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Gui de to nane pronunci ations

Nane Pr onunci ati on
Laci LAHt see
Bél usz BAY- | us

Csoda szarvas

CHOH- dah SAR-vash

Zita

ZEE-tah

Judi t YU- deet
Ephrai m eh- FRY- eem
Fer enc FAI R-ent s
Mar gi t MAR- geet
Janos YAH nosh

Tur ul TOO rul

Lewy LU-ee

Er zsébet Al R zj ay- bet
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AUTHOR' S NOTES
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Wi | e archaeol ogi sts have found Roman curse tablets in Obuda,
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Part |

Top Level, H gh G ound
Laci struggled to get away, but the thing holding himonly
squeezed his shoul der tighter. The creature brought up its other
hand- -mai nl y conposed of yell owi ng bone--and cl anped down on
Laci’s other shoulder. It shoved the boy against the wall of the
cave, bruising his back, pinning himwth unbreakabl e strength.

He froze as the creature brought its head toward him The scent

of noldering cloth and spoiled earth, a graveyard snell, washed
over him
The small corner of Laci’s mnd still able to think noted

that the thing in front of himused to be a man. The fl esh of
its face had rotted off. Wuat skin persisted across its cheeks
and forehead fl apped | oosely as it noved. Its nose had been
eaten away, as had its |lips. A decaying purple velvet cap

covered its ears. Only its eyes remained alive, burning with a



blue fanatical light, studying Laci w th hunger.

“l used to be like you, once,” it hissed through broken
t eet h.

Laci bit his tongue to hold back his scream Scream ng
woul d only bring the Nazi soldiers, soldiers who would kill the
Jewi sh famlies he’d stunbl ed across hiding down here in the
caves. O it might bring Janos--his best friend, also |ost--who
he fervently hoped had found his way out of the caves by now.
| nstead, Laci swung his head wildly fromside to side, seeking a
way to escape. The light from his dropped kerosene |lantern only
illTumnated his feet. To his left lay sinister blackness. A
firelike light spilled into the darkness to his right,
flickering and reddi sh. Something waited for himthere, sitting
inthat famliar light. He could feel its draw, like a
rel entl ess undercurrent. He pushed away fromit, whatever that
unknown was, pushing hinself farther into the grasp of the thing
hol di ng him

Surprisingly, the hand holding his | eft shoul der rel eased
its grip. Laci |ooked up. The thing was slowy reaching for him
hand outstretched. The boy hit his head on the rock, straining
to get away. He flinched when gentle, cool fingers stroked his
cheek. Fear of this unexpected kindness froze himin place.

“Magi ci an.”

The word buzzed through Laci’s bones, branding him Fervent



denials ran through his head. He only played at being a
magi ci an, pretending with his friend Janos. It wasn’'t real.
Magi c wasn’t real.

The exi stence of the creature hol ding himproclainmed that
it mght be.

“Let me go,” Laci whispered. If only he could get away. He
woul d stop pretending to have power. He woul d never do anot her
ritual, no matter how nmuch Janos pleaded with him He would
forget all of Grandma Zita's stories. He would .

Flari ng bl ue eyes caught Laci’s attention. The creature
grew unnaturally still. Laci wondered what the thing struggled
agai nst .

“l cannot.” The light fromthe creature’s eyes died down
and it shook its head slowy. It brushed the back of its hand
down Laci’s armto his wist, which it then caught in a crushing
grip. It forced the boy’s armup behind his back and pushed him
down t he passage, toward the unsteady |light. The skel et al
magi ci an was stronger than the nmere bones Laci saw. The col d of
its hands ate into Laci’s shoul der and arm

St unbl i ng words acconpani ed their halting progress.

“Must take you to see . . . Bélusz.”

Laci renenbered stories from G andnother Zita about a five-

eyed denon by that nanme, whose gaze turned people to stone. The

boy struggled to get away, kicking up and rocking fromside to



side. The thing yanked on Laci’s arm pulling it higher, as if
to break it. It pushed himforward, as relentless as fate.

The passage on Laci’s right opened up to a |l arge chanber.
Three huge bonfires lit the space, as well as candles held up by
their own wax on | evel ed-off stalagmtes. Half whispers m ngled
with the crackling sounds, as if water surged nearby. The
i ntense heat caused sweat to trickle down Laci’s face. G een
not bl ack, snoke rose to the ceiling and di ssi pated. Broken
pi eces of stone statues--heads, |legs, torsos--lay scattered
across the floor. Above the cavern was a | ong open space--a dry
gallery. Alarge eagle with ill-kept feathers roosted there.

Movenent drew Laci’s gaze. There were--things--in the
chanmber. Only his special sight, the one G andnother Zita had
taught himto use, allowed himsee them More corrupted nen,

i ke the one that kept himnoving forward, blended into the
shadows, pressing against jutting rock walls. O hers, gliding in
and out of the flickering |ight, seened to be conbinations of
nmen, beast, and plant; the beak of a raven inplanted on a

nottl ed green face, a frog man with a dri pping tongue and webbed
fingers, bilious sap dripping out of a treelike knot nouth. Rank
body odor mingled with the scent of wet fur and sweet rotting
veget ati on.

Laci took shallow breaths, fighting to keep his fear from

choking him One of the creatures sidled up to them a wolf with



a man’s body. Laci found hinself instinctively pushing back
against the thing that held him as if it would protect him
Bared fangs drew closer. A snarl fromthe |upine face nade the
hairs on the back of Laci’s neck stand up. The thing kept pace
wth themfor a few steps, licking its elongated |ips, gray
feral eyes riveted on Laci’s neck. Then it abruptly stal ked of f,
melting into the darkness between the lights. Laci forced his
eyes away, keeping hinmself fromsearching for it. Death could
cone fromany of the half-seen creatures in the chanber.

Wth a shudder, he told hinself that he would not die here.
G andnot her Zita woul d be ashamed of himif they nmet in heaven
because he’d died in this place. He closed his eyes in denial,

t hen opened t hem agai n.

Hi s breath caught at the huge stone carving of a stag now
before him Its beauty nmade Laci falter. The statue caused Laci
to forget his situation, and for a nonent, it gave him hope. Its
neck curved with nore grace than a hawk's flight. The tw sts of
its antlers caught and held on to the light. Sightless eyes
adorned its elongated head, and nostrils flared for unneeded
breath far above Laci’s head. Powerful hind nuscles outlined in
cool stone bulged, nmaking it seemas if it were about to | eap.
Delicate front hooves stood am d the broken statuary and garbage
of the cave floor, as if disdaining to touch the filth.

Laci continued to stare at the stag until he realized



they’ d stopped. Only then did Laci | ook up.

Corrupt, stained, and pitted stone nade up the creature--
Bél usz, Laci assunmed. It was the antithesis of the unbl em shed
stag. Bulges, |like horns, poked out between the three craters
spaced across the denon’s forehead. Its eyes sat below this
cliff, Iike dark pools of marsh water with sliny tops and hi dden
snakes. Its nose had been broken off, so just a concave
i mpression was |eft. Craters pocked its cheeks. It snelled of
guano, sulfur, and things long buried. The arns of the rock
throne that held the denon had grooves in them worn snooth by
the creature running its fingers along them The denon’s feet
and | egs | ooked like they’d growmn fromthe earth.

“Anot her ?” Bélusz asked in a voice that rolled effortlessly
t hrough t he chanber, velvet soft and conpelling. It |eaned
forward toward Laci, the nobile stone of its lips twisted in a
sneer.

Laci’s nouth dried with fright. The pit of his stomach
dropped. Had this denon captured Janos as wel | ?

“My great bringer,” Bélusz said, its voice like silk
caressing stone. “You broke the first of the five Roman pl agues
hol ding ne. Then you brought nme the mracul ous stag, the
guardi an angel of your nation, just so | could turn it to stone.
The bird followed, but it couldn't resist ny powers either.”

A shiver ran down Laci’'s spine. The statue. It nust be the



csoda szarvas, the nythical stag who'd led the seven tribes into

Hungary. H's country’s protector. And the eagle in the dry
gal l ery above the cavern nust be Turul.

“You’ ve brought me two of the remaining plaques. Now you’ ve
brought ne this sweet boy who stinks so strongly of magic.” It
shook its head, as if in denial. “Two nagi cians. In one night.
My freedom nust be near! Ah, to feel the sun and be truly warm
again!” Bélusz held up its arnms as if receiving bl essings from
heaven. Laci winced as the other creatures in the chanber how ed
toget her. He | ooked around the roomfearfully, searching for his
friend Janos. Al he saw were denbns and gat heri ng shadows
di srupted by the bright bonfires.

Bél usz was staring at Laci when he brought his gaze back.
The ki ndness the boy saw on the denon’s face froze his soul.
Threats and anger suited that face. Benevol ence sonehow nmade it
nore ugly, unnatural, and frightening.

“Now you wi || be ny servant. You have the sight. You wil|
find the last two plaques that bind me. You will be greatly
rewar ded.”

Laci knew the only reward he’d receive at Bélusz’ hands
woul d be death. “No,” he said, surprised he could speak at al
t hrough his choking fear.

“You see what happens to those who di sobey ne,” Bél usz

said, indicating the floor of the cave, the broken statuary.



“They spilled dust |ike blood, their cracking bones the only
screans they could nmake. Can nake.”

Laci shivered at the inplication. Had all the ruined
figures been nen, turned to stone, and smashed? Wre they stil
alive? He shook his head.

“You will help me,” Bélusz continued. “You will free ne
fromthe dark, help ne destroy the land that has held ne
pri soner, pound the nmountains into sand, turn the rivers red.”

Laci tried to swallow past the sudden lunp in his throat.
The war--the Great War, as the Americans called it, or the G eat
Cat astrophe, as he personally knew it--had been raging for the
| ast four years, a lifetime for a fourteen-year-old boy. He'd
seen bodies in the streets, torn apart by shrapnel, buil dings
crunbling fromthe bonbs. He knew t he hunger of not enough food,
no place to play, no roomfor dreans. The horror of greater
destruction than what he’d al ready experienced made him
nauseous.

“1"1'l kill nmyself first,” Laci heard hinmself say. And he’'d
spoken the truth. He had so little to live for. The war had
destroyed or ruined everything he’d known. His father had been
killed in the first weeks of battle; his carefree nother had

di sappeared under the worry and strain of noving in with their

relatives; his books, toys, clothes--even his favorite foods--

all unavail able, either sold or stolen by his uncle, or denied



t hem because of their poverty.

Sonmething in Laci’s tone nust have convinced the denon that
the boy didn’t spin tales. Its aninmation gave way to stillness.
Laci could al nost believe it was a statue.

Bél usz nodded its head after a nonent and said, “A
sightless magician still has its uses.” It beckoned for the
creature holding Laci to bring himcloser.

Laci struggled to break free. The ancient nagi ci an behind
him had too tight a grip on his arns. Wien Laci dug in his
heel s, the thing nerely picked himup and presented him | egs
dangling, to the denon.

Bélusz put its finger on its lips. Its tongue rasped across
its finger as it licked it. Then, with the very tip, it touched
the center of Laci’s forehead.

The acid spittle burned Laci’s skin and sent waves of pain
t hrough his head, worse than anything he’'d ever felt. Laci
screanmed and shut his eyes. The thing hol ding himdunped hi mon
the floor. Laci slunped, crying. He brought his hands up to
cover his wound, as if hiding it mght ease the ache.

Bélusz waited until Laci only whinpered, then spoke the
words of its intended curse. “Your death belongs to ne.”

Laci didn’t pass out, though the agony inpaled him causing
the world to spin around him He opened his eyes only when he

believed the throbbing wouldn’t push them out of their sockets.



G oomfilled the cavern.

The denon had burned out Laci’s special sight. He could no
| onger see the other creatures in the cave clearly. Only dancing
si | houettes renai ned, suggestions of shapes, things that tugged
at the corners of Laci’s eyes.

That wasn’t the worst of it though. Just as darkness threw
its cloak around everything Laci |ooked at, it had reached
inside himas well. Shadows |urked and bl ooned there now. H's
soul felt heavier, as if Bélusz had wapped it, too, with a
| ayer of rock.

Bélusz had tied Laci to itself. Only it could kill him And
it would--it would turn himto stone and shatter him-even if he
obeyed the denon’s every w sh.

Bél usz | aughed. A spark of anger shot through Laci’s
consunmi ng fear and he struggled to his feet. He wanted to hurt
t he denon, but could he, without his special sight? Bélusz
didn’t seemto think so. It sneered at Laci, then raised its
arnms, |like a conductor, encouraging the creatures around it to
convol uti ons and undul ati ons. Even the thing that had caught him
joined in the frenetic dance.

Grandnother Zita' s spirit guided Laci then, alnobst as if he
heard her words directing himwhat to do. He put his finger in
his nmouth, |like a two-year old with a tough deci sion, touched

his forehead where the skin still burned, then ran it under his



eye, mxing his spit with blood and tears, a holy trinity.

Laci crept closer to the throne. The denon had turned its
head away fromthe boy. Balancing on his toes, Laci reached up a
steady hand and touched Bélusz in the center of its forehead, in
the sane place where the denon had marked him Then Laci used
t he same words. “Your death belongs to ne.”

Al the things in the cave roared. The how i ng and
cacophony rang in Laci’s ears, |ouder than any bonbing.

It’s difficult to tell when the frightful are frightened,
but Laci saw it. The denon’s eyes wi dened and its head pulled
back, like a dog that had caught an unfam |liar, threatening
scent. Wen Bélusz’ eyes grew hard and glittery, Laci ran.

Laci thought perhaps that the ancient nmagician, the forner
man that had caught himearlier, hel ped Laci escape by bl ocking
the others after the boy slid into a small tunnel just past
where he’ d been caught. Maybe it saw that its eternal m stake
was endi ng.

Laci didn’t know for sure. He just ran.



