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Epigraph


“Graveyards are the place of important and irreplaceable dreams . . .’Tis better to cherish the mundane moments of our present.”






Chapter One

The inner city was lit by pale lights illuminating an extended stretch of concrete and brick buildings. Bars covered the lower-level windows facing a busy street, and light bloomed from behind opaque windows in squat apartment blocks.

It was fully night, and cars zoomed past these austere structures making up Budapest’s Eighth district. Honking horns and squeaking brakes echoed from passing commuters as they drove home to more affluent suburbs.

The gritty streets they left behind were full of working girls, most of whom were beginning their own version of shift work in the urban environment.

Sprinkled throughout the rough area were occasional ambulance sirens, which resounded off age-old buildings as the emergency vehicles twisted through the constricted avenues of the dense central European metropolis.

This urban location was not a wealthy one. It consisted of dirty streets littered with discarded liquor bottles and vague heaps of assorted cardboard. The collected refuse of crowded tenements filled the air with a pungent stench as everyday garbage awaited pickup from rat-infested receptacles and graffiti-covered bins.

Dark shapes of numerous people ambled through the area as it closed down for the day. Urban retirees and blue-collar workers competed for space on sidewalks that offered dog excrement up to the unsuspecting shoes of plodding pedestrians.

At the intersection of a side street, dull light cascaded down from a public lamppost. To one side stood another broken lamp, so the illumination below was uneven, casting patchy shadows into the darkness of an alleyway. The barely lit side street extended back for fifty yards.

Down that alley were sets of more garbage cans and rusted bins, lined up for orderly collection in the squalid environment. Their placement made the sheltered space beyond the containers ideal for privacy in the dead-end alley, ensuring it was an oasis of calm tucked away from the prying eyes of the bustling city.

Gabor stood in that fading light of brick-lined back street. Of considerable height, he had once been a strapping man, but life on the streets had transformed him into a doddering, unhealthy vagrant. His tawdry clothes were stained with unnamable liquids, and holes in his frayed jacket revealed mismatched and layered clothing below. Beneath, hidden within his arrangement of disheveled apparel, were multitudes of pockets, stuffed with all manner of ketchup packets and seasoning supplies for future use.

On his worn and wrinkled face, Gabor wore a toothless grin. Patches of stubble grew across his ruddy cheeks, giving him a strangely merry appearance in the shifting light. Leering, he wiped away snot with a crusted half-glove as he considered his fortunes for the night.

Gabor looked down at his feet with an approving nod. Below him lay his pile of possessions, with various plastic bags holding personal items and stashes of booze. He had even managed to score a cache of expensive hand cream that someone from a local hotel had thrown away. All in all, they were the goods of someone who liked to travel light and self-medicate.

“Ha, I knew we would get it tonight,” Gabor said, his mood growing ecstatic. “Sometimes, you just gotta get here early. It’s never easy to get this spot. You just settle in after the cops come by. They clear out the competition and throw ’em in the shelters.”

Raising his bloodshot eyes, Gabor glanced to the side and met Bianka’s gaze. She was also well into midlife, and addiction issues and poor hygiene likewise marred her swaying physique. With a grimy complexion that complemented her filthy clothing, she clutched a cheap bottle of wine in her palsied fingers. Nodding vigorously, she surveyed the dirty, cold environment.

“Yeah, I’m not giving it up,” said Bianka, focusing on Gabor with a confident and dreamy smile. “Just let someone try to take this spot from us.”

Staggering toward the dead end of the alley, Bianka set down some ratty blankets in a semblance of order as she prepared for the night ahead. Still gripping the bottle, she scanned the worn walls encircling their precious sleeping spot.

Gabor nodded eagerly, his eyes catching in sudden remembrance of an important memory. Grunting, he dug into his pockets and pulled out a wad of cash. The brightly colored Hungarian banknotes were crumpled and smeared with dirt, as if they had been dipped in congealed soy sauce.

Counting carefully, he scrunched up several bills as he struggled to access distant mathematical skills in his frayed memory. Losing his place, he started over, trying again for an accurate appraisal of the money’s value.

With a frustrated grimace, Gabor gave up entirely. Stuffing the soiled cash back into his pocket, he lowered his voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “I told ya, the best way to get donations is to hound the weak ones. . .and the women. They always give something when they don’t wanna deal with us. It’s just a matter of them understandin’ that we deserve something. They got to pay the less fortunate.”

Bianka smiled at Gabor through her alcohol-dulled senses.

“You always right, Gabor,” Bianka replied, holding up her bottle and trying to read the ingredients in the fuzzy light. “Nobody is smarter than you in the whole city. Don’t know what I’d do…without you.”

Gabor beamed with modest appreciation of himself, playing the role of reluctant genius as he considered their fortunate location in this highly prized alleyway. He surveyed his surroundings like a conquering general, making sure everything was in the right place for a night of relaxed drinking and mind-numbing intoxication.

After a moment, Gabor became confused. Fiddling in his pockets, he searched for something. After the effort proved fruitless, he shrugged and leaned down to his belongings.

Pulling out a rumpled pack of cigarettes from a bag, he withdrew a bent one and expertly popped it into the corner of his mouth. After digging out a book of matches, he struggled and managed to light it on only the third try.

Leaning back, he inhaled deeply, forcing the precious smoke into his abused lungs. Grimacing, he fought the urge to cough as the toxins flooded his bloodstream. Rubbing his whiskers, he uttered a contented sigh and settled into a standing stupor.

At the entrance of the alley, from the point where it met the street, Gabor noticed something strange. The Huntsman stood in the half-light, staring down the alley toward them. Tall, even more so than Gabor, he remained still and silent as he watched the homeless couple.

Gabor squinted down at the alley’s entrance, trying to make out the odd observer. Raising his voice, his face flushed with anger. “Hey, we’re sleeping here tonight. We got it first, so get outta here.”

The darkness continued to hide their visitor, and the figure offered no response to Gabor’s claim of ownership. The silhouetted Huntsman remained unmoving, his silence making Gabor more uneasy with every passing second.

Scowling, Gabor thought for a moment. Tossing aside his cigarette, he grabbed an empty bottle from the ground. Striding to the alley wall, he smashed it against the cold stone surface.

Holding up the improvised weapon, Gabor raised his voice higher, motioning to the stranger with the jagged glass shiv. “We don’t want any trouble, but we’ll give you plenty if ya fuck with us. You don’t wanna find out the hard way. We ain’t playing with ya.”

Such a threat was not idle. Gabor had ended many fights in his life using his size and weight to devastating effect. Anyone who mattered on the streets knew better than to cross him, and this fucker would be sorry if he tried pushing them around.

But in response the observer remained silent, even as his head tilted perceptibly toward Gabor. Apparently unworried, the stranger’s face was hidden beneath the shadow of a strange hood, offering no hint of identity or intention.

Becoming animated, Bianka gestured toward the dark figure, her voice uneasy. “Gabor, maybe we should give it up. I don’t like the look of that guy.”

Stopping, then hesitantly shaking his head, Gabor stepped toward the alley’s entrance and their quiet observer.

“I said, we…” Gabor began, but his voice faded as unease crept across his features.

Up close, Gabor saw that the Huntsman was massive. His cloth hood still concealed his face, but a thick white beard spilled from under that odd-looking cowl. His build was solid, and his clothing looked strange, almost theatrical, as if he had stepped out of an ancient play.

Disturbed, Gabor saw that he looked nothing like a fellow street dweller.

Gabor stopped, unsure of how or whether to proceed. Shaking his head, he dropped the bottle and turned back toward Bianka.

Shuffling back, he motioned to the collection of their possessions on the ground. His jerky movements were hurried, his voice tight with fear. “Get our stuff together. To hell with this.”

As he came closer to Bianka, the sound of scraping footsteps echoed behind Gabor. His eyes widened, and panic crept into face as he frantically gestured toward their belongings.

Bianka didn’t seem to understand. Her intoxicated gaze met his as she smacked her lips, preparing to take another pull on her bottle.

A heavy impact struck Gabor from behind, hurling him toward Bianka. With a vicious thud, he plowed into his unaware companion, and they crashed into filthy wall behind her.

Suddenly, he was staring down at her from only inches away. A long, dark shaft protruded from his abdomen, and his eyes darted about, struggling to grasp this strange new situation.

The weapon continued onward, having also pierced Bianka. They were held up and pinned together by the long spear, with its sharp tip embedded deep into the brick behind them. The weapon’s shaft was black as night, its entire length consisting of a dark obsidian-like substance.

Jerking weakly against the shaft, the skewered Gabor looked down at Bianka. Working her jaw, she coughed violently, blood escaping in gouts from her convulsing lips.

She tried to respond to what was happening, but only strained gurgles came from her quivering mouth. Confused, broken sounds emerged from her throat, and terrified alarm altered her weathered expression as she tried to grasp her suddenly grave condition.

Gabor’s gaze dropped again, disbelief overtaking his mind as blood splashed beneath them. It felt unreal, as though he were watching something detached from himself, like a nightmare unfolding at a distance. Much like a hideous snuff film, he found himself at the center of a scene he didn’t think possible.

Peering back at Bianka, he saw that her eyes had already drifted elsewhere, and she was no longer anchored to the physical world.

Behind him, the sound of striding feet grew closer. A dark hand seized his head and wrenched it back, exposing Gabor’s pale neck. An equally black knife, of the same substance as the spear before, began to saw through his flesh, swiftly flaying the skin open and cutting into the vessels and arteries underneath. Gushing blood cascaded from the injury as Gabor vainly grabbed at both the weapon and the spurting wound.

With a savage twist of his grip, the attacker wrenched the head free from the flailing body, and Gabor’s headless corpse collapsed against his deceased girlfriend in the shadows of the alleyway.



The sun shone down on a mass of people and vehicles moving across the extensive city landscape. Tides of bodies jostled for space among buses, cars, and sidewalks beneath the cloudless sky of central Budapest.

Nearby, crowds poured out of the underground metro, colliding and separating as commuters moved in opposing directions. The dull roar of cars and beeping horns was matched by the raised voices of pedestrians going about their hectic daily schedule.

Around a central gathering point for buses and transferring workers, a series of advertising signs flickered atop buildings, parking garages, and a nearby mall. Some of the signs announced international brands, while others advertised office space or the names of specific businesses.

The controlled turmoil of the central square throbbed with people, like a living arterial delivery system for the city’s functioning body.

Through the busy streets, a tram trundled past crowds of students and workers. Intent on reaching their morning destinations, few in the bustling population paid attention to their nearby environments. Instead, they went about their mornings, and the predominant interaction between neighbors was the universal habit of scrolling on mobile phones, texting, and checking social media.

To the side of the thronging commuters sat a few elderly pensioners, along with occasional clusters of the homeless. Perched on scattered benches, both groups watched the morning travel with interest, but for entirely different reasons. The former group hoped wistfully for a time long past, while the latter longed for a different outcome in the present. In either circumstance, the mainstream commuters ignored them as they hurried through their busy lives.

Inside a clattering tram, Monica Varga stood with one hand clasped around a grab handle as the vehicle wound through cramped avenues of the bustling city. The blond twelve-year-old had sharp eyes and a precocious manner as she observed her fellow morning travelers. Dressed in a private school uniform, she stood out among the working-class riders of public transportation.

Bored, Monica let her gaze wander around the car, searching for something to occupy her interest. Focusing ahead, her eyes came to rest on the back of a shiny skull. The clean-shaven head belonged to a young woman standing directly in front of her, and on the back of her smooth scalp was a bizarre tattoo of a vicious-looking Viking with numerous bright flowers woven through its ragged beard.

The strange and colorful body art represented a cross between a bloodthirsty conqueror and a pacifistic flower child.

Monica stared at the woman for some time, contorting her features in a confused frown at the odd but intriguing artistry.

The young woman abruptly turned around, noticing Monica and glaring down at her in disapproval. Clearly unamused by the child’s attention, she lifted her lip in annoyance.

To the side, Monica’s mother tugged at her daughter’s arm in a plea for manners. In her mid-thirties, Erica Varga’s frown lines had not yet ruined her good looks, but her strained features still suggested a woman unhappy with the course of her life.

Despite her dour demeanor, Erica’s dark, shoulder-length hair remained free of gray, and she still maintained an attractive figure, one still capable of holding its own against gravity.

Erica offered the tattooed woman an apology in the form of a nod and a bashful smile. She was not exactly ashamed of Monica, but her daughter’s behavior often forced her to smooth things over in the interest of politeness.

Erica smiled to herself, realizing she was hardly the only parent accustomed to such gestures. In fact, she mused that it had become something of a pastime for many parents in today’s spoiled-child world to soothe the hurt feelings of strangers because of rude kids who never felt the need to show respect.

Monica relented and shifted her gaze away from the tattooed girl. Smirking at her mother, she scanned the car for other interesting people to watch. Nothing in the immediate area caught her attention, and her eyes drifted to the window, through which she could see hordes of intriguing possibilities hustling through the crowded streets. Life was always full of interesting sights for those willing to look, and Monica was always willing.

Frowning, Erica turned away from her daughter and stared out her own window with practiced detachment. She felt somber, her eyes jumping from one city landmark to another as the clanking vehicle lurched along the busy road.

When the tram finally came to a stop, mother and daughter waited to exit last to avoid the surge of me-first humanity moving to depart. When their turn finally came, Erica motioned for Monica to step off first in a quiet show of parental humility.

Monica smiled her thanks and stepped into the daylight, followed by her hurried mother. As they waded into the river of people, they were quickly swallowed by the surging crowd.



Much of the morning commute had wound down. Computer, phone, and souvenir shops along Hunyadi János Street displayed consumer goods from their windows but for now remained empty as the businesses waited for their first customers of the day. Bored shopkeepers stood beside their storefronts, looking disappointed and expectant.

Monica walked ahead of her mother, skipping across the cracked concrete of a disused sidewalk. She smiled back at Erica, showing off considerable agility as she pivoted and extended one leg in a mock-ballet pose.

Gathering herself, Monica performed a serviceable pirouette on the stained concrete, even managing to finish in the correct direction—toward her mom.

“Mom, why didn’t you ever take ballet classes?” Monica asked. “It’d be nice to practice with someone outside of lessons.”

Toting a heavy bag of books and struggling to keep pace with her carefree daughter, Erica wasn’t amused. Frowning, she kept her voice level. “Not everyone got to grow up in the Castle District and take private lessons, Mon. Or had parents who took turns spoiling her.”

At the mention of competing parents, Monica’s playful look melted away. Frowning, she fell into step beside her mom, adopting the monotonous walk of a gloomy urban pedestrian as she peered at the empty sidewalk.

Feeling guilty for being cross, Erica changed the subject and tried to sound more upbeat. “You’ve got that math test today, right? You ready for it?”

“Mom, I hate math. Why do I have to learn this stuff, anyhow?” Monica asked. “You don’t even remember half of it, and you’re a college professor. I gotta take my math homework to Dad most of the time.”

Erica frowned at the comment but also nodded at its truth. She couldn’t blame her daughter for being honest—and right.

“I teach English literature. Calculus isn’t exactly a requirement for my job. Besides, your dad works in insurance, so he needs those skills. Numbers were always his thing.”

Monica glanced at her mother with a skeptical eye roll, making her opinion of the explanation clear.

“Yeah, so you get my point,” Monica replied. “It’s, like, totally useless to learn math unless I wanna work with it when I’m old like you.”

The age remark did nothing to improve Erica’s mood. She looked ahead to a massive stone building, where several children were already entering through the front doors. Frowning, she felt relieved at not having to defend her math skills. Discussions of her advancing age were also best to ignore.

“Just try to get along in your classes, dear,” Erica said. “Life is full of things you don’t like to do, but you still have to anyway. It sucks, but it’s not going to change anytime soon.”

Erica and Monica moved near the front entrance of her impressive school. Erica stopped and motioned to the open door. “Besides, you got pretty good grades in math. Maybe you can grow up to be a math professor?”

Monica wrinkled her nose at the idea. Glancing around, her eyes wandered, searching for more exciting spectacles to occupy her time.

Standing at the entrance, Monica’s teacher, Andreas Horvath, waved at them. Middle-aged and paunchy, he smiled at Erica, holding his gaze on her for perhaps too long.

Monica noticed the extended stare. “Mom, Mr. Horvath is creepy. Now you know why I hate math. And his wife is even worse. She measures our skirts to make sure they fit right. Says she has to make sure we’re dressed properly, or we get sent home.”

Erica frowned as she tried to decipher the complex situation her daughter was describing. “Well, you’re always properly dressed, so no worries. Anyway, it’s your last day of school, so try to make it a good one…”

Erica trailed off as she noticed Monica was ignoring her and making eye contact with friends as they trickled in from the street. Monica smiled eagerly at each familiar face, waiting to be set free from parental prison.

“And don’t let your father get you any of that Chinese food when he picks you up. I have healthy food at home,” Erica added.

Monica’s face contorted in disgust. “Mom, that food is gross. Hanna says they use cat meat in it.”

Erica shook her head and patted Monica on the shoulder, trying to sound confident.

“Mon, they don’t put cat meat in it,” Erica said, though she didn’t appear entirely certain herself.

Not responding, Monica looked toward the road where her classmate Hanna hurried toward her with a big grin. Erica smiled down at Monica’s best friend, then waved to Hanna’s mother in the BMW that just dropped her off.

When Erica looked back, her daughter was already entering the school at Hanna’s side. Gone without even a cursory goodbye, Erica felt a pang of disappointment and grimaced. “Bye, Mon. Love you too. Have a good day.”

Sighing, Erica adjusted the book bag on her shoulder and walked away from the crowds of arriving children.



Erica sat at her desk, a large and cheap one made of pressed board and glue. Stacked around her was a collection of folders, all bursting with reports and theses of various sizes. The sheer volume of papers gave the impression that the desk might buckle under their weight. A laptop sat in the center, shiny and unopened for the moment.

Around her, the office was small but pleasant. A photo of John Wayne hung on the wall, and the Duke looked down on her with that captivating grin, the one that said I am the coolest man alive, and we both know it.

Wearing her too-large reading glasses, Erica held an ink gel pen in her hand and clicked it several times, trying to get it to function. The paper beneath it was heavily marked, but caught in a battle with the malfunctioning pen, she was unable to continue her corrections.

Frustrated, she rifled through the desk in search of another pen. With a celebratory grunt, she pulled another from a drawer, raising it overhead like it was the Olympic torch on its final leg.

A gentle tap on her open office door distracted Erica from her victory. Evi stood in the doorway, looking at Erica as though she had lost her mind. In her forties, attractive and bright-eyed, Evi wore the smile of someone who always knew what you were thinking, even if you had never met.

“How was class? Did you see that Bulgarian guy?” Evi asked, her grin stretching impossibly wide. “He’s not too young, and I hear he’s available. Ripe for the plundering.”

Erica frowned, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “I saw him, but I also pay attention to my work contract. Especially that part about not dating our students. You may have heard of it. You know, in that large stack of papers you signed?”

The grin melted from Evi’s face as she shrugged with feigned innocence. “You ever notice how people in charge never follow their own rules? I mean, when I worked at the U of A, we had a tenured physicist who slept with every young assistant in his department. Everybody knew it, but nobody did anything. He just kept on keepin’ on, if you know what I mean.”

Flicking the new pen, Erica struggled to make it write. After scraping the paper without leaving a mark, she gave up and tossed it across the room, where it clanked off a garbage can and fell to the floor. Erica frowned at her poor aim.

“Why didn’t you do something about it?” Erica asked, clearly uninterested in a real answer. “You had a responsibility to protect the integrity of the academic contract. All those young women relied on you to protect them.”

“I would’ve, but I was sleeping with him too,” Evi replied, unbothered by guilt. “And it’s never easy to find a quality hookup. You wouldn’t believe what he could do with his—”

“What brings you here, Evi?” Erica cut in. “Don’t you have a class soon?”

Evi scowled, discouraged by the interruption. “I did, but they canceled it. They said it was because some student had typhus or something. Said he could infect us all.”

Erica rolled her eyes and peered up at her. “Typhus? In Hungary?”

“I’m not a doctor. That’s not my specialty,” Evi responded, shrugging. “I just follow the rules as they’re presented to me. If they want to cancel my class, who am I to argue?”

Evi raised her eyes. Her gaze drifted to the John Wayne poster. Thoughtful, she concentrated, as if contemplating some great existential issue.

Stepping closer to Erica’s desk, Evi changed the subject. “Did you check out that app?”

Erica removed her reading glasses, trying to appear surprised at the question. “Yeah, I tried it. And…I got a date.”

Evi’s face lit up as she reached out for a high-five. Erica lightly tapped her fingers, clearly not enthusiastic.

“It feels weird being on the market again,” Erica admitted, sounding embarrassed. “I feel like a piece of meat. I forgot what it’s like to be available.”

Nodding knowingly, Evi grinned and pulled out her phone. Swiping across several screens, she held it in front of Erica.

“How’s that for meat?” Evi asked, leering perversely.

Erica glanced at the screen, then quickly turned away. Fighting a grin, she shook her head. “You’re a sick woman. Why would you show me that? You’re like a schoolgirl, except middle-aged and less mature. In fact, you make Madonna look like a retired nun.”

Evi chuckled and slipped the phone back into her pocket. Smiling, she leaned near Erica, adopting a wise tone—the voice of a sage. “Being single, especially after two years, means you can sample all the meat you want. You need some meat in your life. We all do.”

Erica leaned back in her chair, visibly uncomfortable. Sighing, she met her friend’s outlandish grin. “Dick pics and daily encounters aren’t for all of us, Evi. I need something more than that.”

Evi shrugged and straightened herself, planting her hands on her waist in a display of promiscuous pride. Abruptly, she turned and headed for the door.

Glancing back, she offered a suggestive smile. “That’s what I used to say, until I learned how to have fun.”

With nothing further to add, Evi strolled from the office, bouncing and swaying her hips in an exaggerated motion.

Watching her go, Erica shook her head and chuckled at the spectacle. Turning back to her papers and cluttered desk, she began anew her search for a functioning pen.




Chapter Two

The afternoon traffic meandered between tall office buildings and jumbled crowds. The beeping of horns from aggressive cars was matched by slow buses and timed stoplights, as if the entire traffic enterprise was working to infuriate restless drivers on the cramped streets.

Groups of pedestrians stood patiently on the sidewalks, awaiting their chance to cross at intersections last painted when communism was the law of the land. None of the indifferent faces appeared concerned by the chaotic swarms of vehicles zooming along the undersized streets in front of them.

Laszlo Varga was one of those untamed, irritable drivers, and he gesticulated wildly as he banged on his steering wheel. With a drooping seventies mustache and excessive hair gel, he looked like an impatient porn-star cabbie, even if his dark Saab didn’t fit the profile of a taxi. Though in his early forties, the last four decades of fashion sense seemed to have passed him by.

Laszlo checked his mirrors with manic eyes and stomped on the gas. Frustrated, he weaved around a garbage truck and accelerated toward a yellow light, one that turned red long before the car cleared the intersection.

To his side, Monica frowned with a combination of disappointment and practiced reservation. Such an expression was clearly one she was accustomed to. “Dad, why are we rushing? You just saved, like, thirty seconds.”

Keeping his eyes roaming, Laszlo smiled from the corner of his mouth. “I have an appointment to keep, and these crappy drivers are gonna































































































































































