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CHAPTER 1. A HOSPITAL FOR THE MIND
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What we think exists... does...

If only in our mind.

Beyond the threshold of the kitchen inside the apartment, a casual observer would have been deceived into thinking that the entire brood of Todd's kin had assembled in his midst. In a fanciful tête-à-tête with Natalie, Nicole, and Natts, he sought solace from the crushing burden of his grief.

Amidst the mirthful banter of Nicole and Natts, Natalie remained the impartial arbiter. Todd couldn't help but grin at the playful jousting between the trio. On occasion, he would interject a witty retort or join in their laughter, momentarily forgetting the weight of his sorrow.

Having savored a modest breakfast of coffee and toast, he settled himself at the dining table with Nicole's prized journal and a map of the fabled city of Budapest spread out before him. Deliberately poring over her meticulous entries, he pieced together a comprehensive itinerary for the day, charting a course through the storied halls of each museum in the city.

The first stop on their excursion would be the venerable Hungarian National Art Gallery. The mere thought of Nicole's boundless enthusiasm for this outing caused tears to well up and trickle down his cheeks, staining the pages of her diary. Though every word he read was a fresh wound to his grieving heart, he soldiered on, driven by a desperate yearning to hold his loved ones close and tell them once more of his unyielding love. 

With a heavy heart, he wiped away the tears that streamed down his face and proceeded to lay out the plans for the day, as though his beloved family were present with him at the table. And in that moment, it was as though Nicole herself was there, perched beside him, studying the very same map that she had charted in her journal.

Having stowed Nicole's journal safely within his trusty backpack, he stood ready to depart their humble abode. With a wistful smile, he watched as the phantom apparitions of his family vanished into thin air, a stark reminder of the frailty of his own imagination. 

And yet, despite the bittersweet realization that they were but figments of his mind, he remained steadfast in his conviction that they would return very soon to him, just as vivid and tangible as before. 

Making his way along Andrássy Street, tracing a path that would lead him to the storied banks of the Danube River, Todd was beset by a strange sensation. It was as though he was being trailed by an unseen presence, a shadowy figure lurking just out of sight. Spinning around on his heel, he scanned the bustling crowds that thronged the thoroughfare, yet not a soul seemed to pay him any mind.

With a shrug of his shoulders, he resumed his walk, oblivious to the fact that the seven faces that loomed above him, adorning the façade of his building, had been watching him all along. Though they remained motionless and silent to the casual observer, each face was imbued with a spark of life, their eyes following Todd's every move with rapt fascination. For they had sensed a rare quality in this unassuming human, a gift that allowed him to hear their very voices, and they were eager to make his acquaintance.

Todd scrutinized the map of Budapest, tracing the streets and alleys with his finger, seeking some clue to the mystery that had been gnawing at him ever since his arrival. And then, like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky, he saw it: Királi Street, the very same street that had loomed large in his dream.

Heart racing with a mixture of anticipation and dread, Todd set out on foot, his steps carrying him inexorably towards the place where his nightmares had been made flesh. And when he arrived, he was struck by the uncanny resemblance between the real Királi Street and the one that had existed only in his mind.

He had never been to Budapest and never seen a photo of Királi street, and now, standing in the midst of his own personal nightmare, had dreamt precisely what lay before him. He couldn't help but wonder: did the garage he had seen in his dream actually exist, or was it merely a product of his fevered imagination?

Nicole's impatience was palpable as she asked, "Why are we here, Dad?"

Todd hesitated, not wanting to reveal the true reason for his curiosity about Királi Street to his family, who had reappeared in his imagination. 

"Oh, just checking out this street, no particular reason," he finally replied.

Nicole's disappointment was evident as she whined, "There are no museums here!"

"I know. I promise we will start in just a few minutes, but since we're so close, I wanted to check something out. It will only take a moment. I promise," Todd assured her.

Natalie added her agreement, saying, "I agree with Nicole. Let's get started. There is nothing here to see."

But Natts had a different idea, exclaiming, "I don't know. Have you seen the pastry shops? Let's stay here as opposed to some boring museum!” 

Natts relished the thought of tasting every delicacy her eyes found at each of the pastry shops they passed.

"Just a little more and then we will begin," promised Todd. 

“Dad! Please, let’s go!” begged Nicole.

Todd stopped in his tracks, his eyes fixed on the garage entrance, where the shadows had snatched his family away. He felt as though he were standing in the middle of a nightmare. 

"How can this be?" he murmured to himself, his mind struggling to accept the reality of the garage's existence. 

"I have never been here or seen anything that would have told me of its existence, yet it does exist."

Natalie's voice broke his train of thought. "Todd, it was only a dream," she said, reaching out to comfort him.

Todd turned to her, surprised. "You know about the dream?" he asked.

“That last pastry shop was no dream. Let’s go back to it!” begged Natts. 

“You eat like a horse!” said Nicole, shaking her head. 

“A girls gotta eat!” exclaimed Natts, giggled.

“How did you...” asked Todd, but then stopped. 

Todd's mind was in turmoil as he tried to process the surreal nature of his surroundings. He struggled to form the words to ask his family how they knew about his dream, but he stopped himself mid-sentence. He couldn't bring himself to confront the possibility that they were all just products of his own imagination, existing solely within the same realm as his dreams. 

Terrified that by finishing his question it would force his mind to deduce the family was not real, and destroy them yet again, he abruptly changed the subject, "Let's begin our quest!" he declared to his family, determined to distract himself from his disorienting thoughts. Their destination was the Buda Castle, home of the National Art Gallery.

“Good!” exclaimed Natalie. 

“About time!” agreed Nicole, and they all turned and continued down Királi toward the river. 

“Does this mean we will not stop at the pastry shop?” asked Natts. 

“Put your tapeworm on hold! You are about to learn something.” scolded Nicole.

“I already have! I’ve learned I’m hungry!” replied Natts.

The conversation continued between each of the family members, enjoying their adventure... together.

At the summit of Buda Mountain, Todd and his family gasped for breath as they caught their breath. Natalie, still panting, let out an exclamation, “Good Lord, that was one heck of a climb! I had no idea of how steep it was! Maybe we should have taken a taxi!”

Todd chuckled at Natalie's comment, "Oh, are we getting old?"

"I'm not the one sweating," Natalie said, grinning.

Todd wiped the sweat from his brow, feeling every bit of the climb.

“When are we going to eat, Dad?” asked Natts, rubbing her stomach.

Todd looked at his family, "Are the rest of you hungry, or thirsty?" he asked.

"Maybe to catch our breath, and if anyone wants something to eat, now is the time to do it," answered Natalie, still catching her breath.

Todd consulted the map and pointed to the statue of King Stephanus. "There's a little café just behind that statue, within the Fisherman's Bastion," he informed his family.

Natts was struck with awe as she gazed at the majestic statue of King Stephanus. "Wow! He looks like a king!" she exclaimed, her eyes wide with wonder.

Nicole and Natalie joined Natts in admiring the statue, and Nicole sighed in contentment. 

"Yes, he does," she said, her face lit up with joy at the thought of being in Europe and on the trip of her dreams.

Todd smiled, happy to see his family enjoying themselves, and suggested, "Let's go eat!" 

They all agreed and followed him around the statue to the entrance of the café. Inside, Todd approached the maître d' and requested a table for four.

“Oh, is your party here?” the maître de asked. 

"Yes, they are," replied Todd.

The maître de looked around and saw no one, but assumed they were close by, escorted 

Todd to a table in the middle of the café and placed a menu at each of the four place settings of 

the table.

“A waiter will be by soon to take everyone's order," he informed Todd and left.

Todd perused the menu as the group settled into their seats. "All right, what do you want to order?" he asked.

"I think I just want coffee," Natalie answered.

"I want yogurt and orange juice," said Nicole.

“I want waffles and eggs and bacon and muffins and....” Natts began.

“Good Lord, Natts! Just get something to hold you over until lunch,” laughed Natalie, marveling at her daughter's appetite.

“Okay. ...Okay...Waffles and orange juice,” responded a dejected Natts.

“Mom! Please be honest, okay?” asked Nicole.

“Sure, what is it dear?”

“Is Natts adopted? You can tell us the truth. We can handle it!” said Nicole with a grin.

Todd chuckled, enjoying the lighthearted moment with his family. 

Natalie chuckled at Natts' comment, "No, she is your sister. I am certain because I was there."

Natts couldn't help but imagine a world without her sister, "Oh, wouldn't that be wonderful not to be sisters!"

Todd interjected, "You guys wouldn't know what to do if you didn’t have each other to argue, you both would be bored."

Both girls nodded in agreement. Despite their bickering, they loved each other deeply and couldn't imagine life without one another. 

At a table adjacent to Todd's, the British couple from the flight sat quietly. The wife was engrossed in pamphlets about Budapest, only half-listening to her husband. Meanwhile, the husband had been observing Todd's conversation with the empty chairs since he sat down. 

Finally, unable to contain himself any longer, he exclaimed, "That Yank is bloody off his trolley!" His wife simply grunted in agreement, "Um huh."

The waiter stood there, bewildered, as Todd ordered for his entire family, despite the empty chairs surrounding him.

"Should I wait for the other guests?" the waiter asked, perplexed.

"No, we are ready," replied Todd with a smile.

As Todd placed his order, the waiter struggled to hide his confusion. "I'm sorry sir, but we do not have waffles. We have bagels," he informed Todd.

Todd turned to the empty chair beside him and asked, "Is a bagel okay, Natts?"

"I guess, but do they have jelly and butter?" came the reply, as if from thin air.

"Yes, I'm sure they do," replied Todd reassuringly. 

"A bagel is fine but with jelly and butter, okay?" he asked the waiter.

When the waiter scurried off, Todd's conversation with the empty chairs continued to baffle him. He couldn't quite believe what he was seeing - how could Todd order for his family, when no one was there?

Todd’s ordering and the ensuing conversation with the empty chairs around his table was just too much for the British man to bear. 

“I’ll be right back, Millicent,” he declared before standing up and striding over to Todd. 

Millicent, engrossed in reading pamphlets about Budapest, barely acknowledged her husband's departure with a barely audible “um huh” and whispered, “Don’t raise your blood pressure, Oswald.”

Oswald was a man easily bothered by the smallest of things, and his high blood pressure had forced him into an early retirement. To make matters worse, his doctor had recommended that he and his wife do some traveling to help him relax. For Oswald, this only meant that foreigners could bother him instead of his countrymen. 

Seated at a nearby table, he had been half-listening to his wife Millicent read pamphlets about Budapest when he observed Todd conversing with empty chairs around his table.

Puzzled by Todd's behavior, Oswald stood up and approached him, his frustration evident in his voice. "Excuse me, sport, but are you a bit barmy?" he asked.

"I don't understand what you're asking," replied Todd.

Growing increasingly irritated, Oswald clarified, "Barmy! Barmy! Off your trolley!"

"I'm sorry, sir, but I still don't know what you mean," said Todd.

"Are you crazy? There's no one here to talk to, but you're chatting away!" exclaimed Oswald, pulling the chairs away from Todd's table. "There is no one there!"

Todd took a deep breath and exhaled heavily, a wistful sigh escaping from his lips. For a fleeting moment, he had forgotten the emptiness that surrounded him, the absence of his beloved family leaving him feeling as though he was adrift in a sea of strangers.

Suddenly, a kindly, elderly gentleman seated at a nearby table interrupted. The man had been eavesdropping on Todd's conversation with his family and was now extending a friendly invitation. 

"Do you mind if I join you and your family? I hate to eat alone and I, like Natts, enjoy jelly and butter on my Bagel."

Both Oswald and Todd were taken aback by the man's request, unsure of how to respond. 

After a pause, Todd said, "Yes..." 

The gentleman picked up his coffee and a chair and placed it next to Natts, who gave him a warm smile.

"Do you know what my favorite flavor of jelly is, Natts?" The gentleman asked playfully.

Natts shook her head, curious.

"The last one!" The man exclaimed with a chuckle.

Todd and his family laughed with the stranger, grateful for the unexpected companionship.

Frustrated, Oswald turned and stormed back to his seat where his wife Millicent was still reading. He sat down and exclaimed, “Americans!” 

Dapperly dressed in a suit and vest, the gentleman introduced himself as Yossi. 

Todd, relieved to have a companion, gestured to his family, "This is my wife Natalie, my daughters Nicole and Natts. That’s short for Natalia." Yossi greeted each member of the family warmly.

“What brings you to Budapest?” Yossi asked with a smile.

Todd struggled to speak, his emotions getting the best of him. He broke down and began to cry, his family disappearing once more. Yossi sat patiently, offering a willing ear to Todd's story. 

Finally, Todd composed himself and explained, "My oldest daughter was planning to travel to Europe, and she made a journal of the artworks in Europe, and the first stop was Budapest."

“May I see it?” asked Yossi. 

Todd handed him Nicole’s journal. Yossi carefully leafed through, taking his time to appreciate the artistry and detail captured on each page. Nicole sat next to him, her eyes fixed on Yossi's every move, hoping for a glimmer of praise. The weight of her dreams hung heavily in the air as she awaited his verdict.

“This is quite impressive,” Yossi finally declared, his voice full of admiration. "Is she planning on attending an art school?"

Nicole's heart swelled with hope. She had always dreamed of attending art school, but the fear of not being good enough had held her back. Yossi's words felt like a ray of sunshine breaking through the clouds.

Todd grinned, pleased to see the effect Yossi's words had on Nicole. "No, she's still in high school," he replied.

Yossi's praise for Nicole's journal left a radiant smile on her face. Her dream of going to university now seemed like a possibility. "She must be brilliant because I read college theses every day that are not as excellent as this!" exclaimed Yossi, his eyes shining with admiration.

Todd couldn't help but feel proud of his daughter. "Oh, are you a professor?" he asked.

"No, I like to think of myself as a physician," explained Yossi.

Todd was intrigued. "A doctor?"

"Please, you and your family, after we are finished here, please come with me. My office is just next door," invited Yossi.

As they waited for their orders to arrive, Yossi and Todd continued their conversation as though the entire family was present. The waiter placed each order where Todd directed, but Nicole, Natts, and Natalie's coffee, yogurt, and bagel remained untouched as they were actually only figments of Todd’s imagination.

After they had finished, Yossi led Todd and his family to their destination, Buda Castle, leaving behind the untouched plates of food.

The grand courtyard of Buda Castle greeted them as they strolled in. Through the back entrance of the National Széchényi Library, they entered the majestic establishment. 

Yossi turned to Todd and offered, "There is a saying. A library is a hospital for the mind. If this is true, then as the head librarian, I must be the head physician, yes?" 

Todd couldn't help but chuckle, "Yes, I guess you are." 

"If you and your family are to follow Nicole's wonderful journal, then you must learn more about its characters, yes?" Yossi asked. 

"Boring, can I yawn?" Natts interjected with a yawn. Nicole elbowed her sister since Yossi had made a true fan of her after praising her journal. 

"We have many fascinating people, both good and bad, in Hungary. If your daughters enjoy the macabre, we have Elizabeth Báthory, who was known as the Bloody Countess of Csejte. Some say evil spirits possessed her. It is said she was the inspiration for the book Dracula since she killed thousands of peasant girls and bathed in their blood." 

"Ewww! Yuck! Disgusting!" Natts exclaimed, but her interest was piqued, and she eagerly listened to what Yossi had to say.

“We also have heroes and heroines who gave their lives for others," said Yossi, while the family continued to follow him to a unique floor of the library, not designed for the regular traffic. 

“This floor is where all the unusual and rare edition books were kept.”

The walls were a deep redwood with figurative carvings around each entryway. Long columns, housing thousands of books, as far as the eye could see, filled the floor. Individual glass enclosures lined a section of the walls, preserving the rarest of books. 

“Wow!” exclaimed Natts, “You must have every book known to mankind!” 


Yossi was very proud of his library and all of its accomplishments under his leadership. He smiled and said, “We have every book known and even some unknown.” 


Yossi directed Todd and his family to take a seat at a large table while Yossi retrieved a large, old book from one of the glass cases. He returned with the very rare book and opened the beautiful manuscript. 

“You saw the statue in front of the café?” asked Yossi. 

“Yes, that was King Stephanus, correct?” asked Todd.

“Yes, and there is quite a history to the man. Szent István király or in English, Saint Stephen, was the first King of Hungary from 1000, until his death in 1038. He was the first member of his family to become a devout Christian. Ascending to the throne after his father's death in 997 and was crowned on 25 December 1000, with a crown sent by Pope Sylvester II. Hungary, which enjoyed a lasting period of peace during his reign, became an accessible route for pilgrims and merchants traveling between Western Europe and the Holy Land or Constantinople.

“Géza, his father, arranged Stephen's marriage, to Gisela, daughter of the Duke of Bavaria. 

“Did he chop off anyone's head?” asked Natts. The family laughed.

Nicole rolled her eyes, "only you would ask such a dumb question."

“Well, in a kingdom, back in those days, I might be tempted to chop someone's head off. Especially if it were my sister!” replied Natts, giggling.

“Oh Whatever!” said Nicole, shaking her head, in complete exhaustion of Natts.

“It is written that Stephen collected relics of many saints in "Cesaries" during his campaign in the Balkans. He donated them to his basilica, dedicated to the Holy Virgin in Székesfehérvár, where he also set his new capital. His decision was influenced by the opening of a new pilgrimage route that bypassed his old capital, Esztergom. The new route connected Western Europe and the Holy Land through Hungary.

Stephen often met the pilgrims, contributing to the spread of his fame throughout Europe. He also established four hostels for pilgrims in Constantinople, Jerusalem, Ravenna, and Rome.

Almost all who wished to go to Jerusalem abandoned the usual route by sea, making their way through the King Stephen’s country. He made the road safe for everyone and welcomed all as brothers and gave them enormous gifts. This action led many people, nobles, and commoners, to go to Jerusalem.

King Stephen’s wife, Gisela, was younger than her husband, whom she survived.Although Gisela bore many sons, they all died and Gisela left Hungary and joined a convent and became the abbess.

Legend tells that on 15 August 1083, masses of believers began three days of fasting and praying, opened Stephen's coffin to decree him a saint. The occurrence of healing miracles followed the opening of Stephen's tomb. It was said, many who were lame could walk, and those who were blind could now see. 

The legends also say many religious artifacts were buried with the King. Many were given to him by the Pilgrims on their way back from Jerusalem. Stephen was venerated as the patron saint of Hungary, and is regarded as the protector of kings, masons, stonemasons, and also of children suffering from severe illnesses to this day.”

The family was taken by Yossi’s description of King Stephanus and Queen Gisela. 

“You see? Now that you know the story of the king, one cannot help but look at his statue differently. Don't you think?" asked Yossi. 

“Oh! Without question. He was quite a man and a King!” said Todd. 

Nicole sighed, their first day became more than she had hoped for and Natalie was so impressed by the manuscript and the colorful writing, written by a monk so many years ago. Yossi even had Natts spellbound with the story of King Stephanus.

“At the top of the stairs, under the arch behind the king’s statue are the 10th-century soldiers guarding the gate. Also, please visit Heroes Square. There you will find many statues of Heroes of Hungary. I noticed in Nicole’s journal. She listed the names of all the statues. May I see it again?” asked Yossi. 

Todd removed it from the backpack and handed it over to Yossi. Yossi was very careful turning its pages, acknowledging how very important it was to Todd. Finally, finding the page where Nicole had pasted a photo of Heroes square, beneath the photo, Nicole had listed all the names of the statues in order.  

“Ah! Here it is. I knew I saw it.” said Yossi and pointed to the photo and began to move his finger from statue to statue and telling the names of each.  

“Where is Heroes Square?” asked Todd. 

“If you walk up Andrássy, away from the river, you can't miss it," answered Yossi. 

“Also, after you finish your tour of the castle, be sure to walk around the front and examine the equestrian statue of Prince Eugene of Savoy. It is there you will also see an exquisite view of the city. The Széchényi bridge, or the Chain bridge, is lovely from that location, especially at night.” said Yossi.

Nicole glowed, she was so proud of her work as Yossi used it to describe Heroes Square.

“I noticed the Liberty Statue. What is that?” asked Todd. 

“Ah yes! The one on Saint Gellért Hill. The name of the hill refers to a legend about the death of St. Gerard. The saintly bishop killed by pagans during the great pagan rebellion in 1046. He was put in a barrel and rolled down into the deep from the top of the hill. The statue on the hill commemorates those who sacrificed their lives for the independence, freedom, and prosperity of Hungary. 

It was first erected in 1947 in remembrance of the end of the occupation by Nazi Germany. It’s a bronze statue that holds a palm leaf. I have an acquaintance whose father helped construct the statue.” informed Yossi.  

There were so many other things Yossi shared that time quickly slipped away. Finally, realizing what time it was and that it was too late to tour the museum today, Todd excused himself and his family and left to return to the Apartment. 

Yossi sat alone in the quiet library, surrounded by the rare and forgotten books of the ages. As he sat there, lost in thought, he suddenly felt a familiar presence. He reached inside his waistcoat and pulled out a worn-out photo of his younger brother, who had died tragically in the war. Yossi had done everything he could to save him, but he still felt responsible for his brother's death.

As Yossi stared at the photo, lost in memories and regrets, he heard a soft voice behind him. 

"They are a beautiful family," said the voice. 

Yossi turned to see the ghostly figure of his brother, Darius, standing before him. Yossi smiled sadly at his brother's words, his mind still on the family he had just helped. "Yes, they are," he replied.

"It is good you help them as much as you can," said Darius.

Yossi nodded, knowing that his brother had always been kind and compassionate. He thought of the day his brother had been taken away to Auschwitz, and how he had always blamed himself for not doing more to save him.

"If only I had been silent and not been the clown at the children's ward," Yossi said, his voice heavy with regret, "maybe you might still be alive."


Darius smiled sadly at his brother, understanding the pain and guilt that consumed him. "You did what you could, Yossi," he said. "You always do." 


"Andrei, nothing could have saved me from that place," said Darius, trying to comfort his brother. 

The Librarian’s real name was not Yossi, but Andrei and the same who had befriended Dr. K when she was a small girl. He had escaped Auschwitz and made it to Budapest, changed his name, and his identity for fear of being sent back. Andrei smiled at his brother’s kind words, but they did not remove the guilt he bore since that day the Hyena took him to the window to watch the ashes of Darius leave the crematoria’s chimney.  
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CHAPTER 2. IT’S NOT FAIR
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Todd reminisced about the day’s many conversations. He savored the familiar warmth of his family, the comforting sound of their voices lingering in his mind like the gentle hum of a summer evening. Nicole's journal was returned to its place of honor, upon the mantle. He noticed that the flowers on the mantle were already wilting. Determined to rectify the situation, he set out along Andrássy, making his way to the florist.

On his way to the florist, along Andrássy, he passed a homeless man whose pungent body odor filled the street. The man was using a fishing pole with a cup at the end of the string to accept donations from passersby, keeping them at a distance to spare them from his noxious scent. Todd couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for the poor fellow, and he dug into his pocket to offer a few dollars.

The man muttered something under his breath, a phrase that seemed to repeat itself over and over again. "It's not fair... It's not fair... It's not fair." 

Todd nodded in agreement, a wry smile on his lips. "Tell me about it!" he quipped, before continuing on his way toward the Flower Shop.

#
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GÁBRIEL, THE HOMELESS man, was a peculiar character, a friend of Yossi's. He would often regale Yossi with his fanciful, weird tales, which Yossi dismissed as mere madness. Yet he never shared his opinion with Gábriel, unwilling to snuff out the spark of hope that kept the man going.

Gábriel's story began many years ago, when he was just a boy. His father, Edvárd, was a simple, honest, and devout man, whose unwavering faith had seen his family through the ravages of the great war. With a combination of luck and Edvárd's considerable skill, they had managed to survive the horrors of those dark times.

After the war, Edvárd and his son took on whatever work they could find to provide for their family. The church they belonged to, recognizing the hardship faced by its members, did what it could to help by providing jobs to those in need. The bombings had severely damaged the church, creating numerous tasks that needed to be completed. One such task was the removal of damaged bricks that had fallen into the basement. Edvárd and Gábriel were assigned to this task, which involved manually carrying the bricks out on a cart.

Although the work was backbreaking, they didn't mind. They knew that any job was a blessing, and they were grateful for the opportunity to provide for their loved ones. As they toiled away, Edvárd would often pause to offer a silent prayer of thanks for the strength and endurance to carry on. 

It was a typical day for Edvárd and Gábriel as they loaded bricks into the cart, working hard to complete their assigned task. Suddenly, a weakened wall collapsed, narrowly missing Gábriel and almost taking him down with it. Edvárd rushed over to examine his beloved son, relieved to find that he was unharmed. 

With his characteristic optimism, he quipped, "I guess now we have more bricks to load!" 

Gábriel chuckled at his father's remark; no matter the situation, Edvárd always managed to find a glimmer of hope.

While they set about removing the fallen bricks, they noticed something strange. A crate, hidden away inside the wall, had been exposed by the collapse. Etched on top of the container was King Stephanus' Royal Seal, along with a cryptic inscription that left Gábriel and Edvárd both puzzled and intrigued.

The inscription on the crate read as follows: 


"I, King Stephanus of Hungary declare that whosoever shall find this Holy Relic, finds this, 'The Palm Leaf of our dear Lord.' Use it wisely, for, in its powers, Martyrs will resurrect upon the night of a Blood Moon to rid our lands from the scourge of evil. Until the Moon's setting, the battle will be yours. This crusade, my brother in arms, is yours to continue the fight."



The words etched upon the crate filled Gábriel and Edvárd with awe and wonder. The Palm Leaf of their dear Lord! Could it be true? The idea that the relic had the power to resurrect martyrs on the night of a Blood Moon seemed both miraculous and terrifying. It was a call to arms, a crusade to rid their lands from the scourge of evil.

Church leaders quickly organized a secret meeting to discuss what to do with the rare treasure that Edvárd and Gábriel discovered. The legend of a Holy Relic from King Stephanus had survived many generations as a mere bedtime story for children, and no one believed it to be real. But now, they held the proof in their hands. 

The church leaders were divided on what to do with the relic. Some believed it to be a hoax from long ago that should be turned over to a museum or other authorities. Others thought it was a sign from God, especially during the perilous times the country was facing. 

The Council’s bickering continued until suddenly, the oldest member of the council spoke up, his voice heavy with emotion. “One principle founded this Church, and that same principle carried us until today. Today, you wish to forget it? I would rather wish the Nazis to destroy this Church than to see its members do what the Nazis could not.”

One of the members, convinced that the relic was a hoax, expressed his resentment towards the old man. “What principle are you speaking of?” he asked, his voice sharp.

The old man took a moment to answer, his eyes scanning the faces of the council members. Finally, he spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. “Faith...”

The word hung in the air, heavy with meaning. For a moment, no one spoke, no one moved. Then, slowly, the other members of the council began to nod their heads in agreement.  

"We have something our ancestors believed in enough to go to great efforts to bury and hide," he began. "If it were a hoax, as some of you believe, it would not have the King’s Seal, and therefore, must be real."

There were murmurs of agreement, but still, some were hesitant. They worried about the implications of such a discovery and what it could mean for the Church.

"It is our charge to move the Holy Relic to the highest point above the city and pray for its deliverance.” said the old man.

The room fell silent once more, the gravity of the situation setting in. The fate of the Relic, and perhaps the fate of the country, rested on their shoulders. The members looked at each other, each weighing the decision in their hearts.

Finally, one of them spoke up. "You're right," she said. "We can't let fear or doubt cloud our judgment. We must have faith in this Relic and in ourselves."  

Everyone considered the old man’s words. 

It was then that Edvárd spoke, his voice confident and steady, “There is a great statute being erected, a symbol of freedom for Budapest and our nation. My son and I are employed as laborers on the site, and it would not raise suspicion for us to work there at night. The statue, depicting a woman, was initially designed to hold a baby, but the plans have changed. Now, she will hold a palm leaf. I propose that we place the Holy Relic inside the palm leaf. What could be more fitting than the Holy Palm Relic finding a home within the palm of the statue?”

The old man spoke once again. “The timing of this should prove to everyone. This is meant to be. Send Father Vencel to bless the Holy Relic and the Statue."

Quickly, the elders agreed and assigned Edvárd to the task.

Later that fateful night, beneath the silver light of the moon, Edvárd, Gábriel along with Father Vencel went together. The trio had a sacred task to complete - to entrust the Holy Palm Relic to the Liberty Statue, where it would remain hidden for ages to come.

Edvárd wanted Gábriel with him so he could tell generations to come about this night and the significance of the Holy Palm Relic. And so, with great care and reverence, and with a very long ladder, Edvárd placed the Holy Relic inside the Statue's outstretched hand and sealed it up, ensuring its safety for all time.

But the night's work was not yet complete. Father Vencel, a man of considerable girth, made his way up the ladder to bless the Statue and the Palm Leaf that now concealed the Holy Relic. Both Edvárd and Gábriel held their breath as the ladder groaned and creaked under the weight of the hefty priest, but it held firm, and the task was accomplished.

With the mission completed, Father Vencel descended the ladder and took his leave, leaving Edvárd and Gábriel alone to erase any traces of their daring feat. They worked quickly and silently, erasing any evidence of their presence, leaving the Liberty Statue to stand in silent vigil, guarding the Holy Relic hidden within its grasp.

Through one of his many sources within the Church council, Camio had learned of the elder's grand plan, and he wasted no time in mobilizing his henchmen to put a stop to it. But despite their best efforts, they arrived too late to prevent Edvárd from completing his mission. 

The Holy Relic had been blessed and secured, and it was too late for Camio to remove it.

Edvárd and Gábriel finished their work, placing their tools in the back of their truck. As they prepared to leave, Edvárd spoke with a sense of hope and purpose. 

"One day, what we did tonight will make a difference in the city and our country," he said, looking out into the darkness.

But their sense of triumph was short-lived. Suddenly, Camio appeared before them, holding Edvárd's youngest daughter, Bella, captive. Edvárd turned off the truck and stepped out, along with his son, unsure of who this stranger was, but sensing his malevolence.

"Oh, you forgot something!" Camio shouted, his voice dripping with malice. "I have something that belongs to you."

Edvárd's heart sank as he realized that Bella had been taken from their home. 

"Let her go!" he shouted, his voice laced with fear and anger.

But Camio was not interested in negotiating. 

"In due time," he said, his eyes gleaming with a dangerous light. "I never give anything for free. I know what! Give me your son, and I will give you your daughter."

Edvárd's blood ran cold at the suggestion. 

"I will not trade any of my children to you, demon!" he spat, recognizing the evil that stood before him.

Camio merely laughed in response, his henchmen chuckling along with him.

"It's your choice, human," he said, relishing his power over the desperate father.

"But someone is going to die tonight, and you get the rare chance to decide who!"

In that moment, Edvárd knew what he had to do. 

"I will give you my life if you let my children go," he said, his voice steady and resolute.

Camio sneered at the offer, his eyes blazing with contempt. 

"Vanity," he spat, his tone mocking. "You humans are always so predictable."

With the bargain struck, Edvárd turned to Gábriel and said. “Take your sister and run away as fast as you can!” 

“No dad, don't do it!” begged Gábriel. 

“No son, you and your sister’s life mean much more than mine.” answered the father.

“You will not win.” growled a defiant Edvárd. 

“Oh! But, I already have.” snickered Camio. “You think placing some old Relic in this Statue, and you will defeat me? I have lived for centuries, and the one thing I have learned about humans is, their vanity will always defeat them!” 

Camio’s henchmen took hold of Edvárd and forced him into a wooden barrel they had brought with them. They rolled the barrel over to the edge of the cliff of Saint Gellért Hill. 

Camio turned to Gábriel and said, “Oh yes, I almost forgot, you must do something for me, boy, if you want your sister, you have an option. Push the barrel and save your sister or don't push the barrel and your father will live, but she will die.”

Gábriel loved his father and respected him greatly but did not want to be the one who killed him. He also loved his sister and would do anything to save her. No one, adult or child, should be presented with such a situation. 

His father from inside the barrel, spoke softly to Gábriel, “Son it's all right. Do this! You must save your sister. If I die today, It's okay. Don't worry, and don't feel guilty that you had to do this but save your sister, my son.” 

With this statement from his father, Gábriel, crying uncontrollably, closed his eyes and gave a final push to the barrel. 

Bella screamed. “No!” 

Gábriel could not bring himself to open his eyes as he heard the barrel tearing down the cliff. All he could do is mutter the words. “It’s not fair... It’s not fair... It's not fair."  

The barrel continued to pick up speed until eventually, it crashed onto the rocks below, thus ending Edvárd’s life. Gábriel froze, crying uncontrollably, urinating himself over the shock and horror of the moment.

Camio peered over the ledge, “Hmmmm... that's interesting. Your Father did not roll farther than the last time I did this. Maybe, it's because I'm out of practice? Then again, it's been a few centuries.” 

For he murdered St. Gellért in 1046 as well. Camio had rallied the pagans against the priest and placed him in a wooden barrel and pushed him over the same cliff. 

“What have I done?” asked Gábriel. 

“You killed your father!” Camio laughed and released Bella to Gábriel’s custody. 

One of the henchmen walked over to Gábriel and handed him a bottle of whiskey. 

“Here boy! This will deaden the pain.” 

Filled with rage, Gábriel turned the bottle up and guzzled the strong alcohol. But he was unaccustomed to such a strong drink and threw it up. Cameo and his henchmen laughed again, leaving Gábriel and Bella alone.  
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CHAPTER 3. BIANKA
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Back at the same flower shop as before, Todd spotted some bright flowers he knew Natalie would love. A woman stumbled and tumbled to the ground before him, a sudden and unexpected occurrence that left Todd shocked and concerned. Without hesitation, he rushed to her and offered his hand in assistance.

"Oh, no! Please let me help you up," Todd said, his voice filled with worry and sympathy.

The woman accepted his aid, a playful spark in her eye as she spoke. "Do you always knock women off their feet?" she quipped, brushing off the dust from her clothes.

Todd chuckled, unable to shake the memory of the last time he had seen someone fall like this. It had been Natalie, so many years ago. "Are you alright?" he asked, his attention refocusing on the woman before him.

“I’m alright, I guess, I'm just clumsy," she said laughing and dusted herself off. Back on her feet, she composed herself, straightened her hair and lifted her head. 

The woman's beauty struck Todd, leaving him momentarily speechless. Her dark locks framed her face in waves, and her full lips and sparkling eyes held an alluring charm. He couldn't help but smile, awestruck by her radiance.

"Well, if a woman has to fall before me, at least I found someone beautiful!" Todd said, his heart beating faster.

She returned his smile, introducing herself. "Thank you. My name is Bianka."

“Nice to meet you Bianka, my name is Todd.” 

The conversation flowed easily between them, Bianka intrigued by Todd’s presence and curious about his origins. 

"Are you from the U.S.?" she asked, hoping to learn more about him.

Todd laughed, his eyes lighting up with mirth. 

"Yes, I am here playing the tourist," he replied, a hint of mischief in his tone.

Bianka couldn't help but chuckle at his words, admiring his good humor in the face of an embarrassing stumble. 

"Playing tourist and helping clumsy women," she joked, eager to keep the conversation going. 

“I don’t know why I tripped, but maybe so I could invite you for coffee?”  

Bianka's words caught him off guard. 

“Oh, does that mean you are inviting me?” asked Todd.

Bianka's smile widened, a confirmation of her intentions. 

"Yes, I am," she said, her gaze steady and inviting.

Todd smiled warmly, grateful for the unexpected invitation from Bianka.

"Well, thank you very much. Please, let me pay for your flowers as I pay for mine," he said, gesturing towards the blossoms she had been admiring.

Bianka shook her head, a playful glint in her eye. 

"No, it's alright. Maybe it's not meant for me to buy flowers today since I can't seem to even walk through the shop," she said, a hint of self-deprecation in her voice.

"Okay then,” said Todd. “Just one second, while I pay for mine. I know a little café just down the street, next to my apartment," he said.

But Bianka had other plans. 

“Oh, no! I know that one. There is one much better up the street. I will show you," she said, her eyes dancing with excitement.

Todd agreed and paid for his flowers while Bianka waited for him. With a sense of curiosity, Todd followed Bianka’s lead as she began to escort him up Andrássy, away from the direction of his apartment and towards the bistro she had mentioned.

As they walked, Todd couldn't help but notice the distinct lack of faces on the facades of the buildings lining the walkway. It was an odd detail, but one that seemed to add to the mysterious allure of this hidden gem of a café.

Unbeknownst to Todd, as they walked away from the flower shop, the old woman who managed the store emerged from its doors. Observing the pair as they made their way up the street, she lingered for a moment before her human face twisted and contorted, revealing the true nature of what she was: a demon.

The transformation was brief, and no one else on the street appeared to notice. But for the briefest of moments, the old woman's true form was on display, a chilling reminder of the hidden dangers that lurked just beneath the surface of the mundane world.

Bianka slid her arm inside Todd's, the comfort of their embrace providing a sense of warmth in the cool air. As they walked arm in arm, she spoke of the many wonders of Budapest, from its art to its cuisine and rich history. 

"Is this what drew you here?" she inquired, her eyes shining with curiosity.

Todd's voice cracked with emotion as he began to explain, "No, it's more complex than that."

Bianka smiled and spoke playfully, "Ah, a man of mystery, I see."

But Todd's response was far from mysterious, and his words carried a deep sense of pain. 

"My family was murdered, and my oldest daughter had planned a trip to Budapest. She created a journal of all the places she wanted to see here, so I decided to take the trip in her memory."

Bianka's expression softened, and she spoke with empathy and sorrow, "Oh, how dreadful. I am so very sorry for your pain. I don't understand why there has to be so much pain in life."

Todd nodded in agreement, his own voice filled with emotion, "I couldn't agree more. Maybe it's just how life is, I guess. I don't understand it myself."

There was a moment of quiet understanding between the two, a shared acknowledgement of the deep pain and grief that can exist in the world. Todd had the sense that Bianka understood his pain on a level that few others could, as if she too had experienced a similar level of loss and heartache.

#
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BIANKA, A STRIKING and ambitious woman from a small village outside Budapest, was no stranger to using her good looks to get ahead in life. Her heart was set on living the big city life within Budapest and nothing would stop her from achieving it. Upon arriving in the city, she quickly learned that the reality was much harsher than her dreams, but her determination to stay never wavered.

As Bianka navigated her new life, she caught the eyes of many potential suitors who vied for her attention and affection. This made her life easier, as she had her pick of places to go and things to see, with her current suitor footing the bill. But among the many, one stood out from the rest - Sebestyen. He was everything Bianka had ever dreamed of - handsome, wealthy, and the kind of man who could take her places she'd never been before.

Initially, their relationship was one of mutual benefit for Bianka. However, before long, her feelings for Sebestyen had grown beyond just convenience. She found herself falling deeply in love with him, convinced that with him, she could achieve her wildest dreams. With Sebestyen by her side, Bianka felt that the life she had always wanted was finally within her grasp.

The couple lived a life of luxury and privilege, where they were always given the best seat in any establishment they frequented. They were treated like royalty, and it was no surprise, for they had everything that one could ever desire. 

One night, while visiting a restaurant, Camio sat in the corner, stalking the crowd for his next victim. When Sebestyen and Bianka entered the restaurant, it was impossible not to recognize them since everyone treated them like celebrities. Camio was intrigued, so he followed them, keeping a safe distance, biding his time.

Days later, the couple was attending an opera at the Grand Budapest Opera House, and Bianka was beyond excited. This was her first Opera. For Bianka, she felt she finally made it to the upper echelon of society. Upon entering the Opera House, they were escorted to their private box seat which was reserved for Sebestyen. The lights turned down in preparation of the opening act. Bianka kissed Sebestyen, the man she loved, and placed her head on his shoulder. She could not wait for the music to begin. 

Sebestyen held Bianca’s hand and slowly began moving it lower, down towards his groin. Bianka was surprised and looked up at him, knowing what he wanted. In the darkness, Sebestyen unzipped his pants, and Bianka hesitated, unsure if this was the right place for such an act. But Sebestyen insisted, and Bianka acquiesced, going down on him while the lights were still out.

Sebestyen had all the trappings that wealth could offer along with the attitude that everyone was his toy, including Bianka.  She never said no, no matter how demeaning she felt it was, and this time was no different. When she was complete, she rose up, he zipped his pants and whispered in her ear, “Good to the last drop.” 

Although she was offended by his statement, she smiled. She leaned over to kiss him, but he leaned back in disgust and said, “Oh no! No kissing! Not now!”

Bianka felt the sting that Sebestyen had used her. He had treated her like a common street whore. Camio was opposite them inside the Opera house and saw everything.

Later that week, while Sebestyen and Bianka slept, Camio slowly raised one of their apartment bedroom windows, allowing the small serpents that nested inside the sleeve of his jacket, to crawl into the bedroom. They slowly made their way to the bed, up and under the covers until they came upon Bianca’s pillow, and made their nest within her pillow and only came out for a nightly feeding, tasting Bianca’s flesh. She moaned softly in her sleep and rolled over, not knowing poison was entering her beautiful body.  

One morning, a few weeks later, Sebestyen awoke and went into the kitchen for a glass of juice. When he returned, without a cup for Bianka, which was typical, he winced and exclaimed, “You have blood coming from your nose! 

Bianka instinctively reached up and touched her nose to find blood. She ran to the bathroom and wet a towel, trying to stop the bleeding.

After the bleeding stopped, she came back to the bedroom and realized she had bled onto her pillow during the night. 

“You need to have that checked. I am late for a meeting.” said Sebestyen and kissed her on top of her head and left. 

Not knowing the cause of the nosebleed was the scariest time for Bianka, until the Doctor gave her diagnosis a few days later.

“You have a brain tumor, and it is increasing. We must begin chemotherapy immediately." 

All Bianka thought of was not the illness, but the fact her beautiful hair would soon fall out. Beauty was the one thing Bianka always relied upon, and it was to disappear rapidly.  

Later that afternoon when Sebestyen came home, she asked him to sit down with her. They sat together on the expensive sofa. With her eyes filled with tears, she informed him, “I have the test results. I have brain cancer, and they want me to begin therapy immediately.” 

She broke down and began to cry. She was scared and needed consoling. 

Instead, Sebestyen kissed her on the forehead and said, “Well, it's been a good ride for both of us. If there's anything I can do, let me know...” 

He then left. She realized she was alone.

The next morning, after her doctor’s appointment, she came back to the apartment to find her key no longer worked. When she went to the front desk and asked for assistance, explaining her key was not working, the front desk attendant came out of his office with suitcases filled with her belongings.

“I am so sorry, Miss Bianka but Mr. Sebestyen instructed me to give this to you, and retrieve your key, I am so sorry." explained the attendant, embarrassed at his orders to do this. 

Bianca began to cry. She had nowhere to go. She
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