelv. “The artifact is a repository of tvari, but we control the flow of tvari from Tudat Zavar. If you bring us the artifact, we will increase the flow of tvari to your world and Veszedelem until the damage is repaired.” 
 
    “If you do this, the monsters will die?” 
 
    “Aberrations are brought about by the scarcity of vitality in the world. The monsters will not die when the vitality is restored, but their numbers will no longer increase, and they will be at a disadvantage compared to more natural creatures. Shadow will dissipate, and color and light will return. Without Arnyek to guide them, his horde will scatter and eventually die out. The normal balance of nature will be restored.” 
 
    “You will do this if I bring you the artifact?” 
 
    “Yes. But there is another condition. Once we repair your world, you must swear never to engage in sorcery again, nor to teach others how to perform it. Further, you will be stripped of your brand. We can take it without killing you, but we will not hesitate to kill if you violate your oath.” 
 
    “I will have no use for sorcery once my world is saved.” 
 
    “Then it is decided. You must hurry. We will not risk the infection spreading to other worlds. If Arnyek is unearthed, the danger he poses is too great. If you do not bring us the artifact by midnight, three days from now, we will commence the process of cutting off Orszag and Veszedelem from Tudat Zavar.” 
 
    “How do I know that I can trust you?” 
 
    “It is not in our interest to lie,” said Szem. “We gain nothing by allowing worlds to be destroyed.” 
 
    “And yet you were willing to destroy both Orszag and Veszedelem.” 
 
    Nyelv answered. “Only because Arnyek threatens the other worlds as well.” 
 
    “But you understand how I would be skeptical. I would like to request a gesture of goodwill.” 
 
    “You try our patience, warlock,” said Hallas. 
 
    “It is no great favor for such as you. I assume that you have apprehended the sorceress, Timea?” 
 
    “Timea failed us in her role as guardian of Konyvtar,” said Nyelv. “We will hold her until we can be assured of her loyalty.” 
 
    “Then she is here?” 
 
    “She is being held in a cell below the palace.” 
 
    “I would like to see her.” 
 
    Nyelv frowned, and I gathered from the pause that the Three were once again conferring amongst themselves. 
 
    “This is not negotiable,” I said. “Allow me to speak with Timea, or I shall kill every last follower of yours on Konyvtar.” 
 
    The silent conference went on for a few more moments. 
 
    “Very well,” said Nyelv at last. “You shall be taken to Timea. Return to us with the artifact within three days, or Orszag and Veszedelem will be annihilated.” 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned. Suddenly I was alone again in the hallway with the Messenger. I had confronted the gods and lived. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-three          
 
    “This way,” the Messenger said. 
 
    He led me back through the ever-shifting castle, if one can be said to go “back” through such a place. We wended our way slowly downward along a series of ephemeral staircases and transitory passages until I could discern from the smell that we were nearing a dungeon. It smelled the way dungeons always do. We went down a long, featureless hallway lit by torches flickering in wall sconces. At last we stopped at a heavy wooden door and the Messenger produced a key, which he used to open it. The odor grew stronger. 
 
    “This part of the castle does not shift, for obvious reasons,” said the Messenger. “However, you will find that the passages are featureless and uniform to the point of unrecognizability.” 
 
    “Then I will not have to wear a blindfold?” 
 
    “It is unnecessary. There is no light, and the material used for the construction of this dungeon absorbs and inhibits tvari more effectively even than salt. You will not be able to use magic to create light, or to do anything else. Timea is the only one here,” the Messenger said. “I do not care to go with you. Follow the passage to the end.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and the Messenger muttered something incomprehensible in reply. I wondered how long it had been since he’d been thanked for performing any of his duties. 
 
    I turned and stretched out my left arm until my fingers touched the smooth stone wall. Allowing my fingers to drag along the surface, I walked slowly down the hall. After a few steps, I felt a barely perceptible vertical break in the surface that I took to be a door, but I gathered from the Messenger’s instructions that this was not Timea’s cell. I kept going, traversing sixty-four steps and passing three more doors until I came to the cell at the end of the hall. I realized, as I reached it, that I had been humming—a trick I had picked up in Nincs Varazslat to use the echo of my own voice to assist me in locating a wall. I pressed my fingers against the wood and felt for an opening, but the door was solid. I sank to the floor and felt for the opening at the bottom of the door that would be used to slide food through. 
 
    “Timea,” I said, having found the slot. 
 
    “Konrad?” said a weak voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I said. “It is my fault you are here. You knew this would happen, and I—” 
 
    “No,” said Timea, her voice firm despite her weakness. “The Three have put me here, not you. What you did, Konrad, was to remind me that my life has meaning, though I had forgotten it.” 
 
    “Then… you are not angry?” 
 
    “Certainly not. If anything, it is you who should be angry with me. Konrad, I misled you.” 
 
    “I know. You wanted me to kill you.” 
 
    “It is more than that. I did not tell you because I never expected you to make it this far. I did not think the Three could be defeated, but there may be a way.” 
 
    “Arnyek.” 
 
    “Yes. If Arnyek could kill Bolond, he could kill the Three as well.” 
 
    “But how? Arnyek has no interest in the Three, and even if he wished to kill them, they are ensconced in a room of mirrors deep inside a shifting castle.” 
 
    “You have seen them?” 
 
    “I was granted an audience with them a moment ago. They told me they will spare Orszag and Veszedelem if I bring them the orb.” 
 
    “You must not do this.” 
 
    “But then how am I to save Orszag?” 
 
    “Did the Three speak to you about Ilona?” 
 
    “Ilona? Why would they speak of Ilona?” I had only ever spoken of Ilona to Timea in passing; she had never shown much interest in Orszag. 
 
    “Ilona is special, Konrad. She is powerful. More powerful, in a way, than even Arnyek.” 
 
    “In what way? I did not know you even knew about Ilona.” 
 
    “I know much more about your world than I told you, Konrad, and I am sorry I deceived you. Do you know who Ilona’s father is?” 
 
    “My best guess was the sorcerer Varastis.” 
 
    “No,” said Timea. “It is true that Varastis fled with the girl’s mother when he suspected she was pregnant, but Varastis is not her father.” 
 
    “Then who…?” 
 
    “Bolond.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It cannot be.” 
 
    “Ilona’s mother was a woman named Dora. She was a student of Bolond’s. His only female student. Bolond told her she was special, one of a kind. But he used her, as he used everyone. She was another of his failed experiments.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Bolond tried for centuries to find the cure for the curse that consumed Veszedelem and that now threatens Orszag. His student Lorentz finally solved the problem, after a fashion: he created the orb to heal Veszedelem, but what Lorentz did not understand is that there could be no orb without Arnyek. There can be no healing without the power to destroy. Bolond understood this.” 
 
    “Bolond never knew about the orb.” 
 
    “If he did not know, it was because he did not wish to know. He knew of Arnyek, and he could have deduced the existence of the orb, as the Three did. But Bolond lied to himself, and he continued to try to find ways to cure the curse. At last he realized what he had to do: he had to create a being who was both healer and destroyer, balm and curse. To this end, he subjected Dora to a terrible ritual, which caused her great pain and nearly killed her.” 
 
    “He wished to turn Dora into something like Arnyek?” 
 
    “Like Arnyek, yes. But with the healing power of the orb as well. Do you understand now? He needed to create a being with the power to destroy the world, but who would choose instead to save it. Thankfully, he failed.” 
 
    “Why do you say ‘thankfully’?” 
 
    “Because Dora hated Bolond after what he did to her. She would have destroyed the world purely out of spite. But despite the ritual, Dora remained as she was, an ordinary woman. Bolond did not know at the time that Dora was pregnant. The power of the ritual passed through her to her daughter. Bolond cast Dora aside, as he had no more use for her. She found her way to Nagyvaros, where she met Varastis, who was about to flee with his followers to Magas Komaron. Dora went with Varastis to Magas Komaron and gave birth there. Knowing that the child would be in danger if Bolond found out about her, Varastis traveled with Dora to the village of Salontis and then left Ilona at the temple in Delivaros.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Varastis came to me for guidance shortly after Ilona was born. I told him to bring Ilona to the Cult of Turelem, because I believed she would be safe there from Bolond. Varastis did not like the idea of subjecting the child to the Cult’s lies, so I suggested crafting the golden key that would one day lead her to the truth about the Cult. And to her destiny, perhaps.” 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “I do not know, Konrad. I know only that Ilona has the power to heal Orszag and Veszedelem. Or to bring the end of all things, if she wishes.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-four                
 
    I stood on a desolate plain with the being called the Messenger. For a moment, I thought we had come to the shadow world of Veszedelem, but then I saw the ruins of Nagyvaros in the distance. The outer wall and most of the buildings had been demolished, and the ruins were now dominated by a monolithic fortress that rose from a small mountain of excavated earth.  
 
    “Why have you brought me here?” I asked. 
 
    “Is this not your home?” 
 
    “The city I knew is gone.” 
 
    “Would you rather I had brought you to the fortress in the mountains?” 
 
    “You know of Magas Komaron?” 
 
    “I know of many things. Speak the word, and we shall go to Magas Komaron and retrieve the orb. We can bring it to the Three together, and the threat of Arnyek will be no more.” 
 
    “Will they truly use their power to heal Orszag and Veszedelem?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But such gifts come with a price, as you well know. Do you believe it is worth the price?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you must accept that your world will be destroyed. You know why I brought you here. Dig up Arnyek. Let him have the orb. Bring about the end of all things before the Three can cut off your world. You cannot save your world, but you can kill the Three.” 
 
    “You would have me destroy all five worlds simply to get vengeance on the Three?” 
 
    “Not vengeance. And end to suffering. Arnyek is right. There is no cure for the curse, as long as the Three rule in Eredet. There is no freedom, no justice, no peace. Let him have the orb.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You do not believe that. If you did, you would have done it yourself. Surely you are as capable as I.” 
 
    “I had hoped there was another way. When you defeated the basilisks, I thought perhaps you knew how to beat the Three as well, but you are just another sorcerer relying on tricks and deception. You have no strategy, no plan. Cease your flailing about and end this once and for all.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that I’ve been improvising,” I said. “I never asked for this responsibility. It was an accident that I became a sorcerer in the first place. That said, I think I know how to defeat the Three. But I cannot do it without your help.” 
 
    “I can do nothing for you. Even now, the Three grow impatient.” 
 
    “All I need is a way to Eredet. I can find the way to the Three from there.” 
 
    “You will need more than that. You cannot face the Three in a duel. To kill them, you will have to take them by surprise, which is impossible. Even if you could find your way through the Shifting Castle, the Three will sense your presence well before you reach them.” 
 
    “What if they are distracted by events on Konyvtar?” 
 
    The Messenger hesitated. “If you traverse the castle while they are in a reverie, you might reach the mirror room. But you would have to get past all the guards without being seen, and if you use magic anywhere in the castle, you will wake the Three.” 
 
    “I can do it,” I said. “But I need a way to Eredet! Can you sketch the irasjel?” 
 
    “There is no time,” the Messenger said. “The Three are calling me back.” I felt a surge of tvari enveloping him. 
 
    “Wait!” I cried, trying to break the Three’s hold on him. But they were far too strong. “Help me! You must fight it!” 
 
    “I cannot. Goodbye, Konrad.” The Messenger’s form began to fade. “If you attempt this, you must not fail. The judgment of the Three is severe.” In the moment before he disappeared entirely, he pulled away the scarf. His face was covered entirely with ropy scars. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Messenger had allowed me to see his face, if only for an instant. I hoped it was enough. It had to be. The Messenger was not wrong: since I’d defeated the basilisks, I’d been improvising, seizing every minute advantage where I could find it. But after speaking with Timea, a plan had begun to form in my mind. As I walked toward the ruins of Nagyvaros, it solidified. It could work. It would work—if everything went perfectly. 
 
    Traversing the rubble of the city, I saw a few wild dogs and rats, but no people or any other life. Even the great spires that once loomed over the city had fallen. Nagyvaros was no more.  
 
    What I had taken to be a fortress was really no more than a single continuous wall, shaped roughly like a cylinder, that encompassed Arnyek’s project. Monstrous figures of a dozen different shapes and sizes patrolled the parapet at the top of the wall.  
 
    As I came within a hundred paces of the wall, the sentries atop it began to take notice of me, and some picked up stones or readied other projectiles to hurl. I used a small amount of tvari to bend light around me, causing me to appear as no more than a shimmer in the distance. I brought up a small wind, stirring up dust at the foot of the wall, further confounding the creatures. They would no doubt alert Arnyek to this irregularity, but that was just as well. 
 
    Still all-but-invisible, I summoned a kovet to lift me above the wall, surrounding myself with a kinetic shield in case there were any particularly sharp-eyed monsters among the sentries. None of them gave me a glance. 
 
    Looking down, I was awed at the scope and organization of the operation. A ramp of packed earth began level with the parapet and spiraled gradually downward until its surface was lost in the darkness five or six levels down. The ramp was only about thirty feet wide in most parts, but there was a crescent-shaped section near ground level that was wider and flatter. Dozens of structures—presumably garrisons, mess halls, armories and whatever other buildings a horde of monsters required—lined the edge of this level. Black smoke poured from a few of these, suggesting blacksmith shops where tools or weapons were forged.  
 
    A row of monsters dragged carts full of rocks and earth up the long spiral to the parapet, where the contents were dumped over the side to add to the ever-growing hill. The monsters then turned around and headed back down the inside edge of the ramp, disappearing into the darkness below. Other than the sentries on the top of the wall, I could only see a few hundred of the monsters, which suggested that most of the horde toiled out of sight in the darkness farther down. In addition to those pulling the carts, there must have been many more breaking rocks with picks (or tusks) or digging with shovels (or claws). I guessed, from the size of the mountain of dirt outside, that they must have already dug nearly a half-mile down. It had taken them nearly four years. I noticed, belatedly, that there seemed to be no exit from this hell: those monsters that could not fly or scale the wall were trapped inside. 
 
    Suspended unnoticed over the pit, I sent my consciousness downward into the darkness, past the dull, stupid brutes toiling against the rocks, down, down through the earth, until at last I encountered another mind. It was a powerful mind, simplistic in its intentions but driven—and above all, patient. 
 
    Arnyek. 
 
    After a moment, a response came: Konrad. It is good to hear from you after so long. I see your powers have increased. 
 
    Yes. I could bring this fortress down upon your horde, putting an end to your project and burying you for another hundred years. 
 
    It would do no good. As long as the curse remains, more monsters will be born to heed my call. They will not stop until I am free. 
 
    I know. That is not why I have come. 
 
    Then you have accepted the inevitable. 
 
    I have come to tell you that you are doomed to fail. 
 
    You speak vanities. 
 
    I speak the truth. There are beings called the Three, who control the source of tvari to this world and four others. Because of the threat you pose to them, they have decided to cut off Orszag and Veszedelem from the other three worlds. This world, as well as the one that birthed you, will be destroyed before you ever get out of this pit. 
 
    Arnyek was silent for some time. When will they do this? 
 
    Three days from now. 
 
    Another brief silence. Then all is proceeding as it must. It matters little that I am not the agent of destruction. The suffering wrought by the curse will end. 
 
    It will, but not for you.  
 
    I will be destroyed along with the rest. 
 
    No. As I said, I have not come to interfere with your disinterment. I have come to accelerate it. I intend to dig you up, Arnyek. And then I will carry you to Eredet, the world in which the Three dwell, where you will be spared the fate of this world. There you can live forever, in enmity with the gods. 
 
    You must not do this. 
 
    Why? 
 
    It is not the way. 
 
    If I do it, it is what was meant to be. 
 
    That is why you will not do it. 
 
    There may be another way. 
 
    Speak it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-five                   
 
    When I reached the gate to Magas Komaron, I gave a shout to announce my arrival. For a long while, there was no answer. Perhaps Ilona and the others were long gone, having taken the orb to a more remote hiding spot—or having abandoned the task entirely. It had been four years, after all. No, it could not be: the Messenger had offered to take me to Magas Komaron, which meant he knew Ilona and the orb were still here. 
 
    At last the gate swung open. Rodric rushed out and greeted me with an embrace. Slung on his back was a bow—a replacement for the one I had destroyed. 
 
    “Konrad!” he shouted. “I can’t believe it! You really have returned at last!” 
 
    “I have indeed,” I said, returning his embrace, “and I cannot tell you how glad I am to see you, old friend. I did not know whether anyone would still be here to greet me.” 
 
    “We took our charge seriously, I assure you,” said Rodric. “The orb remains safe. But what of your quest? Were you able to go to the beings who can save our world?” 
 
    “Yes, after more trials than I care to recount.” 
 
    “I take it from your return that Orszag is safe?” 
 
    “Ah, I wish it were so simple, Rodric. But perhaps there are others who need to hear as well. Is Ilona still here? What of Byrn, Berrant, Noemi and the others?” 
 
    “All still here, as well as some you have not met yet. Apologies, come in. You must be exhausted. Everyone is waiting for you in the main hall.” 
 
    Rodric had not been exaggerating: all those who had fled across the plain to Magas Komaron were still there: Ilona; Byrn and the five men of his squad; Berrant, the king of the doomed subterranean realm called Fold Alatt; Noemi, the leader of the Valerites; and the ten Valerites (four men and six women). Vows of chastity seemed to have fallen by the wayside in the community that had taken hold in Magas Komaron: there were a half-dozen newcomers in the group, ranging in age from newborn to three years. One of these—a golden-haired lad who looked to be the oldest of the children, stood protectively in front of Ilona as I entered the hall. I returned the warm greetings I received, and several of the braver children approached me. I knelt down so that they could examine the brand on my face. I was probably the first person from outside their close-knit community they had met, and I supposed some of them were wondering if all outsiders had these strange markings. 
 
    The golden-haired boy seemed puzzled that people were calling me Konrad. He pointed to himself and looked sternly up at Ilona. 
 
    “That’s right, his name is Konrad too,” Ilona explained. “You mustn’t be angry with him, because he had it first.” The boy did not seem entirely mollified by this explanation. 
 
    “We didn’t know if you were going to come back,” said Rodric, putting his arm around Ilona. 
 
    “And we wanted to remember you either way,” Ilona added. 
 
    “I am honored,” I said, and meant it. For the first time in many years, I felt as if I had a home.  
 
    “It seems you’ve formed quite a community here,” I said. I’d noticed that the entire front courtyard had been converted into a garden, and dozens of chickens roosted in cages. 
 
    “It has not been easy,” Noemi said. “In some ways, it is harder to make a fortress like this into a home than a place like Kijarat. But you charged us with a great responsibility when you left, and we have taken it seriously.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kristof, one of the male Valerites. “We have been guarding the orb for four years, although most of us are not even privy to its hiding place. Where have you been all that time?” I noticed that although most of the Valerites had allowed their hair to grow long since leaving Kijarat, Kristof and a few others had not. 
 
    “I have traveled to other worlds to find a way to end the curse and save Orszag from destruction.” 
 
    “And were you successful in this?” 
 
    I glanced at Noemi. “There remains more work to be done.” 
 
    Noemi took the cue. “Perhaps, if everyone has had a chance to greet our guest, it is time to discuss things in earnest?” 
 
    She spoke it as a question, but it was as effective on the group as a spell. Men and woman began to file silently out of the room, taking the children with them. Little Konrad planted his feet and glared at me, clearly intending to stay, but one of the Valerite women scooped him up and threw him over her shoulder. He giggled, his momentary resoluteness now vanished. I couldn’t help smiling. Kristof looked as he might protest the dismissal, but doing so would evoke similarity to the behavior of a petulant child. He irritably filed out with the others. 
 
    Soon I was alone in the hall with what I took to be the ruling council of the community: Noemi, Ilona, Rodric, Byrn and Berrant. 
 
    “The orb is safe,” Noemi said. “It is buried beneath the crypt of Varastis. Only those in this room know its location, and all are sworn to secrecy about our mission.” 
 
    “Very good,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What of Arnyek?” Berrant asked. “Is he still trapped under the city? Byrn used to get occasional reports about Nagyvaros from travelers across the plain, but there has been little news over the past two years.” 
 
    “People avoid the place,” Byrn said. “I do not think there is much of a city left.” 
 
    I nodded. “I just left there. It is no longer a city at all, but merely a fortress for Arnyek’s hordes.” 
 
    “They still work at digging him out?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “Yes, but that is not the greatest threat we face.” 
 
    “You spoke before you left of powerful beings on another world.” 
 
    I nodded. “Before I tell you all that has happened since I left you, I must ask you: what does the Cult of Turelem teach about the beings called the Three?” 
 
    Noemi looked to Ilona, who nodded. Noemi said, “The Cult of Turelem taught that the Three are divine beings who created and sustain the five worlds, of which Orszag is only one. Because the Three must oversee five entire worlds, they are very busy and cannot tend to the details of managing every world. It is said that their power is so great that merely looking upon them caused death to mortals, so they hide from us in a great castle in the mountains in the world called Eredet. Orszag and its people have always been special to the Three, however, and because of this they sent a prophetess to us, who was named Turelem. Turelem taught the people of Orszag how to earn the blessings of the Three, but the people rejected her and killed her. She was resurrected by the Three and started the cult that bears her name, which preaches against the use of sorcery, as it violates the natural order established by the Three.” 
 
    “And the Valerites?” I asked. 
 
    “The Valerites had no definitive teachings about the Three,” Noemi said. “Some of our members retain some devotion to them, but we focus more on trying to imitate the spirit of Turelem. In any case, neither the Cult of Turelem nor the Valerites exist in any real sense anymore. The Cult believed Turelem was miraculously raised from the dead by the Three. The Valerites did not believe in the resurrection of Turelem at all, but focused rather on living in accordance with Turelem’s teachings. It seems that we were both wrong. Turelem truly was resurrected, but only through the sorcery of Bolond, and for his own purposes. Those of us who called ourselves Valerites no longer follow most of the customs we established, as you can see. All at Magas Komaron now share the same purpose.” 
 
    “You have done well,” I said. “Do I understand, then, that you no longer believe in the Three at all?” 
 
    Noemi shrugged. “We have seen the realities of sorcery and its consequences. I think most of us have come to the conclusion that the Three are a comforting myth that was devised to allow us to believe that there is, in the end, order amidst the chaos.” 
 
    “There is some truth to that,” I said. “As there is some truth to the beliefs of the Cult and of the Valerites. The Three as you know them are indeed a myth.” 
 
    “You are saying they do not exist?” 
 
    “They exist, but they are not gods. I believe they are sorcerers—or they were, once. Perhaps they were human once, as well, or something like human. They discovered a place called Tudat Zavar, which is the source of tvari, the substance that makes up the five worlds. They learned how to use the power of Tudat Zavar to make themselves immortal, and to give themselves great power. The also learned that they can enhance their power by encouraging people on the five worlds to submit their own wills to the Three. For this reason, they have set themselves up as gods and established cults across the five worlds centered on the worship of the Three. For many centuries, their dominion was unquestioned. 
 
    “Over time, though, cracks began to appear in the façade. The appearance of Turelem may have been one of the first harbingers of the decline of the Three. After Turelem’s resurrection, she became an object of worship, and the Three were relegated to secondary status. Eventually, other sects, like the Valerites, formed, which did not concern themselves with the Three at all. On other worlds, the Cult of the Three remained strong, but only through violence and intimidation. Gods that depend on force to manifest their will reveal themselves to be weak, and many people refuse to submit to them. That is what happened on a world called Konyvtar. 
 
    “I do not pretend to possess even a cursory understanding of the history of any of these worlds, but I believe that in one way or another, in every world the Three gradually lost control of their dominions. As this happened, they also became defensive in outlook and paranoid. They have eliminated their own minions and allies out of fear of being usurped, and in this way have weakened themselves. They cower in their castle, drinking from Tudat Zavar, unwilling or unable to leave.” 
 
    “You have seen them?” Rodric asked.  
 
    “I was granted an audience with them on their world, Eredet.” 
 
    “Then it was the Three you spoke of when you said there was a greater threat than Arnyek,” Noemi said. 
 
    “Yes. The Three intend to destroy our world because they fear that if they do not, Arnyek will destroy all five worlds. They agreed to spare Orszag, on the condition that I bring them the orb. If I bring them the orb, they will destroy it, killing Arnyek.” 
 
    “But without the orb, how can the curse ever be lifted?” 
 
    “The Three have promised that if I bring them the orb, they will release enough tvari to repair the damage to Orszag.” 
 
    “Do you trust them?” 
 
    “No. That is, I think they have the power to repair the damage to Orszag, and I think they may very well do so—but only if it serves their own purposes. They wish to be seen as the saviors of Orszag. Think of it: the Cult of Turelem is finished. People are crying out to older gods. It is the perfect opportunity to reestablish the Cult of the Three.” 
 
    “Nyarkozep is in four days,” said Noemi. “It was considered a holy day before the time of Turelem.” 
 
    “That explains the deadline I was given for bringing them the orb,” I said. “They wish to destroy Arnyek and then repair the curse on a day associated with the Three.” 
 
    “You would be playing right into their hands,” Byrn said. 
 
    “But what choice do we have?” Rodric asked. “Perhaps they are not gods, but they may as well be, if they have such power.” 
 
    “They are not worthy of our worship,” Noemi said. Berrant and Ilona nodded in agreement. 
 
    “No, they are not. They are petty and cruel masters, and Orszag and the other worlds will never be free until they are overthrown. But do not misunderstand me: although the past few centuries have weakened them, they are still very powerful. I have an idea for how they can be beaten, but it is the longest of long shots. In fact, I’m reluctant even to speak it aloud for fear you think I’ve gone completely mad. If we attempt this, we must all be in agreement. And you must all understand that we do it not because we are certain we will succeed, but because we have not fought this long together only to submit to those unworthy of our compliance.” 
 
    “What is this mad plan, Konrad?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “We must go to the gods and kill them.” 
 
    “I hope there is a more detailed version,” said Rodric. 
 
    “There is,” I said. “But in order for you to understand it, I must tell you much more about what I have seen and learned over the past four years.” 
 
    “Proceed,” said Berrant. “We are all ears.” 
 
    So I told them everything. About my attempts to undo the past, and how I had learned what the Three planned to do, and about Timea and the basilisks and the war between the Vadaki and the Allied Kingdoms. I told them about Bendeguz and the Messenger and my visit to the Shifting Castle. And I told them about why Ilona had the power to absorb tvari. 
 
    “Then we were wrong,” Ilona said. “I am not the daughter of Varastis, but of Bolond.” 
 
    “So it seems,” I replied. “I am sorry. It cannot be easy to learn you are the daughter of a mad sorcerer.” 
 
    “No, but at least now I know who I am.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “And because of that, I believe there is a way we can still beat the Three.” I told them of my offer to Arnyek, and how I intended to use him against the Three. 
 
    “You were right in your assessment of this plan,” Rodric said when I had finished. “It is quite mad.” 
 
    “And yet it possesses a certain poetic logic,” Noemi said. “And my role, at least, seems straightforward enough.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “You will continue to oversee this community and guard the orb. I would like to speak with you about this in private a little later.” 
 
    Noemi nodded. 
 
    “If I am correct in my understanding,” Ilona said, “you will need both Rodric and me to accompany you?” 
 
    “That was my thinking, yes. But I did not realize when I devised the plan that you have a son to think of. I must be clear that it is unlikely any of us will live through this.” 
 
    “You cannot do without one of them?” Noemi asked. 
 
    “The plan cannot succeed without Ilona,” I replied. “As for Rodric… well, perhaps there is another archer with comparable skill?” 
 
    “Not I,” said Berrant. 
 
    Byrn shook his head as well. “My men are all more than competent, but none are the match of Rodric. The janissary archers are all dead or scattered all over Orszag, and few of them were even as good as you were in your prime, Konrad.” 
 
    I sighed. “I have not used a bow in four years, but even if I had a month to train, I could not reach Rodric’s level of skill.” 
 
    “Byrn’s squad is five men,” said Noemi. “Can you make up in numbers what you lack in accuracy?” 
 
    “No. More men will not help. We must be quick, stealthy, and deadly. A party of no more than three.” 
 
    “Then the decision is made,” Rodric said. “It must be you, me, and Ilona.” 
 
    “Rodric—” I began. 
 
    “No,” Rodric said firmly. “I have heard your plan, and if it is to have any chance at all of succeeding, you need the best archer in five worlds. Konrad, you believed in me when no one else did, and now I’m telling you: this is what I was meant to do. It is because of you that I am still here, because you taught me to believe that I was here for a reason. Yes, I am young Konrad’s father, and I would do anything for him. But what kind of father would I be if I let him grow up in a world ruled by the cruelty of false gods? If there be true gods, I hope they will let me return to my son. But if they do not, I will die knowing I did what I could to spare my son such a world. I trust that those left behind will make sure he knows that.” 
 
    “We will, Rodric,” Noemi said. “I swear it.” 
 
    Ilona buried her head in Rodric’s chest, and he squeezed her tight. 
 
    “Then it is settled,” I said. “Thank you, Rodric. And thank you, Noemi.” 
 
    “Then I suppose my men and I must remain here,” Byrn said, “although there seems to be little need. In four years we have seen no sign of any danger. The only people who know how to get to this fortress are here—except for Arnyek himself, I suppose, and swords and arrows didn’t seem to do much good against him anyway.” 
 
    “Some men should stay,” I replied, “but there is great need of warriors of your caliber on Konyvtar.” 
 
    “You speak of the doomed attempt to defeat an oppressive empire on a world I have never even heard of,” Byrn said with a smirk. 
 
    “I did not mean to make it sound quite so desperate,” I replied. “When I left, Kalban and his men were preparing to take the capital city of the Vadaki, called Kalapacs. I cannot be there, but perhaps with your help they can still be victorious. In honesty, the stronger the fight the Allied Kingdoms put up against the Vadaki, the greater our chances of success. Our assault on the Three’s stronghold depends on distracting their attention with the battle on Konyvtar.” 
 
    “If it will help you,” said Byrn, “I will be glad to fight. I am sure at least Akos and Hunar will feel the same.” 
 
    “I would go if I could,” Berrant said sadly. “But the curse of my people prevents me from traveling to such a place as Konyvtar. I would be worse than useless there.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. Berrant’s people had lived underground for centuries after fleeing from Veszedelem because Orszag was too “real” for them. He could survive above ground now only because of the curse that had spread across the land. “It is all right, Berrant,” I said. “I am certain you are needed here.” 
 
    “How will we get to this place?” asked Byrn. 
 
    “I will use sorcery to shift you there,” I said. “It is a disconcerting experience if you are not accustomed to it, but it takes only an instant and will do you no harm. I will warn you, though, that you will not be able to bring any metal weapons or armor with you. I am sure that Kalban can supply you with what you need.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” said Byrn. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “The sooner, the better,” I replied, “as I do not know when Kalban intends to begin his assault.” 
 
    “Allow me a moment to speak with my men. Those who choose to go will need to say their goodbyes.” 
 
    “Good. Then we shall meet here in one hour.” 
 
    The meeting ended, and I took Noemi aside. We went to the courtyard and I told her what I intended to do. While she pondered it, I knelt down and took a handful of dirt from the garden. I squeezed it in my hands and uttered an incantation. I showed the result to Noemi. 
 
    “Do you really believe this is necessary?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But with everything else that can go wrong with this plan, I do not want to take any chances.” 
 
    “If it is so risky, are you sure it is the right path?”  
 
    “I am sure of nothing,” I replied. “But I see only one way forward.” 
 
    “Then Arnyek was right. He cannot be stopped.” 
 
    “All things must end eventually. I suppose we must trust that with every end comes a beginning.” 
 
    “I think you have more faith than I.” 
 
    “It is stubbornness more than faith. I must believe it so I can go on. And I go on because I refuse to let the Three win.” 
 
    “Perhaps stubbornness is just faith by another name. I will do what you ask, Konrad. The secret will die with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-six                        
 
    In the end, it was only Byrn, Akos and Hunar who decided to fight with the Allied Kingdoms against the Vadaki. The others had children they did not wish to leave. It was just as well: while the community of Magas Komaron lasted, it would need men to protect and provide for it—and while I hoped that there was no one left on Orszag with the means to take the orb, it would not hurt to have a few more experienced warriors keeping it safe. 
 
    We arrived in Konyvtar to find that the siege of Kalapacs had already begun. The city was completely encircled by Kalban’s forces, who now numbered over ten thousand, thanks to recently arrived reinforcements from some of the other Allied Kingdoms. The Vadaki army was trapped inside the city. No fighting had taken place as of yet; Kalban’s catapults remained just out of range of the city’s walls. We were taken to meet Kalban in his tent. 
 
    “Konrad!” Kalban exclaimed upon seeing me. “Have you returned to help us deliver the decisive blow against the Vadaki?” 
 
    “I am afraid I will be otherwise occupied, Count. But I bring these three men from my world to fight for you. They are not sorcerers, but if any three men can tilt the odds in your favor, it is these. They will need arms and armor.” 
 
    “I am humbled and much obliged, gentlemen. All the more so because this is not your country, or even your world.” 
 
    “We have the same enemy, Count,” Byrn said. “And if what Konrad says about your bravery and skill is accurate, we will be proud to fight under your banner.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Kalban. “Aric will see that you are outfitted properly. I’m afraid, however, that there may be little for you to do but wait.” 
 
    “You do not intend to take the city?” I asked. 
 
    “We are better off waiting them out. Kalapacs has nearly double the number of catapults as we, and many bolt throwers besides. If we move our machines into position, they will destroy them before we have a chance to knock a single hole in their wall.” 
 
    “How long do you intend to wait?” 
 
    Kalban shrugged. “We will begin constructing more catapults and siege towers tomorrow. I expect to be ready in three weeks.” 
 
    “If you wait that long, my world is lost.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Three have promised to destroy my world in three days. We must defeat them before then.” 
 
    “There is no way we can be ready to take Kalapacs in three days. I am sorry, Konrad, but I cannot sacrifice my world for yours.” 
 
    “I am not asking you to. But if you wait three weeks to attack, you will face the Three alone. You may win this battle, but you cannot defeat the Three by taking a city, even a city as important to them as Kalapacs. Even if you kill every priest and every Vadaki, the Three will live on. They will form a new cult, with new priests, and find a new army with which to conquer Konyvtar. Winning this war may gain you a few years, but your children or grandchildren will once again be forced to fight the servants of the Three.” 
 
    “What is it that you propose?” 
 
    “A concerted attack. You take Kalapacs while I infiltrate the stronghold of the Three.” 
 
    “You are asking me to sacrifice my men as a diversion.” 
 
    “I am suggesting that you make what you are doing here matter. I fought alongside these three men, and I would not bring them here to fight if this battle were not vital to our efforts to defeat the Three.” 
 
    “Konrad speaks the truth,” said Byrn. “He is not one to put men in danger unnecessarily. He has told me what he must do to defeat the Three, and I do not hesitate to tell you that I would rather be here with you.” 
 
    “But you do not expect us to win.” 
 
    “The odds are against us in every aspect of this plan,” I said, “but if we attack together, we have a chance. If I can defeat the Three, the tide may yet turn against the Vadaki. If not today, then someday soon. Without the Three on their side, the Vadaki cannot stand long against the Allied Kingdoms.” 
 
    Kalban sighed heavily. “I trusted your judgment at Narancssarga, and you handed me a string of victories. I suppose I would be a fool not to trust you now.” 
 
    “We may be fools either way to oppose the Three,” I said. “But we may as well be fools with a fighting chance.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I left Byrn and the others in Konyvtar and then spent a restless night at Magas Komaron. Kalban had promised to begin his assault on Kalapacs at dawn, and I did what I could to prepare myself. I did not envy Rodric and Ilona; they would have to say goodnight to their son not knowing when or if they would see him again. 
 
    The next morning when we awoke with the roosters, however, it felt like old times. As we had so many times before, Rodric, Ilona and I were going to face the impossible together. We spent a moment reflecting on the absence of Vili, and then we huddled together in the moonlit courtyard. I focused on my memory of the disfigured face of the Messenger, bringing to mind every scar and discoloration. A moment later, we stood before him in a small, simply appointed apartment. There were no windows and, I realized after glancing about, no doors. Rodric nocked an arrow. 
 
    “Easy, Rodric,” I said. “This is the one called the Messenger. He is an ally.” 
 
    Rodric uneasily let the bow fall to his side, but kept the arrow ready. He had only seven of them with him—flint-tipped, because I could not bring metal through the in-between.  
 
    “I did not know if you would come,” said the Messenger, hurriedly covering his face. “These are your allies who will help you defeat the Three?” I could not see his expression, but his tone was dubious. 
 
    “Yes. Rodric and Ilona.” 
 
    “They are sorcerers?” 
 
    “Sorcerers would be of no use,” I said. “What of the Three?” 
 
    “Their attention is focused on Konyvtar. It seems the Allied forces are moving to attack Kalapacs.” 
 
    “Good. We will attack while they are distracted.” 
 
    “I wish you luck, but I cannot help you now. I have been called to Konyvtar.” 
 
    “Will you fight on the side of the Vadaki?” 
 
    “Usually during such battles the Three meditate together to harness tvari to aid the Vadaki. But since their defeats at Furat and Narancssarga, these subtle methods have been proved insufficient. I have been instructed to employ whatever measures necessary to ensure a Vadak victory.” 
 
    “Then Kalban’s army will be destroyed.” 
 
    “They would be, yes. It is fortunate, then, that I have decided to defy my masters. I will do what I can to aid the Allied Kingdoms, but do not tarry. When the Three realize I have betrayed them, they will become suspicious. You must reach them while they are still preoccupied with Kalapacs. Do you know the way?” 
 
    “Not from here,” I said. There was, of course, no definite “way” to the mirror room, but I had memorized the number of steps in each direction from the irasjel. Both Tudat Zavar and the irasjel were fixed points, which meant that if I could get the Shifting Castle to respond to my thoughts as the Messenger had, I could get to the Three—but only if I knew where I was starting from. 
 
    “Come,” the Messenger said, stepping past me toward a stone wall. As he did, a door materialized. He opened it and we followed him through into a hallway. After several twists and turns, we reached the passage that led to the dungeon. 
 
    “I can find the mirror room from here,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” the Messenger said. “Now I must go to Konyvtar.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Before you go, you must release Timea. It is my fault she is here. If we fail in this, perhaps she might someday lead the fight against the Three again.” 
 
    “I risk being discovered if I tarry.” 
 
    “Please. It will only take a moment.” 
 
    The Messenger sighed. “Very well. Go!” The Messenger turned and ran down the passage toward the dungeon. 
 
    “Now what?” Rodric asked. 
 
    “Now we will see if I can convince this castle to take us where we need to go. This way.” I led them back down the hall until we reached a dead end. 
 
    “Is this not the way we came?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “The way we came doesn’t exist anymore,” I said. “But there is a door here.” I reached out as if attempting to grasp a doorknob. For an instant, I was all but certain our quest was going to end here, with me banging my fists against a stone wall that stubbornly refused to turn into a door. But suddenly a door appeared, just as I had imagined it. Ilona and Rodric gasped in unison. I opened it and peeked into the hall beyond. It appeared to be empty. 
 
    “You will have to lead the way, Rodric. I will bring up the rear. Keep your bow at the ready, and be prepared to shoot to kill. If the alarm is raised, we are finished. I cannot use magic without drawing the attention of the Three, so we must be quick, quiet, and deadly.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-seven      
 
    Rodric nodded and slipped past me. Ilona, gripping her fighting stick, went after him. I followed a few steps behind. In response to my mental commands, the hall turned into a staircase that led several flights upward. I noticed, though, that the staircase was less steep than I had imagined, and it curved slightly to the right. It seemed that the castle had its own ideas about how to get me where I needed to go. I suspected that this was not malevolence but rather a sort of aesthetic pride: the castle wished to make my journey not just efficient, but also pleasing to the senses. I had noticed during my previous visit that the castle possessed a penchant for wide open courtyards, ballrooms and banquet halls, even when a narrow, torchlit hallway would suffice. Whether this was prompted by concerns about security or merely whimsy, it meant that it would be very difficult to get to the mirror room without encountering any sentries. 
 
    The stairway ended at a door, which Rodric opened a crack. He peeked through and then closed it again. “Open courtyard,” he said. “I saw no sentries, but a tower overlooks the whole place and there is no cover to speak of.” 
 
    “We’ll try another way,” I said, heading back down the stairs to a landing that wasn’t there a minute earlier. There was another door here, and I opened it a crack to peek through. It led to a huge hall whose vaulted ceiling was held up by massive marble pillars. If we could cross to the other end, we’d have covered over half the distance between us and the mirror room. I saw two sentries, but they were halfway down the hall and heading away from us. 
 
    “Quickly,” I said, pulling the door open wide. “Run to the fourth set of pillars. Then hide and wait for the sentries to pass back this way.” 
 
    Rodric and Ilona nodded, and we ran stealthily down the hall, reaching the pillars just before the sentries stopped at the far wall. Then suddenly the ceiling opened up to a clear blue sky and the pillars shriveled and disappeared. The sentries, some hundred feet away at the end of the hall, turned and started back toward us. We stood in the middle of the hall, bathed in sunshine, with nowhere to hide.  
 
    The first arrow hit the man on the left in the chest before he could even open his mouth. The second went down the other’s throat. They both fell to the ground, gasping and groaning. Ilona was already running toward them, stick in hand. I ran after her, and Rodric followed. A door behind the two men swung open, and another sentry stepped through, sword drawn. Seeing us rushing toward him, he tried to retreat, pulling the door closed behind him. Ilona slammed into the door, crushing his arm and causing him to drop his sword. She pulled the door open again and stepped aside. The man lunged toward her, but then an arrow sank into his left eye. He stumbled backwards and fell to the ground, dead. I broke the neck of the man with the arrow in his mouth, and the three were silent. 
 
    “This way is clear!” said Ilona. “Let’s go!” 
 
    We followed her into a small octagonal room that was lit by a chandelier hanging overhead. In each of the eight walls was a door. 
 
    “Do you get the feeling the castle is toying with us?” 
 
    “Testing us, maybe,” I said. “I think if it wanted us dead, we would already be so.” 
 
    “What do you think it wants?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “I haven’t a clue,” I replied, regarding the seven closed doors. 
 
    “Perhaps we should ask it?” Rodric suggested. 
 
    “That’s actually not a bad idea,” I replied. Louder, I said, “Castle, what is it that you want?” 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. Then the door second on our right swung open, revealing an open, sunny space. Rodric backed away, readying his bow. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said, stepping toward the door. “I think it’s trying to show us something.” I walked through the doorway and found myself in an open-air courtyard filled with trickling fountains, marble statues of various exotic creatures, and well-manicured bushes. It was a beautiful place, but it struck me as profoundly sad. 
 
    “Look,” said Ilona, pointing toward a wall in the distance. I saw that the entire courtyard was surrounded by a solid wall on which an incredibly detailed mural was painted. As I walked toward it, I saw that the figures on the mural were moving: well-dressed men and women chatted on benches, eating and drinking while children ran and played around them. The scenes were so vivid I felt I could almost hear the sounds of the park. 
 
    “Is it… lonely?” Ilona asked, coming alongside me. 
 
    Watching as the scene on the wall played out, it was hard to come to any other conclusion. 
 
    “Do you think this is what the castle was like before the Three arrived?” 
 
    “It could be,” I replied. “The castle seems to have been designed to serve many people. In their paranoia, the Three kicked everyone out. Now there is no one left here but the Three and their guards, who are hardly even human anymore.” 
 
    “Maybe when the Three are gone, it can be like this again,” Rodric said. 
 
    “We are going to try to give you what you want,” I said to the castle. “We intend to kill the Three and make this place like it was before they came. But you need to help us. If any of the guards raise the alarm, the Three will know we are here. We must get to them without them knowing, and quickly!” 
 
    Nothing happened. The scene continued to unfold on the mural around us, but the rest of the courtyard was still. I looked back the way we had come, but the door was gone. We were trapped. Had I miscalculated? Was the castle more loyal to the Three than I thought? 
 
    Then suddenly fountains and statues melted away. The walls on either side of us began to close in so rapidly that I feared we would be crushed. But they stopped, creating a long, narrow passageway. At the end of it was a door. 
 
    “Onward!” I cried, breaking into a run. Rodric and Ilona followed. I reached the door and threw it open. I saw nothing but a glowing blue light. I took a step forward and found myself in the mirror room. The faces of the Three were all around me. They appeared to be sleeping. 
 
    “What the devil…?” Rodric said. I turned, but could not see him. The faces surrounded me, anywhere I looked. Their eyes were closed. I felt Ilona brush against my right shoulder, but I could not see her either. 
 
    “Is this… them?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “This is the Three. Fortunately, they are unaware of us, because their attention is focused on Konyvtar. The images seem to be an illusion brought about by an enchantment on the room. It prevents sorcerers from shifting here, because it is impossible to see what the room looks like.” 
 
    “Can you undo it?” 
 
    “I could, but I would need to use magic, and they would sense it. Ilona, this place is filled with tvari. Can you feel it?” 
 
    There was a pause. “Yes.” 
 
    “I think if you absorb the tvari, the illusion will dissipate. Try it.” 
 
    “I do not know how.” 
 
    “It is the same principle as drawing tvari from the orb, but you must draw it from the air around you.” 
 
    “All right. I will try.” 
 
    A moment later, I felt the tvari move like a breeze around me. But as Ilona pulled tvari toward her, more rushed in. The sheer amount of power that surrounded us was incredible. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “Keep going.” 
 
    Tvari rushed around me and through me as Ilona continued to draw it in. I had never experienced so much power. I had never completely believed that Tudat Zavar was running out of tvari, but I’d had no idea how right I was. The rate at which tvari continued to flow around us, replacing what Ilona had taken, suggested that there was enough tvari left in Tudat Zavar to heal Orszag and probably Veszedelem as well. At last the flow began to ebb, and the illusion around us flickered. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “You’ve almost got it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much more I can take in,” Ilona said. “It’s getting… difficult.” But as she spoke, the faces around us flickered again and then disappeared entirely. Ilona emitted a gasp. 
 
    We were standing in a dome-shaped chamber, perhaps forty paces in diameter, the sides of which were composed of something that looked like white marble flecked with blue streaks. The streaks moved and shifted like slow-motion waves. The floor below us was an impossibly clear sheet of crystal, below which was an inverted version of the chamber we were in. It took me a moment to realize we were inside a huge sphere. Tudat Zavar was not a fountain at all, but a sphere—a gigantic, hollow version of the orb. In the center of the crystal floor stood an obsidian dais with three thrones facing outward, each at right angles to the ones next to it. The dais was ringed by a series of three concentric steps made from the same black stone. The thrones facing us held the three pale, atrophied beings I recognized as the Three. The one facing us was Nyelv. To his left sat Szev, and to his right was Hallas. The eyes of Szev and Hallas were closed; only Nyelv seemed to be awake.  
 
    “What now, Konrad?” Rodric asked, his bow at the ready. 
 
    I was about to answer when the one called Nyelv opened his eyes. Terror seized me. My plan depended on the Three being distracted with the attack on Kalapacs. The other two still seemed to be in their reverie, but even one of the Three was more than I could handle. 
 
    “Yes, Konrad,” said Nyelv, his eyes alighting on me, a cruel smile on his lips, “what now?”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-eight         
 
    I stared at him, my mind racing. Had we awoken him from his reverie somehow? Or was the attack on Kalapacs going so poorly that his attention was no longer needed there? To my left stood Rodric, his bow trained on Nyelv. To my right was Ilona, half in a daze, her arms outstretched and her body tense as she continued to pull tvari into herself. 
 
    Nyelv got to his feet and took a step down from the dais and towards me. “Is something wrong, Konrad?” he asked with mock concern. “Are things not going as planned?” The other two members remained seated and still, their eyes closed.  
 
    I assured myself his confidence was a bluff. It had to be. “While your attention is here,” I said, “your holy city in Konyvtar is being overrun.” 
 
    Nyelv chuckled. “I think my cohorts have the matter in hand, now that I have eliminated a particular strategic weakness.” As he spoke, something began to materialize in front of me. It was a man, his torn cloak stained with blood. His face was covered with burn scars. He emitted a gasp and then fell to the crystal floor, still. 
 
    “Is that…?” asked Rodric. 
 
    “The one called the Messenger,” I said. “But why?” 
 
    “There is no need to play the fool,” said Nyelv. “We know he betrayed us.” 
 
    “Konrad,” said Ilona, eyes closed, her voice strained. “I do not know how much more I can take. If I let it go, I’m afraid….” 
 
    “It’s all right, dear,” Nyelv said, taking another step down and toward Ilona. “I know it can be tiring. You have done very well. Come, we have prepared a seat for you.” I realized then that there were not three thrones, but four—one was hidden from us, facing the opposite direction as the one on which Nyelv had been seated. 
 
    An arrow shot across the room, embedding itself in Nyelv’s chest. He frowned, gripped the arrow by the shaft, and threw it to the floor. He made a sign with his hand, and half a dozen men rushed into the sphere from somewhere and seized Rodric. Rodric struggled but could not escape. One of the men struck him on the temple with the pommel of his sword, and he went limp. They took his bow and let him fall to the floor. I wanted to help him, but was afraid of what Nyelv would do with Ilona. 
 
    Ilona. My heart sank as I began to understand what was happening. “You planned this,” I said. “You didn’t want the orb. You wanted Ilona.” 
 
    “Of course we planned it!” Nyelv snapped, turning toward me again. “This is what we do, Konrad! Everything happens according to our plan. Did you really think you could come to us and haggle over your fate, as if we were petty royalty or barbarian chiefs? We are gods!”  
 
    “No,” I said. “You may have been considered such once, but you have grown weak….” 
 
    Nyelv made a dismissive gesture. He turned back to Ilona, taking another step toward her. She remained frozen in place, fighting to keep control over the tvari she had absorbed. I readied myself to cast a spell against Nyelv, although I knew I had almost no chance of beating him in a duel. I had barely defeated Timea, and she had told me each of the Three were vastly more powerful than she. 
 
    “It is true that over the centuries, our ability to absorb tvari from Tudat Zavar has diminished,” said Nyelv, regarding Ilona. “As a result, our power has waned—in Konyvtar, in Orszag and in the other worlds as well. It was time to add a new member to our collective, to rejuvenate ourselves. It is amusing to think that were it not for you, Konrad, we may have had to settle for this pathetic creature.” He gestured disdainfully toward the corpse of the Messenger, bleeding on the crystal floor.  
 
    “Konrad, please,” Ilona murmured. “I can’t….” 
 
    Nyelv held out his hand. “Come, dear one. You do not need to struggle any longer. Sit with us and release the power.” 
 
    “You… want me to become… like you?” 
 
    “We want you to become us,” said Nyelv. “A new godhead. Where once there were Three, now there will be Four. More powerful than we ever were before. We will rule the five worlds with absolute authority, and, with the power you bring, create entire new worlds to dominate.” 
 
    “No,” Ilona murmured weakly. “I can’t…” 
 
    “How long have you known?” I asked. I needed time to think. If I could keep Nyelv talking, perhaps I could still find a way out of this.  
 
    Nyelv turned to me again. “When the Messenger failed to apprehend you in the desert, we suspected he was plotting against us. While you were leading your campaign against the Vadaki, we were communing with our agents who remained on Orszag. We knew of Arnyek and the orb, but then we learned of the existence of a woman who could act as a reservoir for tvari. We no longer had any trustworthy agents who were capable of traveling between worlds, but we suspected we could use Timea to manipulate you into bringing her here.” 
 
    “Timea knew?” 
 
    “Did you suppose she’d had a genuine change of heart since you fought? She agreed to tell you to bring Ilona in exchange for a quick and painless death. She will have it, once Ilona joins us. As will you, Konrad, if you cooperate.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Arnyek remains a threat. He must be brought here so that we can bind him. That was your plan anyway, was it not? To bring Arnyek here to kill us? It might have worked if your diversion had been successful, but alas. The Messenger is dead and the Vadaki are even now crushing Kalban’s army. Bring Arnyek to us and we will ensure that he will never again threaten your world. And with Ilona’s help, we will restore both Orszag and Veszedelem to their former state.” 
 
    “But under your dominion.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you will suffer. And Orszag will have to be destroyed. We cannot risk Arnyek getting the orb.” 
 
    “If I bring you Arnyek, will you let Ilona go?” 
 
    Nyelv laughed. “Certainly not. But of course, in the end it will be Ilona’s decision. What do you say, dear?” 
 
    Ilona’s body twitched unnaturally as tvari continued to pour into her. “Konrad, I cannot fight it,” she gasped. “The power is too much….” 
 
    “Sit, dear one,” Nyelv said. “Let it go. We will take the burden from you.” 
 
    “You must not do it, Ilona,” I said. “Fight them!” 
 
    “How long do you think she can fight, Konrad? A minute? An hour? A day? A year? We are eternal, and we will be waiting.”  
 
     “There must be another way,” I pleaded. “I will bring you Arnyek. I will bring you the orb. I will join you myself!” 
 
    “No, Konrad!” Ilona gasped. “I will try….” 
 
    “I started all of this,” I said. “It is my fault Arnyek was freed. Ilona is innocent. Take me instead.” 
 
    “That is a touching gesture,” said Nyelv, “but you would be a poor substitute. You are not even a true sorcerer.” 
 
    “And what am I, Nyelv?” said a voice from behind me. “I am offended you did not even consider me for the position.” I turned to see Timea walking into the room. 
 
    “You silly old hag,” said Nyelv, turning to face her. “If you had any sense, you’d had have fled back to your own world the moment the Messenger unlocked your cage. There is no redemption for you here.” 
 
    “I do not seek redemption. I know I cannot defeat you, but I can take what you desire.” She raised her hand toward Ilona. Nyelv was momentarily speechless. It seemed that in all their deliberations, the Three had not foreseen this possibility. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “Please, Timea, this is not the way!” 
 
    “It is the only way,” Timea said, her eyes still fixed on Ilona. “If this one joins them, they will be become more powerful than you can imagine. Now flee! I will not escape this place, but you must flee to fight them another day.” 
 
    “I will not let you kill her,” I said. “I have been guilty of using Ilona as a pawn myself, and I will not let it happen again. If you do this, you are no better than the Three, and I will fight you with all that I have.” 
 
    “This is foolishness, Konrad!” Timea said. “We must be united against the Three or we will all be destroyed!” 
 
    “Then fight with me. I will leave this place as you ask, but you must promise not to harm Ilona.” 
 
    Ilona looked from Timea to me, and then back to Nyelv. Nyelv stood with his hands raised, ready to counter Timea’s spell. 
 
    “Go, then!” Timea snapped. “I will hold them as long as I can.” With this, she loosed a bolt of lightning that struck Nyelv, sending him sprawling to the floor. 
 
    “I will be back, Ilona!” I said. “You must fight them!” I brought to mind the ruins of Nagyvaros, and a moment later I stood amid them. Ahead of me loomed the fortress inside which labored Arnyek’s horde.  
 
    I did not know why I had come here. This place held nothing for me. I had been a fool to think I could outmaneuver the Three. Even Timea’s assistance would avail me nothing. If she was not dead already, she would be before I could bring Arnyek to the Three. If I returned, Nyev would kill me as well. And then he would bind Arnyek. The Three would absorb Ilona and her power. Kalban’s forces would be obliterated, and the Three would rule all five worlds forever. 
 
    So I walked aimlessly through the rubble of a once-great city. A city I had failed to protect. A city that had been destroyed because of me. A city torn apart by monsters. 
 
    A city torn apart by monsters. 
 
    Of course. The Three were clever, but they had not foreseen every possibility. Nyelv’s reaction to Timea’s interference had demonstrated that. I hadn’t been wrong in thinking I could outmaneuver them; I’d just been insufficiently audacious. If the Three wanted a fight, I would give it to them. 
 
    I summoned a kovet to carry me above the fortress. Looking down, I saw the horde still toiling away. Thousands of deadly monsters all working together, united by a single will. 
 
    Arnyek. 
 
    Konrad. Have you come to fulfill our bargain? 
 
    Yes, but I must request a small modification to the terms. 
 
    You are having second thoughts? 
 
    No, but there has been a complication. I will give you Orszag after you kill the Three. But the Three are stronger than I expected. We must break their hold on another world before we confront them. 
 
    Then let us be done with it. Release me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-nine              
 
    I materialized at the site of Kalban’s camp, just outside of Kalapacs. In the distance, I could see his army surrounding the city. It was clear even from here that the attack was not going well. The walls appeared undamaged, and I saw no functioning catapults or siege towers outside the city. Meanwhile, arrows, bolts and stones continued to pelt the army from the towers and from inside the city. 
 
    I summoned a kovet to carry me over the city, uncaring if I were seen, but conjuring a shield to protect me from any stray projectiles. I flew to the center of the city, alighting on the main dome of the structure that I knew from Kalban’s description was the temple of the Cult of the Three. From here, I could see most of the city. Lining the tops of the walls were hundreds of Vadaki soldiers. Many more manned bolt throwers and catapults. In front of the temple, a congregation of many thousands of citizens had gathered around a dais, where a priest led them in chants of praise to the Three and exhortations of victory. The Vadaki were about to go on the offensive. 
 
    “People of Kalapacs,” I said, using a spell to amplify my voice to a thunderous roar. Those below who were not already staring at the man who had just alighted atop the temple now turned toward me en masse. Most of the soldiers on the ground and many on the wall turned my way as well. 
 
    “You have been lied to by the priests of the Cult of the Three.  The Three are false gods who rule through violence and fear. For far too long, they have been allowed to get away with their blasphemy and lies. Today is a day of reckoning. The army of the Allied Kingdoms has been sent to free you from your captivity to this repulsive Cult and its wicked priests. Today the Temple of the Three will be torn down and the walls of Kalapacs destroyed. The priests of the Three will be slaughtered along with anyone who raises a weapon against the army at your gates. Repent of your worship of the Three and throw down your arms, or you will be destroyed. I am Konrad the Sorcerer, and I have spoken.” 
 
    I reached into the in-between and pulled Arnyek through, so that he stood next to me, overlooking the city. 
 
    “The priests and the men in red and black armor,” I said. “But only those holding weapons.” 
 
    “The priests as well?” 
 
    “No. Kill all the priests.” 
 
    “Very well. I am ready.” 
 
    I reached into the in-between and pulled Arnyek’s horde through. All around the temple, thousands of monsters of a hundred different kinds appeared—bashers, climbers, flyers and scrappers. Great beasts with heads like hammers and sleek murderous things with razor-sharp claws. Giant spiders and wyverns and gelatinous blobs and scores of other hideous aberrations. Several of the biggest mashers immediately went to work demolishing the temple, while others fanned out toward the walls. The rest of the monsters sought out the nearest men in purple robes or Vadaki armor and tore them apart. The monsters encircled the contingent of infantrymen at the gate and began to devour them. At first the men tried to fight, but it was clearly hopeless. Many threw down their weapons. Meanwhile the mashers set to work punching holes in the walls. The battle would be over in minutes. 
 
    “That’s enough,” I said. 
 
    “You wish me to call them back?” 
 
    “No. Let them be. But we must leave.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    I brought Ilona to mind, and a moment later Arnyek and I were standing in the throne room of the Three. We were on the opposite side of the room from where we had entered before. Across the room, Timea lay limp on the floor next to the Messenger. A dozen dead sentries lay strewn across the room. I did not see Rodric. Nyelv was helping Ilona into the throne intended for her.  
 
    “Get away from her!” I roared. 
 
    Nyelv straightened to look at me, letting Ilona slump into her seat. She was pale and her body shook. She was still fighting to hold onto the tvari, but she would not last much longer. On either side of her, the other two members of the Three remained in their reverie. Across the room, Rodric struggled to his feet; he had been hidden by the thrones. His face was bloody, but he did not seem seriously injured. 
 
    “Konrad,” Nyelv said with a smile. “I was beginning to doubt that you would return. And you have brought Arnyek with you, as I requested. Very good. If you assist me in binding the demon, perhaps we could find a role for you. We will need a new Messenger, as well as a new guardian of Konyvtar.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “This is what is going to happen: Arnyek is going to kill each of your cohorts, and then he is going to kill you.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Konrad,” said Nyelv. “I easily defeated Timea by myself. Do you think I cannot hold you off until my cohorts return from their victory in Konyvtar?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I said.  
 
    Nyelv shrugged and threw a fireball at Arnyek. Engulfed in flames, Arnyek staggered backwards and fell to the ground. I was close enough that the heat singed my eyebrows. I doused the fire and attempted to send a wave of kinetic energy toward Nyelv, but he blocked the spell. Arnyek got to his feet. Nyelv struck him with lightning and then tried to stop my heart, but I blocked him. Arnyek fell, a mass of charred flesh. A moment later he got to his feet again. The charred tissue fell away, and he was as before. Arnyek began to walk toward Szev, who sat to Ilona’s right. 
 
    “This is pointless,” said Nyelv, raising his hand again. “We are in a deadlock. When my cohorts… return… I…” Nyelv trailed off, a puzzled expression on his face. 
 
    “What is wrong, Nyelv?” I ask. “Are things not going according to plan?” 
 
    “Momentary… weakness,” muttered Nyelv. “Ilona cannot last much longer. Then we shall have unlimited power.” With some difficulty, he summoned another fireball. 
 
    “There is no ‘we,’ Nyelv. You are alone. Are you not curious why it is taking your cohorts so long to return from Konyvtar? Perhaps you should go there yourself to make sure your great victory is occurring as expected.” 
 
    Nyelv threw the fireball at Arnyek, and the demon fell again to the floor, engulfed in flames. He was now on the dais, only a few paces from the throne. The effort caused Nyelv to stagger. “What… did… you do?” he gasped. 
 
    “I cut the legs out from under your specious religion,” I said. “Your last few followers in Konyvtar are even now desperately disavowing you. What little power you have left to pull tvari from Tudat Zavar is dissolving.” Rodric had crept past Hallas toward Ilona. 
 
    “No,” gasped Nyelv, falling to his knees. He began to crawl toward his cohort to Ilona’s right. “Come back!” he cried. “Wake up!” But the two figures remained insensate. 
 
    “Kon… rad…” murmured Ilona. “I… can’t…” 
 
    “It’s all right, Ilona,” Rodric said. He took her hand and sank to his knees before her. “I am here.” 
 
    Arnyek had gotten to his feet again, and was walking toward Szev. Nyelv watched, terror-stricken, now too weak to summon a spell. “Wake… up!” he cried again.  
 
    I do not know if they heard him or if they returned because there was nothing more they could do in Konyvtar, but suddenly their eyes fluttered open. Szev opened his mouth to scream as Arnyek reached out and touched him on the shoulder. In an instant, he turned to dust. Arnyek stood and began to walk toward Nyelv. Hallas struggled to get out of his throne.  
 
    “Ilona!” Nyelv cried, backing away from Arnyek. “Release the tvari. Join us. Szev is gone, but together we can still be the Three!” 
 
    “We have them beat, Ilona,” I said. “Just a little longer.”  
 
    “You can do it, Ilona,” Rodric said. “Hold on.” 
 
    Grim determination came over Ilona’s face, and I knew at that moment that the Three were defeated. She was stronger than she realized. She would hold out as long as it took. 
 
    Nyelv, evidently coming to the same realization, threw a hurried fireball toward Ilona and Rodric. I caused it to disperse harmlessly before it reached them, but the momentary diversion allowed Nyelv to flee. He reached the edge of the sphere and abruptly disappeared. I started after him, but then stopped. I could not be certain Arnyek would not try to kill Ilona next. But he walked past her and Rodric toward Hallas, who had fallen from his throne and was trying to crawl away. Arnyek walked past him and stopped, blocking his way. Hallas cowered from him and feebly tried to retreat. Arnyek reached down and touched him on the heel. Hallas too crumbled to dust. 
 
    Trusting that Arnyek was not interested in Ilona, I ran after Nyelv. As I struck the edge of the orb, I found myself in a long hallway, dimly lit by torches. At the far end was a door. Nyelv opened it, letting in a blinding burst of sunlight. A moment later, the door was closed and he was gone. I cursed and ran toward it. 
 
    Throwing open the door, I saw that it opened to a semicircular stone balcony with no railing. In the distance was a range of vast snowy mountain peaks. As I stepped through the doorway, Nyelv disappeared over the edge. I cursed. The drop-off had to be several hundred feet. Was Nyelv immortal even outside Tudat Zavar? I did not know. Presumably there was a reason the Three never left this place, but for all I knew, Nyelv might survive the fall. I stepped to the edge and saw no sign of him in the canyon below. I could go after him, but I did not dare leave Arnyek with Rodric and Ilona for long. I turned and walked back to the door. 
 
    As I reached for the door, I heard something behind me. Turning, I saw that a man-sized platform had arisen from the chasm. On it was the broken, bloody form of Nyelv. The platform rose slightly above the level of the balcony and then tilted, dumping Nyelv back onto the stone surface. Nyelv stirred and then emitted a faint groan. 
 
    “It seems the castle is not through with you yet,” I said. 
 
    Nyelv lifted his head to look at me. “Please,” he gasped. “I am no threat to you any longer. Just let me die.” 
 
    Behind me, I heard the door open. 
 
    “I am sorry, Nyelv,” I said, “but I have seen men come back from the dead. I do not do this out of malice or vengeance, but merely precaution. I know that you understand. You would have destroyed my world to prevent the infection of sorcery from spreading to yours. Now, to ensure that your brand of evil never arises again in this or any other world, I must destroy you.” 
 
    Arnyek stepped next to me, regarding the piteous figure at our feet. 
 
    “Do it,” I said. Without ceremony, Arnyek took a step forward, knelt down next to Nyelv, and touched him on the shoulder. I watched as the last of the Three turned to dust. 
 
    “I have met my side of our bargain,” Arnyek said, looking up from the remains of Nyelv. “Now it is time for you to meet yours.” 
 
    “I beg your indulgence for one moment longer, Arnyek,” I said, as I turned back to the door. “There is one last thing I must do.” I hurried down the hall back toward the blue glow. It was noticeably dimmer now, and when I stepped inside, I saw that the walls of the sphere had faded almost to transparency. Ilona had absorbed nearly all the tvari from Tudat Zavar. She sat now in almost total darkness, eyes closed, still engaged in her serene struggle. Rodric sat at her feet, holding her hands in his. As I approached, the last of the light faded, and we were in darkness. 
 
    “It’s over, Ilona,” I said. “You can let it go.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty      
 
    The chamber was filled with a light so brilliant that it seemed to go right through me. I clamped my eyes shut, but it made no difference. The light was everywhere, coming from every direction at once. And it was more than light: it was power, life, reality itself, pulsating, growing, healing, nourishing. I felt like my whole body was being torn apart and put back together again, stronger than before. I felt like I was being born. I felt like falling to my knees. I felt like weeping. 
 
    “Please,” said Arnyek quietly from behind me. “It is too much.” His voice was tinged with agony. I had seen him burned, blasted and torn apart, and this was the first time I’d ever heard any evidence he was in pain. 
 
    “Then we shall go,” I said. “It is time for us to complete our bargain.” Having absorbed as much tvari as I could handle, I sent my mind to the in-between and pulled Arnyek with me. After an instant, we were back on the hill overlooking the city of Kalapacs. In the short while we were gone, the monsters had knocked more than a dozen holes in the wall, and soldiers from the army of the Allied Kingdoms were pouring into the city. The battle was over.  
 
    “Summon your horde,” I said to Arnyek. 
 
    A moment later, the monsters ceased what they were doing and began to move as one toward us. Soldiers moved out of the way as they pushed through the gaps in the wall and rushed up the hill toward us. Soon the horde surrounded us, every terrible beast waiting in silent expectation for Arnyek’s next command. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 
    “We are ready,” said Arnyek. 
 
    I closed my eyes and sent my mind again to the in-between. A moment later, I was on a rocky mountain peak, surrounded by the ruins of an ancient stone building. The sky was a featureless dull brown. Arnyek’s horde was scattered across the mountaintop. Arnyek stood next to me. Everything around us seemed washed out and unreal—even more so than Veszedelem when I had last been there.  
 
    “What is this place?”  
 
    “It is Orszag, as I have promised. We are at a place once called Magas Komaron.”  
 
    “What has happened to it?” 
 
    “Only the passage of time.” 
 
    “You have cheated me.” 
 
    “Not at all. I have complied precisely with the terms of our agreement. Orszag is yours. You wished to destroy the world to end the suffering of your horde. You may do so.” 
 
    “Where is the orb?” 
 
    “I do not know, but I believe it is close by. Can you not sense it?” 
 
    Arnyek turned and walked some distance to his right, the horde parting silently in front of him. “Here,” he said, pointing to the ground. “Dig.” 
 
    A massive scaly thing with a huge horn in place of a nose began to break up the earth in the area where he had pointed. When it had dug down a few feet, it backed away and several other creatures removed dirt from the hole. A mushroom-like monopod reached into the hole and extracted a fist-sized crystal orb. It extended its tentacle toward Arnyek, who took the orb into his hand. He gazed into the orb for a moment and then cast his eyes toward the horizon. 
 
    “Is anyone else still alive in this world?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “It has been dead for a long time. As you said, all things must come to an end.” 
 
    Arnyek nodded. “All has unfolded as it must. It is time for the end of all things.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this, Arnyek,” I said. “I know that you and your people have suffered terribly, and I cannot make this choice for you. But there is value in living, in surviving, in fighting, even when there is pain.” 
 
    “We have suffered enough.” 
 
    “Very well. I will not try to stop you.” 
 
    “You have suffered as well, Konrad. More than many of these. I see it on your face, beneath the markings. You have struggled many years in a fight not of your choosing, much as I have. There is no shame in wanting it to end.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Many times I have wanted that, but I am not like you, Arnyek. You were created with a clear purpose. I was not. I fell into my role by accident, or at least so it seems to me. Maybe there are true gods who direct the destiny of those such as I, but they have not yet deigned to make themselves known to me. So I will struggle on and hope for the best. Goodbye, Arnyek.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. A moment later, I was back in Eredet. If Rodric and Ilona hadn’t been there, I would have thought I’d made a mistake. The crystal floor was gone, replaced by a perfectly manicured lawn ornamented with sculptures and fountains. A clear blue sky was visible overhead, and all around us were snow-covered mountains. A cool breeze wafted past. The thrones had vanished, and there was no sign of the remains of the Three or the other dead. Ilona and Rodric ran to embrace me. 
 
    “Konrad!” Rodric cried. “Where is Arnyek?” 
 
    “What matters is not where he is, but when.” 
 
    Rodric released me and regarded me skeptically. “All right. When is he?” 
 
    “About ten thousand years in the future,” I replied. 
 
    “Ah. Then I suppose we don’t have to worry about him for a while.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “The castle did a little cleaning,” Ilona said, as I stared at the mountains in the distance. 
 
    “So I see. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Wonderful. Konrad, this place is so beautiful, I am not sure I want to leave.” 
 
    “I think the castle is trying to make it more welcoming, now that the Three are gone,” Rodric said. “Look.” He started across the lawn, and we followed. As we neared the stone border of the lawn, the top of a wide granite staircase with metal railings came into view. Looking down from the landing, I could see that it snaked back and forth down the mountain into the canyon below.  
 
    “There is one on each corner,” Rodric said. “It will be a quite a climb, but the view is well worth it.” 
 
    “And I suspect the castle has many more surprises in store now that it is no longer constrained by the demands of the Three,” Ilona added. 
 
    “You did well, Castle,” I said into the air. “I am sorry I do not know your name, but we thank you.” 
 
    “And we hope you have many visitors soon,” said Ilona. “You have created a beautiful place for them.” 
 
    “Let us hope no other false gods decide to set up shop,” Rodric said. 
 
    I shook my head. “For better or worse, Tudat Zavar is gone. The source of the Three’s power is no more.” 
 
    “But then… what of the curse affecting Orszag?” Ilona asked.  
 
    I smiled. “Let us see.” 
 
    A moment later, we were back in the courtyard of Magas Komaron. But things were different now: the sun was brighter, the sky was clearer, and the air was fresher. The fruit trees rustled in the breeze, and birds sang in the branches. Everything was more vivid, more vital, more real. The curse had been lifted. 
 
    “How…” Rodric gasped. 
 
    “Ilona,” I said. “She released enough tvari to restore Orszag and, I suspect, Veszedelem as well.” 
 
    “But now it is all gone,” Ilona said. “Tudat Zavar is empty.” 
 
    “All things come to an end eventually,” I said. “But being is the purpose of tvari. Life is meant to be lived. Someday reality will fade, and we must take care not to bring that day before its time, but in the meantime we must not be afraid to live.” 
 
    “Konrad,” said Rodric from behind me, and I heard concern in his voice. I turned to see that he was crouched on a cobblestone. Something red was on his fingertips. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-one   
 
    “Inside!” I cried. “Quickly!” We ran to the main door and found it open. There was a bloody handprint on the jamb. I ran down the passage to the main hall. I threw open the door and was met by one of younger Valerite women, shakily pointing a sword at me. 
 
    “It’s all right, Luca,” said a woman’s voice from the far end of the room. “It’s only Konrad.” I saw that she was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall. Two of the other acolytes were tending to her. A man’s corpse lay on the floor in the center of the room. Luca dropped her sword and ran to Noemi, weeping. 
 
    I went to the corpse as Rodric and Ilona entered the room behind me.  
 
    “What happened?” Rodric asked, stunned. 
 
    I already knew the answer. I should have figured it out, but I’d had too many other things to think about. Nyelv had spoken of agents of the Three still in Orszag. I hadn’t thought there might be a few inside Magas Komaron.  
 
    I turned over the corpse. It was Berrant, a bloody sword still clutched in his right hand. 
 
    “He died protecting us,” Noemi said.  
 
    “Where are the others?” Rodric asked. “The other Valerites and the children?” 
 
    “They are all right,” Noemi said. “Byrn’s men took them to the tower. Young Konrad and the others are safe.” She turned to me. “I am sorry, Konrad. I knew some of our number were loyal to the Three, but I didn’t think….” 
 
    “Nor did I,” I said, as Rodric removed his cloak and draped it over Berrant. “Who was it?” 
 
    “Kristof and three others. They set upon me while I was here alone, trying to get me to tell them where it was. I refused. Berrant heard the commotion and came to aid me. Berrant wounded Kristof, and they killed him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Luca wailed. “I didn’t know what else to do!” 
 
    “What are you talking about, girl?” Rodric asked, getting to his feet. 
 
    “A few days ago, I overheard Noemi speaking with some of the others about where they’d buried the orb. I thought if I told Kristof where it was, he would let Noemi live.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Luca,” said Noemi. “You were only trying to protect me.” 
 
    “But then… they have it?” Ilona asked. 
 
    Luca nodded, sobbing. “While Dalma and Kincsco kept us here, Kristof went down to Varastis’s tomb. They took it and fled.” 
 
    I looked to Noemi, who smiled. 
 
    “No,” I said. “They don’t have it.” 
 
    “But… how do you know?” Ilona asked. 
 
    “The night before we left, I crafted a fake. A crude glass imitation. I put it in Varastis’s crypt, replacing the real one. Our intention was to guard the orb against anyone who might come to Magas Komaron to steal it. I never considered the threat would come from some of our own.” 
 
    “Then Kristof and the others have a counterfeit,” said Ilona. 
 
    “A counterfeit artifact for the worshippers of false gods,” mused Rodric. “That seems appropriate.” 
 
    “Then where is the real one?” asked Luca. 
 
    “Only Noemi knows,” I said. “I instructed her to bury the orb where no one would ever find it. Not for ten thousand years, anyway.” 
 
    “Noemi, are you hurt?” Ilona asked, approaching her. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Noemi said. But I had noticed it as well: her face was pale and her voice was weak.  
 
    “She’s not all right, Konrad,” Rodric said, kneeling down next to her. “She’s got a bad belly wound.” 
 
    “Please, don’t fuss over me,” Noemi said. “I’ve lived long enough. Long enough to see the end of the Cult of Turelem and the lifting of the curse. I do not need any more than that.” 
 
    “Konrad, we have to help her,” Ilona said. “We can do it, with the orb. We can heal her. I just need to know where it is.” 
 
    “I don’t know where it is,” I said. “I instructed Noemi not to tell me.” I was telling the truth: although I had seen Arnyek’s monsters dig up the orb, I had no idea where it was relative to where we were now; the ruins had been unrecognizable. Also, paradoxically, if we dug up the orb now, we would most likely not bury it again in the same place. In any case, even with sorcery it would take hours to find. Time that Noemi did not have, judging by the rapidly growing stain on her robe. 
 
    “Please, Noemi,” Ilona said. “Tell me where it is. I can save you. We can hide it again when we are done. Tell her, Konrad!” 
 
    “Noemi,” I said, “Ilona speaks the truth. There is no reason we can’t use the orb one last time. I will dig it up if that is what you want.” 
 
    Noemi shook her head. “No. Let it be. The orb must be kept hidden. It is fitting that the secret die with me. I only ask one thing.” 
 
    “Anything, Noemi,” Rodric said. Ilona looked like she wanted to protest, but she bit her tongue. 
 
    “Help me outside. I want to sit in the courtyard one last time, now that the curse is lifted.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rodric said. “Konrad, give me a hand.” 
 
    We helped Noemi to her feet and half-carried her to the courtyard. Her robe was drenched in blood, and she cried out in pain several times, but we managed to get her to a bench under an apple tree. She leaned back and closed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell several times as she took in the fresh, vibrant air. “It is beautiful,” she murmured, although she could see nothing. And then she was still. 
 
    We buried Berrant and Noemi there in the courtyard, with Ilona presiding over a simple ceremony. Afterwards, I shared a subdued meal with the others in the hall. I barely made it to a bed before falling asleep. 
 
    The next morning I woke up at dawn and went to the courtyard. I stood beside the graves of Berrant and Noemi and gave thanks to nameless gods for the renewed beauty of this world. While I meditated, Rodric came and stood beside me. 
 
    “I am glad that Berrant is at peace,” Rodric said. “You did not see it, but he was tormented by his failure to save Fold Alatt. He loved his people.” 
 
    “He sacrificed his city to save our world,” I said. “It is a terrible thing, but I think he knew in his heart that there was no salvation for his people. Nor for him. This world was not made for them.” 
 
    “Arnyek spoke the truth, then,” Rodric said. “Everything comes to an end.” 
 
    “So it seems.” 
 
    “Then what does any of this mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know, old friend. We are here. We are alive. The world is beautiful. Is that not enough, even if it doesn’t last?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Rodric said. Then he added, “Speaking of things coming to an end, are you retiring as a sorcerer? I do not pretend to understand all of this business about tvari, but if Tudat Zavar is empty, then can you still do magic?” 
 
    “Tvari is all around us,” I said. “But it’s true that it cannot be replenished again. When the curse returns, as it must someday, there will be no undoing it.” 
 
    “And the curse was brought about by sorcery?” 
 
    “Yes, in large part. Fortunately, I seem to be the only sorcerer left.” 
 
    “Then you plan to continue in this occupation?” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s not something I chose, Rodric. It’s something that I am, although I still often feel that I am pretending. In any case, I plan to be very sparing in employing sorcery.” 
 
    “But you do have plans in this regard?” 
 
    I grinned at him. “You are ever incisive, Rodric. I suppose you are right. It troubles me that the world must come to an end, even if it is ten thousand years away. Perhaps if I continue to study, I can find a way to renew the world after Arnyek. Or find new worlds, yet undiscovered.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    “First, I will go to Veszedelem, to see that the curse is lifted there as well. And then to the world called Konyvtar, to see if Kalban needs any help vanquishing the last of the Vadaki, and to check on Byrn and his men. And then I intend to return to the Shifting Castle. I do not yet know who built it or why, but only that it was there before the Three ever arrived on Eredet. I suspect that the castle may possess some of the answers I seek.” 
 
    “And will you ever return here?” 
 
    “I do not know, my friend. As I’ve said, I must be sparing in my use of sorcery, and I have much to learn on Eredet. I would not count on seeing me for some time. You will be all right?” 
 
    “Oh, you needn’t worry about me,” Rodric said, smiling. “I’ve got Ilona and little Konrad to keep me honest.” 
 
    “You will stay here?” 
 
    “It would be a shame to leave now, after all the effort we’ve put into making it livable.” 
 
    “Then I will know where to find you.” 
 
    “Aye, Konrad. You will know where to find me. Someday I expect to be buried right here, next to Berrant and Noemi. If I don’t see you before, maybe you can say a prayer at my grave, at the end of all things.” 
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