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Fantasy will perhaps always be a popular genre of 

youth literature, but in recent years, works written 

for adults have also contained many elements of 

fantasy. Indeed, one might well claim that fantasy is 

enjoying a vigorous renaissance. Gergely Huszti’s 

novel builds heavily on recent classics like Game of 

Thrones and The Golden Compass. The story presents us 

with the secretive, strangely organized community of a 

curious world of master sleepers, a world to which we 

are introduced from three perspectives. The master 

sleepers are the bearers of precious secrets and a tre-

mendous power so overwhelming that even they do 

not full grasp its might. The three characters whose 

fates we follow are all linked to the tradition of the 

master sleepers, and they each must travel their own 

paths in order to understand their destinies, their mis-

sions, and how they are connected to one another. 

The first part of this exciting series of novels is capti-

vating in part because these three fates unravel in two 

different worlds, and each of these worlds has its own 

language. When the tales of the three protagonists 

finally meet, the novel, which is rich with action and 

a lavish setting, also gives us cause to laugh alongside 

the characters, some of whom do not have the mag-

niloquent tongue of a medieval chronicler, but speak 

rather in the everyday jargon and slang of a real 

teenage kid. Huszti’s novel offers subtle depictions  

of complex characters who face awesome challenges, 

for they never know just who they can trust…
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„

reading what he had to say from the walls of 

the council chamber. 

“Why did you summon me?” I ask. “The 

prayer attendant roused me from my bed at 

the break of day and stammered something 

about how the master of the city urgently 

requests my presence. Why all this secrecy?”

Khan slowly sits down in his seat, closes his 

eyes, and makes me wait. He clearly relishes 

the fact that he knows something I do not. 

My left fist, which I use to deliver blows when 

angered in the tavern, is tingling.

“A regrettable thing has come to pass, 

something the seriousness of which we would 

be wise not to underestimate. The earthly 

remains of Master Rufus vanished without a 

trace this morning at dawn, as one of our sisters 

reported to the diakonissa.”

“What on earth was a heroness doing in  

the sacristy before daybreak? And what do 

you mean by vanished without a trace?”

“Vanished. No longer on his throne. 

Neither in the sacristy nor the place of prayer. 

The city guards have seen no one suspicious, 

nothing unusual. The gates to the city are still 

locked. Vanished. You know what this means, 

do you not, Vulgarus?”

He hisses the last consonant of my name 

while leaning forward and placing both fists 

on the table and scratching at the wood with 

the signet ring on his little finger. Before I can 

so much as open my mouth to answer, the door 

to the council chamber squeaks open and I hear 

footsteps behind me. I know without looking 

that the heroness’ diakonissa is approaching. 

The rhythm of her steps is like the drumbeat of 

a strange dance, tick, hiss, clop, tick, hiss, clop, 

as the wooden shoe on her left leg clicks, her 

right leg drags along the floor, and the cane with 

which she keeps her balance strikes the third 

beat. Even as a child, she walked with a limp, 

but she is so imposing, with her flawlessly straight 

posture and the noble furrows in her face, that 

one hardly notices. Neither time nor her fervent 

attachment to her faith have swallowed entirely 

the beautiful woman who still hides beneath the 

folds of her dirty gray robe. 

“Sikurat omipotrae dithasum,” she says to 

greet us, at which I stand up to welcome her, 

though Khan only nods his head.  

“Dithasum erraro sum,” I stammer, and 

in my momentary confusion I grab the pitcher 

on the table and fill three goblets, as is fitting. 

I immediately drink the one I have poured for 

myself. It will hardly affect the salvation of my 

soul at this point.

“Difficult times are upon us, and we must 

strengthen our faith lest we lead our followers to 

ruin and downfall.”

Her voice is clear and bright even at this early 

hour, and it cuts through the silence of the cham-

ber like a steel blade cuts the throat of a calf.

position and power on one of their own and thus 

spark endless conflict and strife. 

“Lord Pokk Vulgarus, how regrettable that 

you only do me the honor of paying me a visit 

when there is trouble afoot. Though we have 

more in common than separates us, as you 

know well.”

“I know of nothing we might have in com-

mon that would persuade me to forget what 

separates us, master of the city, so let me ask 

that we limit ourselves to the issue for which 

you summoned me.”

His unfaltering smile and the glint of his tiny 

little eyes, like dark buttons, make his face seem 

the grinning mimicry of the skinned mink he 

wears as a sign of pomp on his belt. With a slow 

sweep of one arm he guides me to one of the 

chairs next to the table in the council chamber, 

and with a sigh, I squeeze myself between its 

arms, though the chair seems more stocks and 

pillory than seat. I last sat in this chamber in the 

spring, and my belly has since grown, and the 

ill-stomached Coriolanus takes tremendous glee 

in my discomfort. I have always looked with 

suspicion on men lean and tidy, men who live 

without woman or wife. 

“I beg a moment’s patience,” he says in a 

gentle voice, though avoiding my glance. “The 

diakonissa will arrive soon. She is now busy inter-

rogating the witness.”

He rattles the words off quickly, as if he were 

N
o more wearisome twit than a fool with 

a touch of wit.” So my father would say 

when he returned late in the night from 

the council meetings, and his hands didn’t stop 

trembling until he had wet his throat with a stiff 

drink. This thought flashed across my mind 

when I saw Coriolanus Khan standing in front of 

his chair as master of the city, his chest puffed 

out, his face shaved clean, his hair carefully 

braided into a pigtail. His bearskin mantle was 

worth more than all the wealth of the three 

richest burghers of the city put together. True, 

Dakorleon had never been a wealthy city, it 

had neither harbor nor army, nor had anyone 

ever mined mollacite in the nearby hills, so it 

lacked any and all distinction. Coriolanus had 

a single stroke of good fortune to thank for 

his rise. The local families had lived off their 

vineyards for centuries, and they had little 

knowledge or grasp of anything else. Thus, 

when a new decree was issued ordering the 

election of a city master, the families preferred 

to saddle themselves with a stranger blessed 

with the tongue of a snake than to bestow 



39

Samu is a ten-year-old boy who sometimes seems to speak in the 

voice of a philosopher in his seventies, an information scientist 

in his fifties, or a writer in his forties. He always lives in the near 

future, and he is always maniacally searching for problems. 

He constantly observes the world around him, and he keeps 

obsessively detailed notes of what he sees. The narrator’s voice 

is so convincing and authentic that the reader cannot help but 

become a partner in his investigation, a partner just as perplexed 

as he by every misunderstanding, every blunder. We come to 

believe Samu’s entirely plausible line of reasoning, but gradually 

we realize that he is not simply lonely, he is also investigating 

things which don’t really exist. The father, who seems more 

dreamlike than real, evolves into an unusual character in the life 

of this—initially—seemingly normal family, as does the con-

trol-freak mother, who as a parent does little more than offer tips 

on healthy eating and proper breathing. As the story unfolds, 

Samu’s investigation into his parents’ divorce intertwines with his 

attempt to learn more about his father’s mother. The investiga-

tion no longer seems merely a matter of play. Rather, it touches 

on everything big and small in Samu’s world. He discovers a 

catacomb in the city which resembles an organic system, and 

this gives him a sense of absolution, but the close of the novel is 

deeply unsettling. Everything we have seen is thrown into ques-

tion, and we wonder if it all took place merely in the enigmatic 

world of the boy’s mind, though some things, however, cannot 

simply be dismissed as figments of the imagination. Samu Suspects 

Something is one of the most exciting Hungarian novels of recent 

years, and it contains exciting twists, engaging riddles, and poet-

ic flourishes that will be captivating for readers young and old.
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„

“You can never be too careful,” I say, and 

then I give him a little slip of paper with the 

secret code. He takes the piece of paper, types 

in the numbers, and then smiles to indicate 

that he’s opened the file.

“And did the plan work?” he asks.

“To be honest, I have no idea. I think I took 

a major step forward with regards to the issue 

this afternoon.”

“And what exactly is the plan about?”

“Rebirth,” I reply.

“And why do you not know whether it 

worked?”

“I’ll only know when I get back home. To-

day is the seventh day of the mission.”

“What mission?”

“The ADAM plan.”

“Is that some kind of abbreviation?”

“Of course it is.”

“Would you like to tell me what it is an ab-

breviation of?”

I sigh and try to gather my strength and lift 

my gaze to meet his, but I can’t pull it off, so 

I just stare at the rug while I grunt the words 

out, slowly and quietly.

“Asshole don’t abandon mom.”

And then silence. The second hand of the 

silver-framed clock on the wall quietly ticks 

along. Laci’s trying to find words. I can almost 

hear his thoughts, and I can’t keep myself from 

answering his questions silently 

in my head.

“What were you thinking, Laci? What do 

you want me to say? That for as long as I can 

remember the little bottle of gingko biloba has 

been full of cannabinols? Or that my dad’s 

secret missions have nothing to do with Tesla? 

Last Friday I found something in the printer. 

At first, I thought it was poems, then I thought 

it was a love letter, but I was wrong both times. 

You know what it was, Laci? It was a goddam 

‘looking-for-an-apartment ad’ that he put up on 

the billboard by the bakery over the weekend! 

He didn’t dare put it up online, cause then I 

would have found it faster. Is that what you want 

to hear, Laci? You want reasons? Reasons are 

like specks of dust on the kitchen floor. You only 

see them when you’ve carefully swept them all 

up, and only then do you realize that you’ve 

been living your whole life in filth!”

aci raises his eyebrows and does a wretched 

job trying to play the part of someone caught 

by surprise.

“And how did you get all that from just one hug?”

“Cause when dad hugged me, I noticed an un-

familiar scent. At first, I thought it was perfume, 

but two days later I realized it wasn’t.”

“What was it?” Laci asks, leaning forward. He 

doesn’t really know quite how to sit.

“The scent of one of those fabric condition-

ers,” I say in reply. “And so I realized that dad’s 

clothes weren’t getting washed at home, cause 

the organic fabric softener mom uses smells like 

L
lavender, and this stuff definitely didn’t, though 

I couldn’t tell exactly what it did smell like.”

Laci squirms a little, grunts, nods, listens 

with a ponderous look on his face like he duti-

fully learned to do so well back then. My gaze 

wanders to his skin, his dry hair, the circles 

under his eyes, and I suddenly remember my 

mom’s tips on how to live a healthy lifestyle. 

His fidgety fingers remind me of her healing 

mudras. 

I continue.

“Two days later, so on Monday, I noticed 

the smell again, not at home, but in this young 

woman’s house. I asked if I could use the bath-

room, and I found a bottle of jasmine-scented 

fabric softener next to the washing machine. 

And yeah, it was the same smell.”

“And then what happened?” Now Laci’s pay-

ing such close attention you’d think someone 

had doubled his hourly wage. 

“And then everything fell into place,” I say. 

“The way dad would always vanish, no trace of 

him after bedtime, and no trace of him in the 

morning either. All the scraps of paper and all 

the rambling explanations. That he was always 

late. Or mom’s latest “we’re still a family” 

production, with the clumsy scripted dialogues 

and the miserably performed scenes at Sunday 

lunch. But I put all the details in the text.”

At this, Laci finally picks up the tablet. A 

minute or two passes, and he turns back to me.

“Is this it?” he asks, turning the screen 

towards me.

“Yes.”

“Am I reading it right? The ADAM plan?”

“Yes.”

“It won’t open for some reason. It’s asking 

for the password.”
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We are living in the world which arose after the collapse 

of the European Union. Behind the utopian society of city-

states constantly at war with one another, behind the glitter-

ing sheen of high-tech and a lifestyle that puts comfort above 

all lies a dictatorship based on continuous surveillance. Vik, 

the 13-year-old protagonist, lives in the Forbidden Zone 

under the cloud of drones sent from the City. The reader is 

quickly sucked into this exciting science fiction tale, for we 

watch as Vik comes to grasp that the City is not maintain-

ing law and order with its swarms of drones merely out of 

concern for the wellbeing of its citizens, and if Vik does not 

act fast and does not leap into the mysterious Sphere, he 

may well meet the same fate as his friend, who fell victim to 

one of the drones. Balázs Zágoni’s young adult novel bears 

unnerving affinities with the world in which we find our-

selves today (the notion of an uprising led by pensioners in 

an aging society, for instance, hardly seems idle fiction), but 

while it may present a moment of history interwoven with 

dystopian elements, the story also offers insights into the 

psychological challenges faced by a young teenager growing 

into an adult. The boy’s mother moved to the City long 

ago, while he and his father have remained in the colony. 

The various colonies around the city function according to 

different rules, and Vik’s life is turned completely upside 

down with the arrival of the Sphere. The Sphere, which is 

endowed with metaphysical qualities, sometimes appears 

in his life, and it turns out to be of immense importance not 

only to him but to the adults around him. Slowly, the things 

he has taken for granted as simple reality (his childhood, his 

parents’ divorce, and so on) acquire new shades of meaning 

as he sees them from a different perspective. He gradually 

comes to lose everything he once believed to be true, and he 

then begins to reinterpret his past, his present, and perhaps 

his future with the help of a friendship and a love.
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ad, is it true that when I was very little, some 

old people broke into our house and you 

scuffled with them? And they took every-

thing out of the fridge? And then they slept in 

the stairwell of the building?”

“Did your mother tell you that?”

“No, I sometimes sort of remember it, when 

I’m half asleep. Is it true, or am I just imagining 

things?”

“It’s true, but I didn’t think you remembered 

any of it. You hadn’t even turned two at the 

time.”

“Who were those people?”

“Grandparents.”

“My grandparents?!”

to form. The state needed more local taxes 

to be able to cover the cost of the pensioners. 

It wasn’t so much the pension payments as 

it was the cost of care. Think about it: more 

and more peoples started to live to be ninety 

or even one-hundred or older. The people 

of the city didn’t want to pay more taxes, of 

course, and so the state stopped providing 

for the pensioners. Then the big cities didn’t 

want to pay any taxes at all as part of the state 

budget, since they had to take care of the 

pensioners. So the state stopped providing 

other services too. Health care, the courts, the 

police, the prisons, everything. And then the 

big cities became completely independent. 

The villages and the smaller towns quickly al-

lied themselves with whatever city they could, 

whatever city was closest. Course, that didn’t 

bring the cities more money. On the con-

trary! And then they introduced the grandie 

program.”

“I still don’t get it. Why didn’t they just tell 

everyone to provide care for their own par-

ents? Wouldn’t that have been simpler?”

“Yes, it would have. Which is precisely why 

they didn’t do it. The city leaders quickly 

realized that the parents and their children 

would join forces, and the city leaders would 

face their wrath. And they didn’t want this.  

So they devised a solution that they could use 

to rile parents up against children and children 

up against parents. The messages started to 

come in. ‘You will be unable to purchase your 

D

medications today because your adoptive son 

is not providing care for you.’ And messages to 

the caregivers too: ‘Today, your grandie is going 

to bed hungry because you are not providing 

adequate care.’ The messages were sent by the 

Pensioners’ Foundation. It worked for a while, 

but in the end, when your wages aren’t really 

enough for you to provide for your own children 

and you are already going into debt, and then 

you also have your actual parents for whom you 

are trying to provide care, since their adoptive 

children can’t, well, after a while no one really 

concerned themselves with the messages from 

the Pensioners’ Foundation.” 

“But if the whole system was anonymous, then 

how…”

“It was only anonymous for a time. One year 

before we were going to emigrate, just before 

Christmas a group of hacker pensioners alleg-

edly busted into the system and released all the 

names. But if you ask me, it was the City. Then 

chaos broke loose. The grandies got their hands 

on the addresses, and they started knocking on 

doors, and that’s putting it mildly. That’s what 

you saw when you were two years old. 

“And what became of my real grandmothers 

and grandfathers?”

“They were still alive at the time. My parents 

still grew things in the garden too. They had a 

little plot of land, but everything they grew on it 

was stolen. And food wasn’t the only problem. 

They got more and more frail, and then the con-

tagions started to hit and all the sicknesses and 

ailments that come with age. It’s a terrible 

feeling, knowing that there are medicines 

and treatments which would save them, but 

you can’t get them. And no one wanted to 

help the elderly. With every passing day, 

more and more people started to think, 

‘they’ve lived long enough, now it’s my 

turn! Let them die!’”

I can tell that if I ask another question, 

he’ll burst into tears.

“And the City just sat back and watched?”

“Who is the City?” he asks in voice 

so quick and sudden that it startles me. 

“The leaders? I think there was only one 

thing that concerned them: not getting 

swept away by a wave of public anger. 

Holding on to power. And the rest of us? 

We just tried to survive. It was astonish-

ing. One year, you could still get pretty 

much everything, though the weather was 

already catastrophic and everything you 

needed oil for was already expensive. But 

we still imported things from all over. We 

could afford it, if just barely. But one year 

later, everything doubled and tripled and 

quadrupled in cost. And what did people 

do? Buy less? No way! They bought more 

and more and more, even if they didn’t 

have any money. They sold anything they 

could, everything they could just to sure 

they had food in the fridge and on the 

shelves. And that made everything even 

more expensive.”

“No, the city gra       rents. The grandies. 

That’s what we called them.”

“I don’t get it.”

“I’m not surprised,” he says, stretching a 

bit. Then he yawns real big and dives into the 

story. “That was just after the second pension-

ers’ uprising.”

“The second?”

“Yes. The first uprising was relatively mild. 

They just held protests or sat down on the 

pavement at the busiest intersections in the city 

and brought traffic to a halt.”

“And then the police came and sent them on 

their way?”

“Not quite. It was slower than that, and more 

painful. First, the city introduced the ‘Adopt 

Two Grandies’ program. They said you could 

only use some of the basic municipal services 

if you adopted a pair of grandparents, or 

grandies. The grandies didn’t know who had 

adopted them. The whole thing was anony-

mous. But if you wanted your kids to be able 

to go to the doctor or the hospital and just to 

school, then you had to adopt an average of 

three grandies. By which I mean make regular 

payments on their behalf. That’s when things 

started going wrong.”

“But why did they try to pass them off on you?”

“Cause first the state passed them off on the 

big cities. That’s when the city-states started 
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A walking tulip,
she said.
Very rare!


