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CHAPTER 1

The Golden Letter
"Turan?" the secretary said, perched at the entrance to his office.
Usually he was on guard against such situations, but this time she caught him immersed in the letter with the golden frame and he failed to notice her arrival.
"Turan," the secretary repeated, in a bored voice.
He raised his head, surprised, and found her blank face. His hand darted to the letter, but her overarching indifference and the futility of the gesture told him that there was no point in hiding it.
"Powers wants to see you," she said, turning away and leaving no room for questions.
Turan got out of his chair, slightly bewildered. Ken Powers was not in the habit of spontaneously inviting him to meetings, which, to put it mildly, was no cause for lament. Turan preferred seeing him solely in the halls and at the holiday office parties. He made his way to the CEO's office, still slightly perturbed. You didn't do a thing, he told himself; you've got nothing to worry about. You didn't do a thing.
Cautiously, he opened the door. Powers, in mid phone call, motioned him to enter. Turan sat across from him and tried to look as though he was not following the conversation, which Powers seemed to be having with an executive at the bank. He slowly surveyed the office space to which he had been summoned only several times before. Some leather couches, some nurtured plants, a widescreen TV mounted on the wall. Alongside the desk there was a wooden bar crowned with whiskey bottles and a few glass tumblers. Above that there were several family portraits, professionally done and upgraded with Photoshop, in which an attractive woman in her thirties was flanked by two hale teens in athletic attire.
Powers finished the conversation, looked straight at him, and smiled pleasantly. Turan had never seen him do that before. He found the gesture unnerving.
"How you doing, Ranny?" Powers asked, using his nickname and proving beyond any shadow of a doubt that he was in a bind.
"Well, thank you," he said, in the most stable tone he could muster.
"Great, Ranny, listen, how long is it that you've been with us now, two years?"
"Three and a half, sir."
"Not a short while. But as you know, it's a tough time, market-wise. There's a recession. Surely, you're aware of that."
"Of course."
"And the first thing clients do at times like these is ditch their PR firms. They're dead wrong, of course, but we can't tell them what to do."
"No, of course not."
"So in order to ensure that Impress can handle the coming challenges, we've decided to make some cutbacks. It's unpleasant, but that's how it is. Business."
"What sort of cutbacks?" Turan asked, still not fully grasping the CEO's intent.
"As a first step, we're letting you go."
"Letting me go?"
"It'd be best if you saw it as a path to new opportunities," Powers said, flashing his fake smile. "You'll receive all of your contractual entitlements, of course."
Turan was speechless. Deep inside he had known it might come to this, but now that it had, he felt as though it was happening to someone else. Thoughts swirled around the confines of his mind and all he managed to say was, "Why me?"
"Do I really need to spell it out? For months now you've been holed up in your office. Who even knows what you're doing in there? Nearly all of your clients have left. Mobile Pond bailed. Steven bailed."
"That's not really my fault," Turan said meekly. "You know he's insane. He wanted that trashy bit of news to make it into the New York Times."
"Amanda wanted to leave," Powers said, "and agreed to stay only once we transferred her to Josh. And anyway that whole situation was ethically questionable from the get-go."
When I was dating her, Turan thought, and everything was going well, then you were hardly troubled by the ethics of it.
"You haven't been focused. It's been a tough time for you, I know. We were all saddened to hear about your father. But, you know, time passes, life goes on."
Turan kept quiet.
"Anyway, that's the deal. You're free to go starting from now. Just leave your office key with one of the girls at reception on your way out."
Turan rose and Powers caught his eye again.
"Nothing personal, huh? My advice is, take some time for yourself. Rest. Go see someone. There's no shame in the happy pills either. Everyone takes them these days."
Turan shut the door and started heading toward his office, swaying gently from side to side. He tried weighing the implications of being fired but his brain would not cooperate. Instead it sent pulses of humiliation and shrill demands to flee. He went into his office, shut the door behind him, sat on his chair, and drew deep breaths. I have to gather my stuff, he thought. Just a second, first I should delete my personal files from the system, so long as I still can. He shook the mouse and lit the screen. Going into the File Explorer, he discovered that his access to the office system had already been blocked. Turan grumbled and pulled the disc-on-key out of the computer without safely removing the hardware. He got up, took the carton from the corner of the room, removed the stack of brochures and the jumble of conference ID tags that had accumulated there over the years, and started gathering the few personal items: the golden-edged letter, the office magnet game, the half-emptied box of Cap'n Crunch, the nail clipper that he had gotten from the cleaning lady when she had left, the sunglasses. When he put the key ring in the box, Josh opened the door and said, "Lunch at the Chinese place?"
"I'll eat at home," Turan said, hunting for more of his things.
Josh noticed the box. "What's going on?" he asked.
"Powers fired me."
"What? No way! When?"
"Five minutes ago."
"Huh. Do you think I could have your office?"
"Very funny."
"That's a bummer. Seriously. Who will I have lunch with from now on?"
Turan ignored him and picked up the box. He left the room, paying no mind to the passersby in the hallway. At reception he left the key with the secretary without saying a word. He opened the heavy glass door and pressed the button for the elevator.
"Wait up!" Josh said. "I'm really bummed about the whole thing. So sorry it happened."
Turan shrugged.
"But the writing was sort of on the wall, don't you think?"
"Why do you say that?" Turan snapped.
"Well," Josh said, falling silent as two women from the office glided past.
A few seconds later, the door opened and the two guys stepped into the empty elevator. "You've read every single fantasy series in existence during work hours."
"Not really," Turan countered, "not to the extent that it actually hurt my work productivity."
"In the past few months alone—Lord of the Rings, Narnia, Harry…"
"I did not read Harry Potter."
"Game of Thrones, His Dark Materials, The Chronicles of Amber,
Shannara, The Dark Tower, The First Law, The Chronicles of Prydain, which I recommended to you. Even Dragonlance. Should I go on?"
"No," Turan said, getting out of the elevator, "that won't be necessary."
"But honestly the timing is perfect," Josh said, following him. "Now you can go see the King."
Turan stopped. "I considered that. I don't think it's a good idea."
"Why the hell not?" Josh said, ignoring the surprised expression on the doorman's face.             
"I'll talk to you later," Turan said. "All I want to do right now is get out of here."
Walking out of the building into an ashen Brooklyn, he felt his head pound and his mouth fill with bitterness. He lugged himself to the train station. After an overly long ride, he reached his rented apartment, locked the door behind him, and threw himself on the bed. He gave in to the feeling of weightiness, finding solace in the soft sheets. He lay there, dormant, and shut his eyes, allowing his thoughts to subside. After a good hour, he sat up and took the golden-edged letter out of the box. He lingered over the print of Genghistan's flag and read for the umpteenth time the subsequent text, written in the language of his early childhood:
The Honorable Mr. Mugayev,
His Majesty King Genghis I was saddened to hear of the passing of his dear and longstanding friend, your father, Anzur Mugayev.
His Majesty commiserates with you in your deep grief and believes that under the circumstances it would be best for you to return to your homeland. His Highness has suggested that you come for a weeklong stay in the Kingdom in order to consider the matter, with, of course, no monetary expense on your part and no need for a commitment in advance. You may see first-hand the tremendous growth of Genghistan and even have an audience with His Majesty.
If you choose to answer this invitation in the affirmative, please find enclosed an open plane ticket to Genghistan and the contact details of the agent, whom you should inform of your arrival date.
Respectfully,
Myahri Gluschenko
Personal Aide to His Majesty
From the moment the messenger arrived with the letter Turan had felt a swirl of emotions—an old fear of the man who had caused his parents to leave their homeland, alienation from the gesture that seemed so strange and so detached from his life, and with that, a thankfulness for the unusual and unexpected honor that had befallen him. In the ensuing days, Turan had again become interested in his family's past.
He sat down in front of the computer intending to read more about Genghistan. The screen clicked on and the day's events began to gnaw at him again. He stared for some time at the empty search box. Limply tapping the keyboard, he remembered the letter he had sent to Amanda and braced himself. Had she replied? Would she reply at all? A check of his inbox provided the answer.
He raced across the text of her response and then read it more slowly on his second and third passes:
Hey Ranny,
As much as I'd like to make this easier for you, I just can't do it. You see, I'm currently in Hawaii with my boyfriend and won't be coming back anytime soon.
I don't want to hurt you, but I do love him and you and I are history…so I assume that staying in touch is impossible.
At any rate, it's good to know that you still think of me, even if I don't think we can stay friends.
Sorry,
Amanda
Bitch, he thought bitterly. Turns out Josh was right, the goon in the suit really was her new boyfriend. No one could claim she waited too long. And already on vacation in Hawaii? Maybe she's better off this way, without me. It's a pretty safe bet that she wouldn't be going to Hawaii with me. She needs someone with more money, more confidence, more brawn. Like the new boyfriend she loves so much. Slutty little bitch.
Turan paced circles around the living room and occasionally pounded the floor and palmed his temples. He imagined himself kicking the chairs, clearing the shelves, and smashing the dishes to the floor. But when he considered acting on those desires they seemed trite and senseless and he was not able to do a thing. I'm not even able to break a plate without worrying that I'll be hurt by the shards, he thought, or deterred by the clean-up. He welcomed the ring of the phone, which staunched the spurt of self-pity. It was Josh.
"What's going on?"
"What's going on with you?" Josh asked without waiting for an answer. "I wasn't sure you'd pick up. Hold on, I'm just moving to a safer spot."
Turan sat on the bed and listened nonchalantly to the background noises on the other end of the line. A minute later, he heard Josh, panting lightly. "Hello?"
"Yeah."
"All good?" Josh asked. "I mean, all things considered?"
"Yeah, splendid."
"Listen, I'm really sorry if I pissed you off earlier, you know that I care."
"It's okay."
"So what are you going to do now?"
"I don't know. You have any ideas?"
"I told you already. But maybe you should calm down a bit first."
"I'm very calm."
"If you run into a problem with the rent, you know, you can stay with me for a while."
"Thanks. I hope it never comes to that," Turan said, falling silent, and then adding, "By the way, do you really think it's a good idea?"

"What," Josh asked, "the King?"
"Yeah."
"Of course! A once in a lifetime opportunity. And it's not like there's anything here tying you down. Aside from me, of course, right? Both your parents…Amanda with some millionaire…and now this thing with Powers. It's not like you have a lot of options."
"I could find another gig in PR."
"What for?" Josh said, his voice rising. "His Majesty will hook you up. You know how loaded he is. He's the king of the world."
"I think we're all aware that you're a fan," Turan said.
"The guy can do whatever he wants. He decided that there are eight months in the year and that they shall be called by the names of his family members. What else do you want?"
"What's that got to do with me?"
"He invited you to visit him! His Majesty! How many times do things like that happen? Something good will definitely come of it. And anyway, he's footing the bill."
"I don't know."
"So go. What do you have to lose?"
"For starters, he wanted to have my father killed. So maybe he has similar plans for me?"
"Your father was always paranoid about that stuff," Josh grumbled. "You told me so yourself. And if he really wanted to have either of you killed, he would've found a way a long time ago."
Turan was quiet for a long while. "Forget about it," he said. "It isn't a good idea."




CHAPTER 2

A GUEST IN GENGHISTAN
Maybe it wasn't a good idea, Turan thought as the Turkish Airlines plane began its descent over the Caspian Sea.
During the week since he had been fired he had grappled repeatedly with the matter. His father had never said much about the circumstances of their flight from Genghistan, then known as Kushtamenistan, even though he did on several occasions express concern that the King might try to assassinate him. He had escaped the fledging country in the early nineties with his wife and little Turan, shortly after the fall of the Soviet Union and the declaration of independence. Anzur Mugayev, the deputy chairman of the Communist Party of the Soviet Republic of Socialist Kushtamenistan, became a refugee in Vienna and then in New York City. His earthly possessions were housed in two suitcases filled with basic supplies and three small gold bars that he had managed to smuggle out of the country. For the rest of his life, he worked for a contractor and died nearly penniless.
From the moment they arrived in New York, Anzur insisted that Turan immerse himself in American culture and speak only English, even though he made no such demands of himself. He strictly avoided mentioning the homeland with Turan, although on occasion it was clear that he felt a warm nostalgia for the days at the tail end of the Soviet era, when he was the deputy of Genghis, the future king. "My old friend Suleiman," he would say fondly, using the King's former name, and then he would mumble something incomprehensible or drown himself in vodka.
Turan chastised himself for not reading more about Genghistan before setting off, focusing instead on the errands he had to run and the bitterness of his fate. He had already heard plenty about the exploits of the King, as the media occasionally aired official statements and rumors somehow floated out of the hermetic Kingdom. Josh was one of the King's diehard fans and ever since he had learned of Turan's heritage, he would update him excitedly whenever an article about the King was published. Genghis was known as a colorful dictator—it has been said, for instance, that he surrounds himself with hundreds of beautiful women who dance around him and serenade him with songs of praise. Likewise, certain edicts have been made public internationally, including the prohibition against ballet performances, the ban on lip-synching, on gold teeth, on grass-eating, and on the naming of pets by the names of members of the royal family. The official news agency reported several years ago that ever since the King had quit smoking at the behest of his doctors, he had forced his four million subjects to abstain along with him.
Aside from the bits of gossip about the King, though, the internet was surprisingly thin on information about Genghistan. Turan managed to glean that the Kingdom is situated on about two hundred thousand square miles, most of which is desert. Its economy is totally nationalized and has been growing rapidly since the recent discovery of massive oil and natural gas reserves. Its primary trade partners are Russia, Turkey, and China. The capital city is called Shpagatt and the local currency is called fenat. The Kingdom's flag is comprised of eight golden stars in a circle against a maroon backdrop. Traditionally, the residents of Kushtamenistan were moderate Sunni Muslims who, over the course of three quarters of a century of Soviet indoctrination, became largely religion free. Most of the population speaks only Genghese—formerly known as Kushtamenese—and the educated classes speak Russian as well. A visa is needed to enter and exit the Kingdom, and it is given primarily to diplomats and laborers from central and eastern Asia, working in Genghistan under close supervision.
The plane continued to descend and Turan saw Genghis International Airport. The buildings and runways seemed to align into the shape of a dragon, but he dismissed the thought as a byproduct of his overexposure to fantasy series. The plane touched down with relative ease and taxied to the gate. The passengers, mostly businessmen, shuffled toward the front of the plane. In the gangway, on the way to the terminal, he caught a gust of steamy air.
The terminal was everything he was used to seeing in modern states—clean and without singularity. Through the glass windows he could see the parked planes of the national air carrier Genghistan Airlines. Aside from the plane on which he had arrived, there was not a trace of other foreign carriers. Most of his co-passengers trod through the terminal as a single bulk. A security officer whispered into a two-way radio. Advancing along the escalator, Turan started to see pedestrians in local garb. Many of the men wore maroon or black suits, topped with large furry hats—brown, black, or white. The women wore colorful tight-fitting dresses. Their hair was woven into long braids and decorated with bright scarves or jewelry.
Turan passed through passport control and was sent to have his picture taken for a visitor's license. After a quick procedure, the license was made and he was steered toward baggage claim. On his way to the arrival hall he saw a giant banner with the words "Welcome to Genghistan" written on it, only in Genghese. He waded out into the crowd and looked for the driver who was supposed to be waiting for him. Among the crowd he saw mainly policemen and airport personnel. A few seconds later he spotted a sign, also in the local language, with the word "Mugayev." He went over to the short, solidly built man and introduced himself. His Genghese was decent but his lack of practice was apparent. In response to his halting speech, the man shook his hand ceremoniously and said his name was Errandar and that he would be his companion for the coming days.
Errandar asked Turan to follow him and the two left the terminal. The weather was far hotter than in New York City and Turan quickly opened the top button of his shirt. They crossed the airport loop road and reached a large parking lot. Errandar stopped alongside a black luxury vehicle. He took Turan's heavy piece of luggage, hoisted it with ease, and placed it in the trunk. Afterward he held open the back door, waited for Turan to enter, and started the car.
It was nearly evening and the sun hid behind the clouds, the sky shining its pewter face in their direction. They passed through a checkpoint on the way out of the airport, merged onto the highway, and headed toward Shpagatt. The road was markedly wide; four lanes in either direction. Grassy fields and colorful flowerbeds served as the median divider. Traffic was thin and their car moved along without interruption. The car radio played local music, which reminded Turan of Western dance-pop. The closer they got to Shpagatt, the more impressive the view became. Tall street lamps reminiscent of ancient and ornate lanterns lined the road, with flags and colorful ribbons trailing off the poles. Behind them stretched emerald lawns and stately avenues of fir trees. A billboard featuring a Genghese girl with braids and a wide smile sailed past before Turan could read what it said. Finally, they reached a checkpoint at the entrance to the city and Errandar slowed the car. He hailed one of the police officers, clearly expecting to be waved through, but the cop signaled him to stop.
Errandar cursed under his breath and opened the window. "Is there a problem, officer?"
"You don't know what the problem is?" the policeman said.
"No. And I'm here on government business, officer, so please let me carry on."
"The business will wait," he said. "When was the last time you looked at the state of your vehicle?"
Errandar said nothing.
"Entry into Shpagatt is prohibited with a dirty car. That's the law."
"I washed the car just yesterday," Errandar said, "there was a sand storm in the morning. But it's not very dirty."
"It's not very clean either. I'm going to have to write you up," the officer said, taking down his license plate number. "Clean it within the next twenty-four hours."
Errandar grumbled and took the ticket. He shut the window and cursed the cop as soon as the officer turned his back and started to depart. The car eased through the checkpoint and into the city.
The fountains were the first thing that caught Turan's attention. Within moments he had seen more fountains than in all the rest of his life combined. Hundreds of fancy fountains, large and small, were stationed along the sidewalks and on lawns and in the traffic divider.
The second thing he noticed was the cranes. The city was in the midst of a mass building spurt. All of the apartment houses were at least ten-stories tall, and most were entirely new or in the late stages of development. All around were tall cranes, working assiduously despite the hour. The old buildings were being razed and new ones were being erected.
The new buildings were a strange hybrid of very familiar skyscrapers along with architecture from a different era—decorated Roman columns, stained glass windows, half-rounded turquoise domes. Some were encircled by walls covered with spectacular illustrations that reminded Turan of Persian carpets. Some of the facades were draped with banners featuring the face of the King.
In Shpagatt, there were no traffic jams. The driver rarely had to feather the brakes and stopped only at traffic lights. Turan was astonished to find that the lights were gold-plated or at least covered in a real-looking fake gold. He soon saw the same to be true of some of the fountains and he noticed golden columns and arches decorating a building by the side of the road. Alongside him stood a prominent statue of a man in a cape riding a horse, surrounded by more golden fountains.
Red-hued mountains were stacked against the distant horizon. They ringed the city and separated it from the infinite desert. Above them, a sliver of setting sun cast copper rays into the city. The sight left a deep impression on Turan and he did not notice that Errandar had stopped the car. "Sir, we have arrived," he said, his generosity mingling with impatience.
Turan had a hard time steering his gaze away from the wild sunset. Across the street there was a hotel. Tacked above the gate in golden lettering were the words "The Queen Wazira." Errandar got out of the car with Turan behind him, struggling to keep up even though the chauffeur was pulling the suitcase. They swept past two security guards and into a resplendent and luxurious lobby. Errandar put down the suitcase and exchanged a few words with the concierge, an older and handsome woman with narrow eyes and thin braids. She wore a long red dress with orange and white flowers embroidered around the neckline. When he was done speaking with her, Errandar turned away and took a seat on one of the nearby couches. The concierge fiddled at the counter for a few more moments and then came over to Turan. She smiled politely and shook his hand warmly.
"You are Mr. Mugayev, I take it."
"Yes."
"Welcome. I hope you had a pleasant journey."
Turan smiled limply and smothered a yawn.
"Take this, please." She handed him a cellphone and an elegant little book. "According to the laws of the Kingdom, you must take these with you wherever you go. Calls are free."
Turan took the items from her. "What's this?" he asked, waving the book like a fan.
The concierge looked incredulous but quickly regained her composure. "It's the Gengh-Mann-Ghui," she said reverently, "the book of truth by our lord, our King."
Turan remembered vaguely, either from the internet or from Josh, about a book that all subjects were required to master if they were to pass their matriculation exams or driving tests. He hastily tucked the book under his arm and nodded sincerely.
The concierge, now a bit less affable, handed him an envelope. "Here's six hundred fenat. They're for you in case you'd like to buy souvenirs or eat outside of the hotel."
Turan thanked her. As he prepared to take the envelope, the book slipped out of his grasp and fell to the floor. The receptionist froze in horror.
Turan bent down and picked up the book, mumbling an apology. The woman fought to keep her cool in the face of this sacrilege. She swallowed hard and cleared her throat.
"If you'd like to leave the hotel, call Errandar, whose number is already saved in your phone, or contact one of us," she relayed with difficulty. "The hotel staff is at your service during all hours of the day and night."
She raised two trembling fingers to the ceiling and a uniformed porter hastened over. He took the room keys, grabbed the suitcase, and signaled Turan to follow. Turan waved goodbye to Errandar, who nodded somberly. They got into the elevator, went up to the eighth floor, and padded along until they reached room 810. The porter opened the door and gave Turan the key. "Dinner will be sent to you shortly," he said, as he set the suitcase down in the center of the room.
"For you," Turan replied, tilting a five-fenat note in his direction. The porter looked at him in surprise, politely refused, and left the room.
Turan was impressed with the suite and smiled with satisfaction. It had little in common with the cheap hotel rooms that he had stayed in during his trips to Europe. In fact, it was bigger than his apartment in Brooklyn and quite likely cleaner and more organized. Turan gauged the Queen-sized bed, the antique desk, and the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. In the corner of the room there was a lounge area with two floral print couches and a set of wide glass doors that led to a balcony and a view of the mountains. After making a round of the room, he shut the door and flipped the lock. In a spurt of childish enthusiasm he ran and jumped on the bed. He wrapped himself in the comfortable blanket and stretched his body along the firm mattress. After a long day of travel, he felt a deep relaxation envelop him.
A few minutes later he was roused by a series of knocks and he opened the door. A hotel employee stood opposite him, a trolley by his side. "Your dinner, sir," he explained, walking into the room and setting a heaping platter on the table. Turan retrieved the five-fenat note from his pants pocket and extended it to the employee, who rejected it, almost disdainfully. Tipping must not be accepted, he figured. "Dial Zero for the desk if you'd like anything else or to have the dishes cleared," the employee said before he left.
Turan locked the door again. He looked at the platter and saw the foods his mother used to make for him as a child, and a warm feeling flooded him: coal-blackened lamb shish kebab, borscht with sour cream, nan baked into a deep brown, a bowl of dried fruit and nuts, and two bottles of beverages—the first filled with hot tea and the second with fermented camel milk. He sat down and consumed the food lustily.
While fighting the tough nan bread, he detected a weak beeping noise. After a few seconds of ignoring it, he realized that the sound was emanating from the new cellphone he had been given. He hopped out of his chair, looked around frantically and managed to offer a "hello" in time.
"Mr. Mugayev?" a woman's voice inquired on the other end of the line.
"Yes," Turan said, still chewing, "this is he."
"This is Myahri, His Majesty's personal aide."
He swallowed the rest of the nan in one gulp and promptly began an extended bout of coughing.
"Are you alright?" he heard her ask once he had managed to regain his composure and was wiping away tears.
"I'm okay, sorry," he managed to say.
She was quiet for a few moments, unsure of his condition. "His Highness requests a meeting with you in his palace on Wednesday, in three days' time, at eleven in the morning. Is that time suitable for you?"
It wasn't really a question, but Turan confirmed his availability.
"Ideally you will arrive half an hour early so that we may speak before the meeting."
"Absolutely," Turan said, "should I just show up at the gate and I'll be shown in?"
"Yes, the guards are briefed routinely," she summarized. "Besides, I understand you have a driver and a room. Is there anything else you require?"
He thought it over for a moment. "The truth is I'd be happy to meet my aunt. Do you know how I might get her contact information?"
"Ask at the concierge. They'll find her for you."
"Thank you very much."
"Okay, so we'll meet on Wednesday at eleven?"
Again it was not really a question and again he concurred.
"See you then."
Turan sipped the lukewarm tea and cleared the rest of the food to the nearby kitchenette. When he checked the phone, he noticed that there was no connection to the internet and no way to call abroad. He took the holy book and returned to the comfortable bed, at this point slightly less enthusiastically. Printed on the cover of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui was Genghistan's eight-star flag. He lay on his side, opened it, and began to read. The book began with the national anthem:
Genghistan, if I harm thee
May my arm be slashed from its spot.
Genghistan, if I mock thee
May my tongue fall silent and rot.
Genghistan, if I wrong thee
May my eyes go pitch dark and blind.
Genghistan, if I fail thee
May my heart to a full-stop grind.
An oath of loyalty
To our most lofty King,
And eight glimmering stars
Spread the light of their ring.
Side-by-side shall we march
Our might solid as gold.
And as one shall we sing
From the young to the old:
Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!
Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!
What a heaping dose of pathos, Turan thought derisively. But alongside that, somehow, a hidden feeling of patriotism also snuck into his heart. Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!
He continued reading and learnt that the eight stars, like the eight months of the year, are named after the King and his family. The first month, naturally, is called Genghis; the second for his birth name, Suleiman; the third for his wife, Wazira; the fourth for his son, Adiguzel; the fifth for his daughter, Princess Graciela; the sixth for his late father, Azamat; the seventh for his late mother, Gulnara; and the eighth, The Month with No Name. Turan chuckled. Perhaps the King was saving a month in reserve in case he had another child?
He continued reading the book, which became a political speech delivered by Genghis to his subjects:
Our way is the way of justice! Our way is the way of welfare! It is the path of unity, solidarity, friendship, and fraternity! A clean conscience, honest labor, and national integrity! We the Genghese can take no other path, because the Democratic Kingdom of Genghistan is the state of the people! Our people are the root of all our pride! We live in order to fulfill the destiny of all Genghese, and even if we die, we shall die Genghese! We are the towering nation that guides the course of history! Genghistan! All of my love is for thee, and all of thine's pain is for me!
This is really tiring, Turan thought. He flipped through the book and when he realized that the political speech was not going to end anytime soon, he skipped to the final pages:
Brothers! Sisters! Boys! Girls! The Gengh-Mann-Ghui is finished now. Although I wrote it, it is your book! It is a declaration of the goals and the will of the Genghese! The Gengh-Mann-Ghui is our path! The Genghese people will know who they are after they have read it! The unfortunate peoples of the rest of the world may read it, too, and know who the Genghese are! My eternal and immortal Genghistan! So long as the world stands, the Genghese shall stand, and the free and neutral Genghistan shall live forever! The Golden Age—
And with that he fell asleep.




CHAPTER 3

A VILLAGE WEDDING
Turan was awoken by the sound of knocking. It took him a moment to part with Amanda, who had made an appearance in his dream, and recall where he was. The light pouring in from the window told him it was morning. "Yes?" he yelled in Genghese as he got out of bed. "Breakfast," a muffled female voice said from the other side of the door. He straightened his clothes and hurried to the door. A stout hotel employee appraised him with a strange gaze and handed him a tray of food. He thanked her and saw her out.
Turan put the tray down on the table and went to wash his face. The mirror revealed a regrettable sight—his hair stood up in ridiculous tufts and, after a night of twisting and turning, his clothes were good and wrinkled. He swore and smoothed his hair back down. Then he sat down at the table and tore off a hunk of fresh bread, spooned up some yak-milk yogurt, and drank a glass of tea. He showered and donned his tourist uniform—jeans and a t-shirt.
Down in the lobby he was pleased to find no trace of the previous night's concierge. An unfamiliar clerk sat behind the desk. Turan approached him and asked if he could perhaps assist him in finding contact details for his aunt, Lilichka Mugayev. The clerk scurried into a side room and reappeared with surprising alacrity. He handed him a note on which was written her phone number and address. Her current name, it turned out, was Lili Koolish, and she lived with her family in a village called Boondokorsk.
Turan thanked the concierge and retired to an isolated couch in the lobby. In the short and somewhat opaque conversation that he conducted with his aunt, who was quite excited, it was decided that he would visit her village the following day, in the mid-morning hours. He remained seated for a few more minutes and stared at his surroundings, until he noticed Errandar sitting at the far end of the lobby, as though he had not strayed from his perch all night long. Turan got up, walked over, and shook his hand. Errandar seemed refreshed and this time flashed him a friendly smile. He asked Turan what he'd like to do, and Turan said he'd like to see the capital's tourist attractions.
They had a pleasant time and Turan found that Errandar was more agreeable and garrulous than he had initially thought. First he took him to the outskirts of the city to see the world's largest ice palace, an achievement that the Genghese were enormously proud of, given the warm weather and all. Regrettably, the ice palace was closed for renovations, but Turan made do with a look from the outside at the ice walls and the triangular turrets.
From there they proceeded on to King's Square—the central square alongside the royal palace, or rather the largest of the seventeen royal palaces, to which Turan was invited in two days' time. The palace had been unveiled not long ago, after a decade of construction, and was without doubt one of the most stunning architectural vistas he'd seen in his life. Over the entrance gate stood a giant red ring, made out of metal and studded with eight golden stars. The high fence surrounding the palace grounds was made of innumerable golden-tipped posts. Gold sparkled everywhere. Turan could see from afar the glittering palace walls and the magnificent balcony in the foreground, from which the king often addressed the people on special occasions. The roof of the palace was capped with a golden dome, upon which the flag of Ghenghistan flew.
At the center of King's Square stood the Sun of the Nation, which Errandar described as a pilgrimage site for all residents of the Kingdom. It was a sixty-foot statue of Genghis, made entirely of solid gold, and it rotated on an axis so that it always faced the sun. The statue was set on a giant pillar of marble, several hundred feet high, and surrounded by a ring of ornate fountains.
Once they'd sated their hunger with a hefty shawarma meal at one of the restaurants surrounding the square, Errandar took Turan to see the Red Mosque. During the Communist period, he told him, Islam was strictly forbidden. With the fall of Communism, those who had remained faithful to the religion asked the king for permission to erect a house of worship. Genghis agreed, so long as every sermon included his messages to his people. The imam defiantly refused. In response, Genghis incarcerated him and his followers, and appointed a more flexible imam in his place.
They went back to the hotel and Turan spent the rest of the evening in his room. Soon enough he gave up on watching TV, as there was only one channel and it showed the king's "Greatest Moments" in an endless loop, at times accompanied by audible passages read from the Gengh-Mann-Ghui,
or some local news. He went to sleep early and woke up the next day, once again, to the sound of knuckles on the door and the delivery of breakfast. This time he asked politely that the tray be left outside.
He got himself together slowly and had his breakfast. Then he went down to the lobby and met Errandar, who was waiting for him in the usual place. Turan asked that he drive him to his aunt's house in Boondokorsk. Errandar was familiar with the place. It was some fifty miles outside of Shpagatt.
The village did not look like what he'd imagined. He had a hard time deciding if they were in the first or third world. Signs of abject poverty and obscene wealth intermingled at random. Turan saw rounded nomads' tents made of either leather or felt and alongside them brand new Mercedes-Benz vehicles. Old stone houses with tin roofs were decked out with air conditioners and satellite dishes. Designer clothing stores were stationed a few steps away from aimlessly wandering goats, cows, and one-hump camels. Women sat at the mouths of their homes and spent their time either knitting or playing on their cellphones. Frisky dogs cavorted in the streets. Three boys practiced some stunts on their bikes and waved as the visitors approached. Errandar slowed to nearly a full stop and asked if they knew where the Koolish family lived. The kids answered in the affirmative and told the visitors to follow them. They skipped between paved roads and forsaken dirt paths, trampling the occasional pile of gravel or dried twigs. Finally the kids turned around and pointed at a large stone house and rode off.
A dark-haired woman in her late forties sat at the entrance to the home, clad in traditional Genghese attire. She wore a long maroon dress embroidered across the front with a weave of white and orange thread. On her head she had a cap decorated with flowers and on her feet, pointy pink shoes. Once they'd parked and gotten out of the car, she rose to her feet and walked over fast. Turan was hardly able to recognize Aunt Lilichka from the college-era photo his father had kept, and Turan had left the country at too young an age to remember her in any way beyond the photo.
"Turi!" his aunt cried and fell upon his neck in tears. Turan, unused to such public displays of affection, was moved and primarily surprised by the magnitude of the woman's emotion. She wiped away her tears and looked him over from head to foot. "How you look like your father," she said. "But so skinny! They don't feed you over there in America? Come on in, eat something."
She took his hand and led him into the house. Before entering she called to Errandar to join them and he consented in silence. In the entryway they were sniffed by a dog of gargantuan proportions. Turan didn't recognize the breed, but it looked to him like a sort of giant Saint Bernard. The pleasant smell of simmering food filled the house. In the large living room, which looked as though it had been recently re-plastered, sat a sturdy, light-skinned man of about fifty, his hair streaked with silver. He wore a fancy gray suit that would have given him an elegant appearance were his feet not shod in faded and tattered flip flops. "This is Vitali," Lilichka introduced him, "and he is actually your uncle." Vitali rose and kissed him on his right cheek and his left cheek, and his right cheek again and his left cheek again. He steered the embarrassed Turan over to the couch and sat him down the way you would seat a child. "Please," he commanded him with a smile, gesturing toward the table, which was laden with savory cheese pastry, dried fruit, and a pot of tea. Turan took one of the pastries and popped it in his mouth. Lilichka and Errandar also took a seat. The relatives examined Turan with keen interest.
"We heard about your parents," Vitali said, breaking the silence. "Lili took it a bit hard." The aunt nodded. "We have known about your mother for many years. We were allowed to receive the letter from your father. But when Anzur died there was an article about it here in the newspaper. They presented him in a positive light, despite what had happened."
Turan inquired whether they had kept the article. His aunt plodded into the next room and came back with a newspaper cutting. It was a short news piece with an old picture of his father, presenting him as a helping hand in the establishment of the state and the historic deputy to the king. His departure was presented as an overseas posting on the young state's behalf, representing it abroad. Turan figured that the false depiction was better than the other likely scenario, which was the presentation of his father as a traitor. His moment of reflection ended, though, when the giant, drooling dog head-butted him in the chest and playfully demanded to be pet.
"Tell us, what brings you here?" Vitali asked.
"The king invited me to a meeting," Turan said.
The relatives held their breath at the sound of this great news.
"The king?" Vitali asked, struggling to comprehend, "regarding what?"
"Truth is, I don't know. They sent me a letter urging me to come."
"When will you be meeting him?"
"Tomorrow."
"Tomorrow!" Vitali said in wonder.
"You know, he was quite considerate of Lili after you left," Vitali said, after a short silence. Lilichka seconded that with vigorous nods of the head. "She was interrogated only once or twice, and she was even allowed to keep some of the money that Anzur had left her. Once we were married, we used that money to build this house. We owe everything we have to the king," he said, his eyes straying toward Errandar as he took flight on a soliloquy of praise for Genghis.
"He gave us all we have. No one here has to pay for electricity, water, gas—where else are you ever going to find such a country? It's all thanks to him and the oil deals that he was able to make. All of the families in our village have received new cars. Even those who do not have jobs make a handsome salary. Lili is raising her own children instead of finding herself stuck all day teaching the annual crop of idiotic students. I received citizenship even though I am originally from the Ukraine. Chinese workers were brought in for my cotton fields, too. It's all thanks to him, I tell you. Thanks to him! May God bless the King."
Although Turan felt there were a few dashes of hyperbole added to his excitement, he had the sense that the words reflected a deep internal conviction as well. Just then a boy of sixteen or seventeen bounded into the house, wearing a black suit and flip flops. A girl with thick braids down to her hips and a tender face followed him in. She was about two years younger than him and was wearing a bottle-green dress. "Delia, Talhir," Vitali said hopping to his feet, "this is Turan, your cousin." They were apparently forewarned of his imminent arrival and did not seem surprised. The girl smiled and bowed politely, and the boy approached him and kissed him twice on either cheek, just as his father had done.
"Lili, it's about time for lunch, no?" Vitali said and his wife got to her feet and tussled Turan's hair on her way to the kitchen. She brought out a lamb stew with rice and carrots cooked in a rich broth, a plate full of spicy Genghese kofta, and a pitcher of chilled water. Delia brought spoons, plates, and glasses and started to set the table in the living room. The men started to eat and the women followed. Turan, who recalled the kofta as a challenging dish, took only a symbolic portion and focused his attentions on the lamb stew, a decision that immediately proved prudent.
"We've got to get going," Vitali said once they'd finished eating, "the wedding ceremonies are about to start." He turned to Turan. "Our neighbors' son is getting married," he explained.
"So I'll just head back to the hotel."
"Not a chance!" Vitali protested, "You have to come with us. The entire village will be there."
But I'm not from the village, Turan thought, and I don't know the neighbors or their son. "But…I didn't bring a gift."
"I'll take care of that," Vitali announced.
Turan glanced at his serious face and realized that he could not decline the offer without causing a serious rift with his newfound family. "Okay," he said limply.
"All we need is to find you a hat, make you look like a man," Vitali said. "Wait here."
"I won't be going anywhere," Turan joked bashfully. Vitali returned with two substantial fur hats. He threw one to Errandar and set the other one down on Turan's head. "There we are," he said, smiling contentedly, "just like that. Look at yourself in the mirror."
Staring at his reflection, Turan had a hard time not laughing at the ridiculous combination of jeans and a t-shirt and the black fur hat, which made him look like someone pretending to be a royal guard at Buckingham Palace. His relatives undoubtedly thought otherwise as they gazed at him for some time, melting with pride.
Lilichka fetched Turan and Errandar another pot of tea. The family members retired to their rooms to get ready for the wedding. Turan toyed with the idea of seizing the opportunity and fleeing the house, but decided against it, both because he was scared of the implications and a bit curious about what lay ahead. He sat beside Errandar, daydreaming and sipping the tea slowly.
A long hour later the family was dressed and ready. The kids had showered and changed clothes, while the parents remained outfitted in the festive clothes they had already been wearing. Vitali, though, had added an impressive gray hat to his ensemble, and Lilichka was now sporting a red bandana weighted down with sparkling jewels. "It's starting!" Vitali announced when the noise level from outside began to mount, and they headed out of the house.
Three houses away, several hundred men, women, and children were congregated. The family members entered the crowd and stopped alongside the house. Lilichka asked an older woman how far along they were. "They've already finished with the goat," the old lady said in a gruff Genghese that was hard for Turan to follow, "and the groom just gave his parents their presents." Turan saw the groom, a handsome man in a white hat and a white suit. His proud parents were by his side. "Where's the bride?" he asked his aunt. "We'll go to her house soon," Lilichka said. She stroked his arm, her motherly touch pleasant.
A short while later three musicians arrived, bearing an accordion, a clarinet, and a big drum. They started playing, much to the enjoyment of the crowd, which swelled with each passing moment. The groom bopped like a baby goat to the sounds of the music and those around him egged him on, whistling sharply and clapping their hands to the rhythm. Then, once the warmup act was done, his father steered over a horse with a saddle adorned with colorful woolen decorations and helped his son mount the animal. The groom started to ride and the crowd began to disperse, some on foot and some by car. "Come on, let's go," Vitali said. "I'll take my car," Errandar said. Before Turan managed to say a word, Vitali made it clear he would be riding with the family. They turned back toward the yard and got in the car.
Vitali instructed Turan to sit beside him and the others took their places in the backseat. They had a black Mercedes, like most of the other families in the village. Out of habit Turan cast a hand over his shoulder, searching for the seatbelt, but found that it was missing. "We don't use that nonsense," Vitali said, making a scissoring motion with his fingers. "We know how to drive."
After a short and noisy ride they reached a street that was blocked by a truck. They turned into a dirt lot, found a parking spot, and made their way on foot to the bride's house nearby. The crowd, much increased by this point, huddled around the home and waited for her to emerge. The groom waited on horseback. Turan noticed a nearby stage with a microphone stand and a sound system, behind which a banner with a visage of the king rippled in the breeze. Several minutes later, the bride's parents came out of the house. Lilichka gently elbowed Turan in the ribs. The mother stepped forward, turned toward the crowd, and wailed. "Who will take my unwed daughter?" was one of the sentences Turan understood, "what hath she done to deserve a fate so bitter? Who shall redeem her from a life of loneliness?" At that stage the groom dismounted and his father tucked a loaf of bread into his arms. He approached the bride's father and ceremoniously offered him the loaf of bread, which, Lilichka noted, was a symbol of sustenance. Once the father of the bride had accepted the loaf of bread, he turned back toward his house with his wife. The groom took a few dozen steps back. A near complete silence stretched through the crowd and everyone waited for what came next.
After a few moments of tension, the drums started to rattle and bang and the bride stepped out of the house. The crowd roared in appreciation. She was in her early twenties, in a puffy white dress and draped in an unreasonable amount of jewels—a silver crown across her forehead, a triple-strand of pearls across her chest, and many earrings, bracelets, and rings. The groom remained rooted in place. Five young women in festive dress ran up to the bride and stood before her, and five older women ran up to the groom and stood before him. Lilichka again kindly jabbed Turan in the ribs. "No!" the young women cried, "we won't let you take her!" "Yes!" the older women responded, "her time has come!" and then the older women galloped over to the girls and took them by storm—pulling their hair, throwing them to the ground and rolling them around. The crowd roared with laughter, and Turan, surprised, realized soon to what extent the whole event was choreographed. The defeated girls lay still, and the older women approached the bride and led her assuredly toward the groom. The lasses rose slowly, smiling demurely, and Turan noticed that the bride's parents had already left the house. The bride stood beside the groom and they held each other's hand. A wave of applause broke over them.
The couple strode arm in arm to the makeshift stage, climbed up, and joined their parents, who were already waiting there. The village elder, ancient and well-tailored, joined them on the stage and proclaimed the couple duly wed on this day in accordance with the rules of the king. He extended his best wishes to the parents—suggesting that the couple make haste in supplying grandchildren—and announced that the hour of benedictions had arrived. "But before the traditional blessings, we have a surprise," he said, like someone revealing a secret. "A little bird has told me that today we have been graced with the presence of an official guest of the munificent king, may his glory be multiplied!" Everyone clapped vigorously except for Turan, who was taken aback. "Perhaps he will consent to come up onto the stage and say a few words?"
Turan felt leaden and dizzy. Vitali took him by the arm and guided him without protest to the stage. Turan mounted the stairs and the village elder gestured respectfully toward the microphone. Some two thousand Genghese stood before him, waiting for his words, and he, who had never presented so much as a PowerPoint to more than five people, stood there in a t-shirt and jeans and the ridiculous headwear of a Buckingham Palace guard. He definitely had no idea what to do. When the crowd started to buzz with whispers, he realized it was time to say something and soon.
"Good afternoon," he said, speaking as if from within a dream, "I've come to you after many years in America, and I feel I have returned home!"
The crowd clapped in excitement, and Turan smiled.
"Tomorrow I shall meet the king, and I will tell him of this wonderful village of yours!" he said confidently, even though he didn't mean it. The clapping intensified in turn.
Suddenly he remembered that it was a wedding. "And I'd like to wish the couple a most hearty congratulations," he turned toward them, "in my name and in the name of the king!"
Immediately he felt a trickle of doubt. Perhaps he had taken it too far? But the doubt was washed away under the shower of applause and the long minutes of celebration. The bride looked like she might pass out from the enormity of the honor bestowed upon her. The groom gave Turan his white hat in tribute and kissed him twice on each cheek. The village elder asked him in a whisper if he was married, and once Turan replied in the negative, he said with a smile that he would not have a hard time finding him a match in the village.
Turan departed the stage and returned triumphantly to his proud relatives. He was so excited that he did not retain a word of what the other speakers said. A rhythmic tune that reminded him of Turkish music he had heard long ago came syncopated out of the speakers. The sun set and colorful bulbs on a wire glowed. Meat, candy, and drink stands opened all along the closed-off road, and the guests ate and drank with abandon. All of the villagers took part in the joyous street party, and the passersby smiled at Turan happily. Lilichka led him to the yard that had been converted into a dance floor, and he danced and got down as he never had before. Vitali and the kids joined them, and in the end even Errandar came out onto the dance floor, breaking out some nifty Caucasian dance steps. Maybe I really have come home, Turan thought to himself, drunk on wine and merriment.
That night he dreamt neither of Amanda nor of New York City.




CHAPTER 4

THE KING'S HALL
Errandar stopped the car alongside King's Square. "This is as far as I can go," he said.
Turan got out of the car, dressed in his good suit. Though he still had a slight hangover from the previous night's revelry, he took some solace in the fact that his summons to the palace was not slated for any earlier. He crossed the broad square and walked past the Sun of the Nation statue and the dozens of people clustered around the surrounding fountains. The ardor of the previous day's celebrations had dimmed his apprehension about the looming audience with the king, but now, as he approached the palace gates, it flooded him.
After a thorough body search, during which his phone was confiscated, Turan was admitted into the palace grounds. A guard was sent to accompany him to the entrance. There he underwent another security check and was summarily led by another guard to the Royal Hall.
Turan struggled to remain calm. Part of him wanted to stop following the guard and stand still and look closely at the wonders of the palace. They strode across wall-to-wall carpets of a deep royal red, patterned with diamond-shaped medallions and flowers. Now and again they passed between round marble pillars that stretched from the floor to the gold ceiling. All along the walls were oil paintings of the king and the royal family. Moving at a good clip, Turan was unable to take in the entirety of the lavish amplitude that surrounded him, catching only the occasional glimmer of grand chandelier, statue, chalice, antique jug, and the constant flash of gold glittering everywhere.
Finally they reached the entrance to the Royal Hall. The guard stopped a few feet shy of a carved wooden desk stationed alongside the doors to the hall and gestured to Turan to approach. The woman seated at the desk seemed to be about fifty years old, full-bodied and dressed in a beige blazer with an ornamental trim. In contrast to local custom, her black curly hair was adorned with no scarf or head covering of any other sort.
"Turan," she said and smiled at him serenely, as though she'd met him before. She got up and shook his hand.
"Are you Myahari?" he asked, though he already knew the answer. She confirmed his guess and indicated that he be seated in the chair opposite hers.
"It's good you've come early," she said, "His Highness will be available slightly sooner than planned. Was everything okay?"
"On the way? Yes, fine."
"Are you nervous?" she asked with a smile.
"A bit."
"Don't worry, he doesn't bite," she soothed. "At least not recently. He's been more inclined to burn or hang. Or drown, that can happen occasionally, too."
He supposed this was said in jest, but it wasn't made explicit.
"It is simply important that you abide by certain codes of behavior once you enter. First of all, bow. Nothing extravagant. But distinctly. Here, like this."
He watched her demonstrate and then performed two practice bows. Myahari seemed satisfied.
"Secondly, look him in the eyes. Here, too, I'd advise you not to exaggerate, but do take care not to look all around the room while speaking to him. He does not react well to that sort of thing."
Turan met her eyes and nodded gravely.
"Aside from all that, he has lately become fond of diversity, which is to say that His Highness enjoys being called by all sorts of names. The Wonder of the Age, The River of Compassion, and so on. But if you prefer not to get tangled up with all that then just call him Your Highness. And most important—don't say anything I wouldn't say. On second thought, don't say anything I would say, either."
The directives only served to confuse him further. Myahari burst out laughing and he joined her dejectedly.
A sharp horn blared from somewhere within her desk, startling them both. "Oh my," she mumbled, "it's either too weak or too strong." She rose to her feet and showed him the double doors.
"Don't worry," she said to Turan, this time in apparent sincerity, "you'll be fine."
The doors opened. Myahari announced "Turan Mugayev," and he entered the hall. His teeth chattered. Before him there was a stage on which sat a red-upholstered golden throne, behind which was a dark curtain that reminded him of the theater. The familiar figure on the throne signaled him to approach. He made his feet move, stopped a few steps shy of the stage, and bowed deeply.
King Genghis was, on the face of it, not very impressive looking. He was in his late fifties, more than a decade older than his visage in the official portraits that hung all across the Kingdom, eyeing passersby. His hair was dark, his forehead furrowed with wrinkles, his eyebrows thick, his eyes slightly slanted, his nose bulbous and his mouth tight. His skin was pitted and he had a double chin. Although he remained seated, it was plain to see that he was full around the middle and of average height.
Quite shockingly, Turan found that Genghis was dressed in the manner of a medieval European monarch, exhibiting not a trace of modernity or of his Central Asian heritage. He wore a dark blue robe embroidered with the eight golden stars. A brown leather belt was cinched somewhere around his middle. The robe reached nearly to his knees and beneath it smooth black trousers peeked out. Across his shoulders a deep red cape cascaded down to his brown leather boots. Beside him rested a golden specter, the exact purpose of which was not immediately clear. But what stood out above all else was the glorious crown resting on his head. It was large and made of beaten gold and inlaid with diamonds and other jewels. It had eight sharp points, each adorned with a glittering golden star. How much is that thing worth? Turan wondered, and immediately afterward—how much does that thing weigh?
"You look surprised," the king's deep voice reverberated through the hall.
"Surprised?" Turan sputtered, remembering Myahari's advice and hurrying to look the king in the eyes. "Yes, I didn't expect His Highness to be dressed in this manner."
"In what manner did you expect a monarch to dress?"
"I don't know, in a suit and tie or something of the sort."
"You are wearing a suit and tie. Millions of people wear suits and ties. What is royal about that?"
Turan didn't know what to say.
"If the king does not wear royal garb, how will the masses know he is a king?"
"Yes, I suppose they wouldn't know," Turan conceded. "I didn't think about it in that way. I apologize if that was disrespectful of me, Your Highness."
He forced himself to raise his bashful eyes and look the king in the eye.
"So you are the son of Anzur," the king said.
"Yes," Turan answered, and rushed to add, "Your Highness."
 "You resemble him, same pretty face he once had, only taller and skinnier."
Turan smiled politely.
"We were pained to hear of your father's death," the king said and his voice softened, practically paternal. "Mugayev was well liked. He was a true friend. Without him, it is possible I would not be here today."
"Thank you, Your Highness. I am humbled by your words."
"It is hard to know precisely what you were told, so it is imperative you understand—it was never the Kingdom's intent to get rid of him. One can understand why he feared that might happen, but he was profoundly mistaken. It is true that during that period certain actions were taken…not always so…nice. What is to be done, there were obstacles that had to be cleared. That's how it is. But Mugayev would not have been touched. Not him and not his family."
He glanced at Turan's frozen face and carried on with his speech.
"A shame, truly a shame how it transpired. Your father was sent several letters in recent years. The fool ignored them all. Had there been a desire to be done with him, it would have been carried out in America, too! The man was stubborn as a mule. All these years and still unwilling to listen. No harm was ever intended. At most we meant to award him an ambassadorship somewhere, in Japan or something. Say, is that so dreadful a desire?"
"No, Your Highness," Turan replied promptly.
The king carefully gauged his reaction. "Well then," he said after a while, "It's good that's been cleared up. What has been your impression thus far of Genghistan?" he asked jovially.
"It's an incredible country."
"Did you have any recollection of it?"
"No, Your Highness, not really, I was too young. But clearly a great deal has changed."
"Undoubtedly," the king said and observed a few seconds of silence.
"Would you like to remain here?"
"Yes, Your Majesty," Turan said instinctively, and only afterwards began to contemplate the statement.
"Perhaps you should take a day or two to think it over. Genghistan has plans for you, but there mustn't be any surprises."
I don't want to wait, Turan thought, I just want to make the decision and be done with it. The events of the past days flashed through his mind and they guided him to the same conclusion. I like it here. I have nowhere else.
"I would like to stay, Your Majesty."
"Is that a final decision?" the king asked. "Because if you say you're staying, you're staying."
"I'm staying."
"Wonderful," the king said contentedly, "there's a reason that you were summoned here. You wrote for a newspaper in America, correct?"
"Not exactly. I worked at a PR firm."
"Is there a difference? You wrote articles and they went into the paper, no?"
"Basically, yes. But not all of them went into the paper. Only some of them. And even then the newspapers sometimes tinkered with them. At the end of the day, the papers publish what they want."
"What they want?" the king parroted dubiously. "What do you mean what they want? What do you need them for if you've already written up the article?"
Again Turan was not sure how to respond. "To make sure that the PR articles are not too much PR, I guess."
The king chuckled. "The Americans are a weird lot," he said with confidence, "can't be fully understood," he snorted derisively.
"So you know how to write, and you know English," he continued his line of questioning, "is there anything else you know how to do?"
"In my previous job I was also involved in some digital marketing, some social media, that sort of thing."
"Yes, social media. It has been brought to my attention. Some have suggested that we even adopt that sort of thing here in Genghistan. What a lark. But that is how the Americans speak between themselves, is it not?"
"Yes. I could open accounts here on the different social media platforms and post pictures and statuses, which is to say texts, sentences, things that speak of Genghistan, His Highness, and the Gengh-Mann-Ghui."
The king's eyes glowed with the mention of the book. "We are of course in contact with Russia and China, but we now seek to widen our profile in the West. That is the reason that you were summoned. For that reason and for old stubborn Mugayev himself. In two months' time there is an important conference at the United Nations. You'll be needed then. In the meantime, do this business with the pictures and the sentences. Publish in English whatever you think will interest Americans and their friends, whatever you think will help us with them."
Turan nodded. The king pressed a hidden button to his right and immediately Myahari's voice could be heard. "Tell Muzafar that Mugayev's kid is going to be the next head of the Western Division.
He looked over at Turan, who had not gotten the hint. "Anything else?"
"No, Your Majesty," Turan said.
"Then you are dismissed. Best of luck."
Flushed, Turan strode out of the hall. Myahari stopped him and asked that he wait a moment. She announced the next appointment and ushered a severe and grandly mustached gentleman into the room. "I told you you'd be fine," she said when she returned.
"Yeah," Turan said with a relieved smile.
"So, you'll be working for Muzafar, the Minister of Information," Myahari explained. She jotted something down on a slip of paper and handed it to him. "Here's the address and the phone number of the office. It's walking distance from the palace. Here's my card, too. Call me if you have any questions."
"Am I supposed to start work right away? Tomorrow?"
"No. Enjoy a bit more of a vacation. Show up on Sunday morning. I'll let them know."
"What time should I be there?"
"At nine. Muzafar's office is on the seventh floor."
"Okay. So…I go now?"
"You go," she confirmed.
The guard led Turan back to the palace doors. Turan's legs took command and led him out. His head was spinning and he could hardly see what was happening around him. He was adrift in the clashing sensations of the easement of stress, the starbursts of joy, and the fear of the future. He did not notice the changing of his chaperon-guard until he reached the palace doors, where the replacement guard asked him, as he prepared to step out, if he wished to take his cellphone back. He picked up the phone and found that hardly more than an hour had passed since he'd entered the palace—a single hour that seemed to him like an entire day.
Turan headed out into King's Square, moved a few yards away from the palace doors, and flopped down on a public bench. He tried to drain the thoughts from his mind, to breathe deeply, and relax for a few moments. It worked. He got up rejuvenated from the bench and strode toward the Sun of the Nation statue, alongside which Errandar was supposed to be waiting for him. The early-afternoon sun shone brightly on his head and a warm breeze blew in his face. He continued walking and soon was alongside the statue. Before him he saw a large group of Genghese tourists and pilgrims.
And then he saw her. Still in mid-stride he noticed her dainty and delicate figure, which was partially cloaked in a black dress with a thick pink stripe along its length. All of a sudden he realized that she was looking at him. Her face was quite pretty, but he immediately saw something beyond a run of the mill beauty, something good-hearted, glowing, familiar, affable, and cute. Yes, maybe that best described her face, cute. The childish pin in her hair, the spunky braids, the painted eyebrows, the round eyes, the thin lips, the dimples that appeared when she smiled. She really is smiling at me, Turan thought to himself, and in a rare display of courage he smiled back. In that way they communicated for another second or two, drawing closer. Suddenly Turan's eyes were blinded, apparently from the intentional glare of the sun against the golden statue, and as his vision was gradually restored to him, he saw that the laughter in her eyes had been replaced with overt concern.
Everything happened too fast. As soon as he noticed her apprehensive look, he collided forcefully with an older, heavyset woman, a collision that nearly caused him to lose his balance entirely. Regrettably the woman did not treat the incident with overarching leniency and pushed him away with contempt. Turan hopped sideways, away from her, and his foot stumbled over the foundations of one of the fountains surrounding the statue. The unseen impediment caused him to fall, backwards, and to flip over in a perfect summersault, landing, backside first, in the frothy water of the fountain.
Turan was shocked and soaked. From within the jets of water he could just make out the witnesses relishing the comic improbability of the act in which he had starred. Soon enough, other pedestrians joined the group and gaped at the man in the fountain. The smiling woman managed to stanch her laughter, went over to the rim of the fountain, and extended a hand. How he did not want her to be there at that moment! With the last shreds of his honor he thanked her for her concern, got up by himself, and shook some of the water from his soaked clothing. In front of the giggling crowd he clambered out of the fountain, straightened his hair, and promptly marched off the premises.




CHAPTER 5

THE MINISTRY OF INFORMATION
Errandar did not ask about what had happened, and for that Turan was grateful. He returned to the hotel and managed to slither back to his room without encountering any inquisitive faces. He ripped off his drenched suit and showered, this time voluntarily. The warm water washed away most of the humiliation and all of the euphoria that had engulfed him earlier.
The recess did not last long. Some two hours after returning to the hotel, a mustached employee showed up at his door and informed him that the following day he would be moving to an apartment of his own. The employee handed him a key to the apartment and a leather pouch containing an eight-hundred-fenat advance on his salary. After packing up his things he went down to have a swim in the hotel pool and a soak in the Jacuzzi. He had a satisfying dinner at a nearby restaurant, surrounded by tourists and wealthy Genghese.
The government employee housing consisted of ten recently erected towers built near the seat of government in Shpagatt. Errandar, who drove Turan to his new quarters the following morning, told him that the residents of the towers paid only a symbolic rent. The two of them took the elevator up to the sixth floor and went in to the apartment. Errandar set Turan's heavy suitcase down in the entryway.
"That's it," Errandar said, "from now on you may go wherever you please, alone."
"Up till now I wasn't able to do that?" Turan asked, part in jest.
Errandar did not answer.
"Thank you so much for all your help," Turan gushed and took his hand warmly. Errandar smiled and disappeared into the waiting elevator.
Turan was impressed with the apartment. It was albeit quite clear that it was designed for a single person, but it was far roomier than the nook in which he had lived in Brooklyn. The floors seemed newly polished, the walls were painted a pale blue, and the AC was blowing heartily. Turan recalled the exorbitant rent he used to pay, the faulty air-conditioning unit, and the dripping ceiling that the landlord had refused to fix. While unpacking his things he thought to himself that life would be good in this apartment, in this city.
He spent the weekend before starting his new job reading and wandering around town. His residence was walking distance from the Ministry of Information, close to King's Square and other places of entertainment. Turan hung out in the tea houses, toured the colorful bazaars, and attended his first ever horse race.
At a quarter to nine in the morning on Sunday, the start of the Genghese work week, Turan showed up at the Ministry of Information. The domed roof notwithstanding, it appeared to be in every way a standard Western office building. The guard at the gate waved a metal detector wand across his body and directed him toward the main desk in the lobby. The clerk at the desk asked to see his credentials and had him wait as he picked up the phone. Turan sat on one of the couches and stared at the high ceiling. After a few minutes of boredom he began to slowly wander around the lobby. He lingered alongside the elevators, near a large plastic diagram that showed where the different units of the ministry were located—the Genghistan Today newspaper, the Voice of Genghistan radio station, the state TV channel and the office of the minister of information.
Several minutes later Turan's gaze was drawn to a young woman who had come down to the lobby. She approached him and introduced herself coolly as "Ainoor, from Human Resources." She too asked to see his documentation and then instructed him to follow her. She led him up the stairs to the first floor and from there to her office. They sat next to another employee. Ainoor tapped some data into the computer and told Turan that he was exempted from taking the citizenship test and the Gengh-Mann-Ghui proficiency exam because his employment was personally authorized by the king. He smothered a laugh when Ainoor told him that his monthly salary would come to a total of five thousand fenat. Each fenat was worth two dollars, which gave him, he realized, a ten-thousand-dollar-a-month salary. He'd never made anything near that sum. What will I do with all that money? As it is, one hardly ever has to pay for anything here…
Ainoor brought over some paperwork. She asked that he fill out the forms and return them when he was done. The first form required personal information—address, telephone number, foreign citizenship, passport number, personal status, and so forth. The following forms were a bit less standard. The medical form included this: Do you suffer from chronic diseases such as asthma, homosexuality, veganism, or multiple sclerosis? And: Have you consumed forbidden substances such as tobacco, Coca Cola, or chewing gum? The declaration of integrity included: Have you been incarcerated or taken part in a re-education seminar? I don't know what a re-education seminar is, Turan thought, but it doesn't sound like something I want to take part in.
He answered the questions to the best of his ability and added clarifications wherever he presumed that his answers might be problematic. The gum-chewing he attributed to a childhood hobby in distant America, and the Cola-sipping he elegantly avoided. Once he'd given Ainoor the forms she handed him an entry card to the building and his press credentials. "Go up to Muzafar's office now. It's on the seventh floor."
Turan had intended to thank her and leave, but he couldn't resist, and so he asked, "Do you know what head of the Western Division means, or in other words, what the job entails?"
"Ask Muzafar for anything," she said with false generosity and signaled for him to leave. "For anything, anything at all that you may need, turn to him," and she shut the door.
The minister's secretary, too, hardly bent over backwards in her efforts to be gracious. She said dryly that he should please be seated and asked if he'd like coffee or tea. When he replied with a "Yes, please," she sent him to the kitchenette to make his own coffee. Turan waited for nearly an hour until a short solid man rushed past. He went into the office and slammed the door. That must be Muzafar, Turan thought, but since the secretary reacted not at all to his arrival, he wasn't entirely sure and decided to wait a bit longer before inquiring. After an additional quarter of an hour, he approached and asked if the minister had arrived. She nodded dully. When he asked when he might be seen, she growled that the minister was aware of his arrival.
It was nearly one in the afternoon when his name was finally called. He swapped the desperate expression that had settled across his face with his best smile and walked in. The secretary shut the door behind him. He looked at Muzafar, who was focused on his computer screen. He was in his late forties, with an impressive black suit, a somber bulldog expression and a red birthmark across his right cheek. Turan allowed himself a seat.
"Turan Mugayev," Muzafar mumbled after a long minute, once he'd started to look over the forms on his desk.
"Guilty as charged," Turan said with a smile.
"Tell me," Muzafar said, looking at him for the first time, "why would His Highness set up a position for the son of a traitor?"
The smile wilted on his lips, affront spread through his chest. "Don't know," he managed to say, "you'd have to ask him."
Muzafar stiffened his lips severely. "Honorable minister," he said.
"What?"
"Honorable minister. You should have said 'you'd have to ask him, honorable minister.'"
"Oh, I see."
"Honorable minister."
"Yes, I see, honorable minister."
"Don't know why he brought you here," he said as he leafed through the forms for another few seconds. "The West is very low on our priority list, particularly America. We and the Foreign Ministry work mainly with Russia, China, and Turkey."
Turan realized it was best not to respond.
Muzafar picked up the phone. "Dasha," he said in a commanding voice, "send Tatiana over here." He looked at Turan again. "What did the king command you to do?"
"He said I would be in charge of our PR for the West, translating things to English, posting on social media." Turan was quiet for a moment, remembering and then adding, "honorable minister."
"Social media? What is that good for?"
"It's how many Westerners communicate with one another, honorable minister."
"Yes, so I've heard," Muzafar said with a wave of the hand. "I don't think it will catch on here."
Turan again opted to maintain his silence.
"A waste of time, if you ask me. Who needs that stuff anyway? I'll discuss it with His Highness. But in the meantime, do what the king told you to do," he said, pointing at him, "plain and simple."
Turan nodded. "Honorable minister," he stuttered slightly, "may I ask how many people serve in my department?"
Muzafar looked at him contemptuously. "Just you."
Turan considered debating this with the minister, but at that moment Tatiana walked into the room, and he immediately forgot his earlier intentions.
He recognized her right away. It was the girl from the square, the witness to one of his most ingloriously low moments. He felt a sudden urge to run away from the room, but, finding something sweet and pleasant in her face, the urge subsided. Tatiana wore a green dress and her straight brown hair was let down this time. She is just about my age or less, he thought, and yet so composed and self-confident. Turan assumed that she would recognize him but she showed no such sign. "This is Turan. Mugayev Jr.," Muzafar moaned. "He'll handle the West instead of Azar, but will be using social media and all the rest of that nonsense. Teach him what he needs to know."
"Where will he be sitting?" she asked, and Turan noticed that there was no honorable minister at the end of her inquiry.
"In the storage room."
"In the newsroom's old storage room?"
"Yes."
"Really? Not in Azar's old room?"
"No."
"Okay…" she cleared her throat, "shall he come with me now, then?"
"Yes," Muzafar said, turning his attention back to the computer screen.
Walking toward the elevator, Turan turned to her. "Do you remember me?" he asked hesitantly.
"It's a bit hard to recognize you now that you're all dry," she winked, "but yes."
He lowered his gaze.
Tatiana seemed to sense his shame. "Have you had anything to eat?" she asked right away.
"No."
"So you must be hungry. Let's go down to the cafeteria."
They took the elevator down to the building's lunch restaurant. His eyes wanted to take in the contours of her body, but his brain warned him not to. "We usually eat at King's Square, but the food here is adequate and at least it's free," she said with a smile.
"So you've lived in the United States?" she asked in English once they'd sat down at a table and Turan had started shoveling the spaghetti marinara into his mouth.
Turan was surprised. He was already getting used to speaking Genghese and very few locals knew English.
He said as much to her. "My English was once passable, but it has been in decline over the past two years on account of having no one to speak it with," she said. "So, yes, I prefer we speak in English."
"Your English is really good now," Turan said truthfully. It was a strange blend of Genghese accent and British English but her grammar was flawless. "Where'd you learn it?"
"My degree is in communications and I read for it in Switzerland, where the classes were taught in English. Prior to that I also read a lot of books in English."
Turan intended to ask where one could get English books in the Kingdom but was forced to tend to his trousers, which had just been speckled by tomato sauce from a stray strand of spaghetti. "What do you do around here?" he asked in order to take the focus off himself.
"I work at the newspaper—in charge of the foreign desk and the editor of the readers' letters."
"What do you mean by editor of the readers' letters? You mean you respond to them?"
"I mean that I write them and I respond to them."
He found her response entertaining but once again his attention was drawn to his pants, which were yet again splattered with sauce.
"Some advice," Tatiana said with a smile, "next time you're out with a girl, don't get the spaghetti."
I didn't know we were out, he thought to himself, and offered her a bashful smile.
Once they'd finished eating, they took the elevator up to the sixth floor. "This is my office here," she said, pointing at a spacious room with two places to sit. "We'll further discuss your position later. For now I'm afraid I've got a few urgent things to get done. In the meantime, let me escort you to the storeroom." They walked down the narrow hallway, and pointed at the room that Muzafar had given him.
At first he thought it was a joke. The room was tiny. The storeroom had no door, and with good reason, as there would not have been enough space to open it had there been one. A land-line telephone, a legal pad, and a pen were perched on a small wooden desk. And somehow, in a manner that challenged the rules of geometry, a desktop computer with a monstrous and ancient CRT monitor had been crammed into the office space.
"I'm sorry. This was not my decision," she said. "I’m going to work for a bit. See if you are able to get started on something and feel free to come by my office if you have any problems."
Tatiana left and Turan bit his lip in anger. Even with his long skinny legs he had a hard time shimmying between the desk and the wall. He rolled the chair flush against the wall, pushed the desk all the way forward, and managed at last to sit down. He turned on the computer and waited the better part of fifteen minutes for the operating system to load up. When he clicked on the desktop browser he got a message saying that the computer was not connected to the internet.
He was only able to connect to the ministry's organizational portal. Checking the cables and the settings he realized that the internet was blocked. With considerable exertion he managed to shimmy back out of the room and walk over to Tatiana's office. There he presented her with the problem and she suggested that he go to the technical support office on the fourth floor. Turan went down two floors and quickly found the right department. It consisted of four workers in a single large room. He turned to one of them and said that he didn't have an internet connection. The employee demanded that he make contact solely through the appropriate channel, the ministry's portal. Turan went back to his room, filed a request in the portal, and waited many long minutes for the same employee to arrive. The employee unenthusiastically inquired what the problem was and Turan muttered that he had already told him earlier: he had no access to the internet. The employee explained that only a few select employees were given that privilege, and that there was nothing he could do about it without the written authorization of Minister Muzafar.
Turan stomped up the stairs and entered Muzafar's bureau. Thankfully the cranky secretary was nowhere to be seen and the minister's door was partially open. He weighed his options carefully and then knocked on the door and peeked inside. Muzafar was alone in the room.
"Honorable minister," he said from the doorway.
"Yes, Mugayev, what do you want?"
"I'm sorry to disturb you, honorable minister, but I have no internet."
"For that you disturb me?! Can't you see I'm busy?"
"I apologize, but I was told that in order to be connected I must have authorization from you, honorable minister."
Muzafar rose heavily from his seat and Turan felt the flash of a physical threat. "Why should I authorize it?" the minister said venomously, "what do you need internet for? Espionage?"
"No, not at all!" Turan said raising his voice for the first time and immediately restraining himself. "I'm supposed to be promoting Genghistan online. How am I supposed to do that without being online?"
Muzafar pushed him out of the room, more in disgust than in force, and without thinking twice slammed the door in his face.
Turan stared at the shut door. He had known his share of workplace humiliation in the past, but he had never felt so unwanted. He made his way back to his tiny room, not knowing where else he could be alone. He stared at an imaginary speck in the hallway and tried to calm down. When he remembered his copy of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui he took it out of his pocket and focused on it rather than the speck. He had been in the Kingdom for long enough to know that no one would complain if they found him immersed in the book.
Several minutes later, Tatiana arrived and asked how he was doing. He debated telling her what had happened and, with desperation outweighing caution, he decided to proceed. In as quiet and restrained a manner as possible he detailed the most recent events. She listened curiously and was clearly displeased when he described his visit to Muzafar's office. "Wait here," she said furiously. He had no alternative plans.
Nor did he need to wait long. Hardly ten minutes passed before she returned to his office. "Try and connect now," she said, her fingers drumming the desk. Turan clicked on the browser and an expression of wonder passed across his face. "It works," he called out and thanked her with a hangdog smile for opening up a link to the outer world. Tatiana nodded and left the room.
Browsing through his favorite e-book site, Turan tried to console himself. Even if I'm stuck here with the boss from hell, who actively tries to prevent me from doing my job, who thinks my father was a traitor, he thought, I can still pass the time with a good book.




CHAPTER 6

THE LADY AND THE KHAN
The following days were far less miserable. Muzafar was nowhere to be seen and initiated no contact. Better still, Tatiana had offered Turan the umbrella of her protection, both professionally and socially. Already on his second day at work she invited him to join her and her friends for lunch at Farouz's, their preferred tea house on King's Square. There he learnt that she was twenty five—younger than him and of an age at which most Genghese girls were already married—and single. Over the following few days he continued to lunch with her usual crew, which included the culture reporter, Nastia, and the photographer, Ajangeldi.
While showing him the ropes, Tatiana insisted on speaking to Turan in English, improving her command of the language. Absent direct orders from Muzafar, she helped him fill his new role with some real content. Once he'd opened official profiles for Genghistan on all of the major social media networks, she helped him find official Kingdom photos and texts. She advised him to post a steady stream of content that could not possibly get him in trouble or entangle him in any sort of controversy—choice verses from the Gengh-Mann-Ghui, which he translated to English, abbreviated news articles from the Genghistan Today and pictures that had already been taken for the paper, starring horses, dogs, and cute kids on the backdrop of the vistas of the homeland.
To his surprise, within days, and without investing a dime in advertising, a few thousand people had started following his feeds. Although it was an internationally diverse group of people, Turan realized that they could be split into two main factions—the groupies who, like his friend Josh, wanted to follow the exploits of the king, and the constant critics, consisting mostly of Genghese exiles and opponents of the regime. The latter, it seemed, could not in any way be appeased—every puppy picture was derided as "part of the spin machine" and every quote from the Gengh-Mann-Ghui was greeted with hoots of derision. After a determined campaign to serially erase replies and mercilessly block followers, Turan managed to lower the flames to a tolerable level.
In his free time, Turan used the internet to update himself about his old life. The first thing he checked was whether or not he still had access to Amanda's feed. His excitement at learning that he had not been blocked or unfriended was quelled quite fast by the sight of a photo featured on the cover of a newly minted album entitled "Hawaii." The featured shot was devoted in its entirety to a close-up of Amanda in a teeny-weeny bikini alongside her new boyfriend, who made Turan seem malnourished and emaciated. Despite the blow to his morale, Turan found some solace on the internet in the form of his favorite websites. More than once he wondered if the internet activity in his office was being tracked.
Early in his second week at the office Tatiana invited him to join her and Nastia at the premiere of "King of Peace," the national theater's new flagship performance. Nastia was tasked with writing a particularly positive review of the show for the paper, and Tatiana had managed to get her and Turan tickets by claiming that, for a show of such significance, internet coverage was imperative. Politicians, businessmen, and senior diplomats would all be at the performance, and even the king himself was expected to make an appearance as the guest of honor.
On the way to the theater they passed through the sculpture garden—an open-aired courtyard in which were planted an array of thirty-foot-tall bronze sculptures. A tended bed of flowers in the shape of a star encircled each one. Turan noted a statue of the king with his arm extended forward. Tatiana pointed at a statue of a bearded man with a sword in his hand and explained that it was Baylar the Hero, the leader of the Kushtamen Revolt against the Uzbeks in the sixteenth century. Later, while perusing the internet, Turan found that during the revolt, Baylar and a band of irate locals had managed to banish an Uzbeki garrison from a remote Kushtamen village. The armed guard, a force of around ten surprised soldiers, returned several hours later with reinforcements and easily reasserted its control over the village, but that did not prevent Genghis from hailing Baylar as a hero and from marking the approximate date of the revolt as a national holiday.
Once they'd passed through the police checkpoint and undergone a security check they were allowed into the theater, which looked just as Turan expected: a large and magnificent hall, striped in red and gold, featuring towering marble pillars, playful flourishes on the walls, ornate chandeliers dangling from the ceiling, a rather high stage and a wide screen. The hall, equipped to seat three thousand people, was already practically full. Turan looked for Muzafar in the front rows, but found no trace of him. He, Tatiana, and Nastia took their seats, a few rows shy of the front and alongside the aisle. A short while later, a trumpet call peeled through the theater. The crowd fell silent and Tatiana indicated to Turan to get to his feet. Two minutes later, the king entered, waved toward the audience, and sat down in the front row. The rest of the audience followed suit.
The lights went down and the red curtain rose slowly as the sound of muffled screaming and explosions, the whoosh of arrows and the rattling of sabers filled the theater. The stage lighting brightened incrementally, revealing a stunning battle. Soldiers in armor, clad in helmets shaped like upside down funnels, burst through a wall with the help of a battering ram. Archers rained down dozens of arrows. Every now and again there were explosions on the stage, smoke swirling around the actors. The determined soldiers managed to penetrate the city walls but faced fierce opposition.
"In the year one thousand two hundred and twenty of the Common Era," the deep voice of the narrator proclaimed, "the armies of Genghis Khan captured Urgench, one of the great cities to have risen in the heart of Asia. The Great Khan had only one use for those who stood in opposition to him—utter destruction. The Mongol forces pillaged the city, burnt it to the ground, and within days murdered a million civilians, in one of the bloodiest slaughters in the history of man." The soldiers, who appeared to be skilled swordsmen, conquered the last of the city's defenders.
The lights were lowered and the stage swiveled, revealing an encampment surrounded by trees and lit with burning torches. The leaders of the nomadic Kushtameni tribesmen had convened to discuss the dangers lurking in the east. "They crushed Samarkand and now Urgench as well," a hulking warrior warned, "they will soon be here, too." "I dispatched scouts to assess their location," a stern-faced elder, apparently the tribal leader, said. "They should have already returned."
At that moment a wounded soldier limped across the stage, dragging a blood-stained sword. The reconnaissance party had been ambushed by a Mongol force, he told the tribal council. Five of the scouts and one of the enemy had been killed. The Mongols are currently several hours' ride from the camp. An argument flared among the council members, and then a young woman appeared, clutching the reins of a reddish horse. Those present received her with overt respect. She had a small nose, red lips, and long silky hair. The dress she wore accentuated her rounded thighs. "Guzel, my daughter," the tribal chief turned to her, "what are you doing here?" Without hesitation Guzel proclaimed that she would be defending the tribe. There were sounds of wonder and bewilderment and then she mounted the horse and galloped off, the sound system producing the percussion of hoofs.
The stage swiveled back. Senior Mongol officers were reporting to Genghis Khan on the latest battlefield developments. As opposed to his underlings, the Khan wore no armor, no helmet, and only a short sword strapped to his waist. His clothes were entirely white—from his hat to the tip of his robes. Suddenly Guzel stepped into the center of their meeting and a perfect silence fell among them.
Guzel started to sing. It was a magical hymn and Turan admitted to himself that she was a gifted vocalist. The army officers looked surprised and said nothing until she had sung the song in full.
As soon as she was silent, the officers began whispering and chuckling amongst themselves. "Great Khan," one of them addressed the leader, "allow your servant to take this lass as a spoil of war. I would like to hear the song she sings while I inflict my will upon her." It seemed his mates were entertained by his polite request. Genghis Khan looked at him with an expressionless gaze and then drew his short sword and thrust it into his belly. The officer folded in agony, fake blood flowed through his tunic, and he fell to the floor. The rest of the officers wiped the smiles off their faces and stood at rigid attention.
"What is it you seek, little bird?" the Khan said to Guzel.             
"That you take pity on my tribe, great conqueror," she said submissively.
"Why should I do that? I have been told that you killed one of my men."
"Because if you do I will sing for you for all of your days and grant you all that you request."
"What prevents me from attaining just that with the might of my hand, little bird?"
"There is nothing to prevent you," Guzel admitted, "but the song of a hopeful bird is far sweeter than the song of a bird whose life has been stripped bare."
The Khan weighed his words gravely. "So it shall be," he declared at last.
The following scenes depicted the ensuing seven years, during which the young Guzel lived alongside the aging Khan. She became his preferred concubine, and toward the end of those years she began to carry his seed. During the sixth month of her pregnancy the Khan suddenly died. Now once again her life was in danger and she decided to flee and join her family and her tribe.
In the next scene the pregnant Guzel wandered around a backdrop of arid prairie lands. "Water, water," she mumbled in desperation, circling the stage and collapsing. She lay on the ground moaning as a large golden eagle landed on the crown of a bald tree. Its head blazed gold and regal and when Guzel noticed it she was startled and tried in vain to get to her feet.
"Remove all fear from your heart," a sharp wheeze of a voice proclaimed, although the bird's beak did not move.
"You…" Guzel asked the eagle in shock, "are you speaking with me?"
The voice paid no mind to the question, and the eagle puppet remained perched on the top branch of the tree. "You and the fruit of your womb shall remain alive. Your son is destined to take the Kushtameni nation from a nomadic tribe to a powerful and unified nation. His father the Khan was the king of war, but hundreds of years hence, in a different era, one of his descendants will become the king of peace."
Guzel managed to rise to a sitting position. "Help me, please. Instruct me what to do."
"Do not lose hope," the voice squawked. "Continue walking until you find a horse waiting for you in the wilderness."
The eagle alighted off stage and soon enough the rain started pouring down on Guzel. She swallowed the drops of water thirstily and washed her face. Turan wondered what sort of technique they used to produce such real-looking rain. Maybe they'd placed a giant strainer in the ceiling?
In the next act Guzel returned to her Kushtameni tribe on the back of the reddish horse. Her parents spotted her as she dismounted and ran over to greet her. The stage was darkened and Turan was sure it was the end of the play.
However, a minute or two later the stage was lit again and this time the set depicted a modern hospital room. In the background there was the patter of rain. A woman rested on a bed. Beside her there was a baby crib and beside that a man dressed in a suit. Over the bed there was a wide window covered with a closed blind. The woman seemed calm until she began to stir suddenly in her sleep. "Gulnara?" the man called out and shook her until she woke. "Are you okay?"
"Yes. I was just having a strange dream," Gulnara said. "Someone I could not see told me that our son will be the king of peace."
"We don't yet have a king," the man said with a smile, "but I like the idea. What do you say we call the boy Suleiman? Maybe he will be true to the name and grow to be a man of peace."
Gulnara nodded in consent. The rain slowly stopped. The man got up and opened the blinds.
The golden eagle sat on the windowsill. It looked at the crib and then took off. Once it spread its wings and disappeared into the sky, a rainbow stemmed where it had perched. The light from the window intensified more and more, and then suddenly there was total darkness.
The theater lights came on to thunderous applause. The actors approached and took their bows. The king's entourage filed out first and Tatiana indicated to her friends to follow quickly in their wake so as not to get stuck among the masses. They plowed their way toward the exit, using their press credentials to push ahead. Quickly they found themselves back in the sculpture garden, some twenty yards behind the king, his entourage, and the royal guards.
The royal procession moved slowly and they slowed in accordance. Turan looked right and out of the corner of his eye spotted a dark figure on the far end of the garden. The man was moving fast toward the improvised barricade erected along the entry path. When he shifted from a fast walk to a full run, Turan tapped Tatiana's shoulder to draw her attention to what was happening. At just that moment one of the guards was also alerted to the danger. "Grenade!" he yelled in alarm.
A guard drew a pistol. The Commander of the Royal Guard tackled the king to the ground, shielding him. The corpulent king fell heavily and the gold crown clattered to the floor. The guard with the drawn gun took aim at the running man, but the grenade was already airborne. Turan grabbed Tatiana's shoulder and pulled her to the ground fast. Looking up, he saw something incredible happen. The grenade hit the outstretched hand of the Genghis statue and, on account of the force of the throw, was deflected back to whence it had come. Although Turan was tempted to verify that what he thought was happening was actually happening, he shielded his eyes just to be safe
A deafening explosion shook the garden and dark smoke spiraled upwards. Turan felt a faint ring in his ears, but aside from that he was not hurt, and from a quick check it seemed that Tatiana too was unscathed. He was able to get a better picture of the situation quite fast. Most of the guards were on their feet, looking healthy but dirty. Off to their right lay the assassin, or what remained of him, sprawled out lifelessly on the floor. The grenade he had thrown had come back at him and had exploded near him.
All eyes were turned toward the king. He stayed on the ground, immobile, in a rather unflattering position, his legs folded and his arm outstretched. The commander of the guards lay on top of him, hugging him like a child clutching a particularly large teddy bear. Slowly, to a collective sigh of relief, the two of them rose to their feet. The king calmly brushed himself off. The commander of the guard returned him his crown. Everyone waited tensely for a word from the king.
He set the crown back on his head and took a deep breath. His lips started to curl and Turan braced for a fit of fury. Instead, the curl turned into a dastardly smile, which turned into a deep chuckle when the king saw the torn body of the assassin. And then the chuckle escalated into a rolling laughter and all of the spectators, who had feared for their lives a moment ago, laughed along with him.




CHAPTER 7

VICTORY DAY
On the morning after the assassination attempt the king announced Victory Day, to be celebrated across the Kingdom, on this year and forever more. Municipal workers were in the midst of feverish preparations for the celebration. Colorful lights were strung up, flags were flown, streets were blocked and stages built. The Ministry of Information employees, tasked with spreading word of the heavenly miracle and planning the events to mark the glorious day, were under considerable stress.
The overall hysteria, though, passed over Turan. It seemed that Muzafar and Tatiana simply forgot of his existence, and Turan, upon whom the events of the previous night had left a sharp impression, welcomed this forgetfulness with open arms, basking in the opportunity to relax. He did what he figured was the minimum required of him, translating into English the official statement from the palace and updating the social networks. The majority of his time he spent online, reading every article that came out in the foreign press about the assassination attempt. The Western press openly questioned the Kingdom's "highly suspect" account, in which the extended arm of the Genghis statue played an active role in deflecting the grenade and neutralizing the attacker. One analyst raised the possibility of the attack having likely been carried out by a wing of the global jihad. In his reading of events, the act was an expression of Islamist rage against Genghis who had fired the imam of Shpagatt and forced his successor to teach the Gengh-Mann-Ghui alongside the Koran. The analyst suggested that there was backing for this theory in the official statement, which noted that the assassin was not a citizen of Genghistan and that the attack was planned by "terrorists conspiring to upset the peace and prosperity ushered in by His Highness King Genghis." That said, not one of the articles provided a new scrap of information or kernel of fact about the assassination attempt or its perpetrators.
After work, on the evening before Victory Day, Turan went for a walk through King's Square, where final preparations were being made for the following day. A hulking concert stage, surrounded by Jumbotron screens, had been assembled a few dozen yards from the statue of the Sun of the Nation.
In order to accommodate the full schedule of events, the king decided that the day would be lengthened to twenty eight hours, officially borrowing four hours from the following day, which was shortened to twenty hours. As part of the artistic program the living band members of One Hit Wonder, a German pop band from the eighties and one of the king's favorite ensembles, were flown in. Their main hit, The Heat is on the Streets, had once topped the charts in Europe, but Turan had never heard of them.
The following morning Turan joined a few dozen Ministry of Information employees in the press box of the House of Parliament. The "representatives" seated in the Genghese Parliament were handpicked by the king to fulfill an array of jobs in the Kingdom, which was officially a democracy—in that it was accepted that the will of the king was a loyal representation of the will of the people. The house of representatives was ostensibly assembled for the purpose of legislation but really was more of a hosting hall for ceremonies and festive affairs featuring high level political apparatchiks.
Inside Turan found Tatiana, who invited him to sit beside her. Having not seen one another in the last week beyond an occasional passing glance in the hall, she inquired after him. She had a pen in her hand and a notepad resting on her knees. Off on stage right there was a gold table with three lavish chairs for the royal family. On center stage there was a podium and off to its left stood a gaggle of cute girls, huddled and still, with long braids and red dresses and gold chains around their necks. Turan sat there with nothing to do until the whispers started to move through the crowd and it was time for him to come to his feet along with everyone else.
King Genghis, Queen Wazira, and Princess Graciela came up on stage to raucous applause from the audience and waved and took their seats at the table of honor. Prince Adiguzel, Tatiana explained to Turan, was currently in Switzerland, studying at the same academy that she had attended. Queen Wazira was a towering and fine looking woman in her forties. She wore an elegant gold crown on her head, her dress featured noticeable shoulder pads and her black hair shone with a bluish glow. Princess Graciela was a portly young lady with pitted skin who seemed to have inherited her looks from her father. Turan recalled that many of the comments that he had quickly wiped off the Genghistan official page referred to her as the Kebab Princess. When the sign was given, the girls onstage launched into a rendition of the Royal Arm, a psalm penned for the occasion. Upon completion of the rendition of the hymn one of the girls approached the king and curtsied. "Your Majesty, we the children of Genghistan are overjoyed that you are our king," she squeaked, after what must have been many long hours of practice. She gave him a vibrant bouquet. The king accepted the flowers, laid the bouquet down on the table, and patted her on the head kindly. The girl returned on unsteady feet to her place among the other girls.
A handsome and tall man in a dark and elegant suit came on stage. Turan recognized him from the pictures as the man who was always called by his first name, Prime Minister Jamshid Traytorov. He promptly impressed Turan with his oratorical skills. His voice was even and sure, his hand movements underscoring his trenchant delivery.
"Your Royal Eminence, the Heart of the Universe, King Genghis the First! Glorious Queen, Most Dear Princess, honored representatives. Last week the forces of darkness and evil reared their hideous heads," Jamshid began. "At the close of a play depicting our peace-loving culture, a despicable terrorist tried to terminate the golden age of our Kingdom and sever the life of our leader and dear king, the father of the Genghese. Can our Kingdom be toppled—the Kingdom that shines like a light onto the nations, the source of unwavering admiration, the democracy that has been elevated to its purest form?" he thundered. "Can the father of the Genghese be slain like an ordinary man—he who toils for us night and day, he who delivered prosperity and unity to our ranks, he who bequeathed onto us the Gengh-Mann-Ghui?"
Jamshid held his tongue, allowing the silence to build, and Turan was convinced that he was a gifted orator. "The terrorist and his handlers burned with jealousy at the foot of the shining accomplishments of our sublime king. Once the leader of a small nation riven by war, he has become the ruler of the empire of peace. Our munificent king is the prophet of neutrality, held aloft by all nations, the champion of fraternity and of honor," he said to a wave of applause.
"The iron hand of our invincible leader turned aside the assault on our liberty and delivered us the greatest victory since the days of Baylar the Hero!"
The crowd again broke into hearty applause and Jamshid waited patiently for it to subside. "Our victory is unimpeachable in its glory, but our enemies lurk still within the shadows, waiting for the chance to act on their unrighteous aims. We shall not rest and we shall not sleep until we have put our hands on those who seek our demise and have meted out the king's justice to the fullest extent of the law."
Jamshid took the microphone in his hand and turned directly to the king. "My illustrious leader, you are the embodiment of absolute justice. You are the seer, the possessor of the vision, the magical crystal. We, the Genghese, believe in your inexhaustible wisdom and unquestionably support your policies at home and abroad. Please allow us, Your Highness, to glorify, to praise, and to exalt in the magnificence of your deeds until the end of days! My immortal king—you and your legacy shall endure forever!"
Although it was the lowliest of pandering speeches, Jamshid's rhetorical skills gave it a gloss of respectability, making it seem as though he had presented certain universal truths. The crowd rose as one and began banging out a rhythmic applause. Jamshid approached the royal table, bowed to the king and shook his hand warmly. Then the king, his wife, and his daughter rose and waved to the crowd as they departed the stage. The girls' choir started to sing the national anthem, and all present remained on their feet and sang with deep conviction.
 Leaving the parliament building Tatiana suggested to Turan that he take a break and enjoy the festivities. She invited him to join her and her friends from work at the live shows at King's Square. Turan accepted the invitation and wandered around town alone, watching the aerial display put on by the Genghese Air Force. Later he returned to his apartment, napped for a bit, and watched some of the military march on TV. Thousands of stern-faced soldiers clutched their weapons and marched, roaring like lions. The exultant crowd, armed with colorful balloons and flapping flags, let out an ardent roar as the king, queen, and princess rolled by in a flower-bedecked vehicle. Half an hour later the revelers again rose in applause when the king appeared on the palace balcony and waived down to them. They yelled with all their might the words that seal the national anthem:
Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!
Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!
Shortly before nine at night Turan returned to King's Square and met up with Tatiana and Nastia, who arrived with her Kazakh fiancé, and Ajangeldi, who brought his pregnant wife with him. A local dance troupe hopped lightly across the giant stage to the tune of a modern song.
The square was filled with a combination of body warmth, intoxicating scents, dripping sweat, and thousands of voices all calling out at the same time. Once the dance troupe cleared the stage the band members of One Hit Wonder came ambling out, the legendary vocalists bringing up the rear. Probably already old in the eighties, the two men shimmied in an embarrassing way and appeared to be good and drunk. Their outfits were a fashion disaster. One wore a pink track suit and the other a white suit with a bowtie. Both had deeply tan skin and exceptionally puffy hair, the first blond and the second black, and Turan was quite certain that both were wigs.
"Good evening, Shpagatt," the blond one said in broken Genghese, "long live King Genghis!"
The crowd went wild and without any preamble the band hit the opening notes of their once-in-a-lifetime hit. Among others there was a guitarist, a bassist, and a drummer on stage but the music sounded one hundred percent synthesized. Not that that mattered to the crowd that filled the square and danced to the beats. Despite the near total ignorance of the English language, many Genghese knew the song. And they did a relatively good job of belting out the chorus:
The heat is on the streets,
Don't you know it, baby?
The heat is on the streets,
Yes, you know it, love.
The heat is on the streets,
Don't you know it, baby?
The chorus repeated itself often and soon enough Turan found himself mumbling along and moving his hips. He and Tatiana moved forward toward the stage. Turan had never thought of himself as a particularly proficient dancer, but the party atmosphere induced him to get down. Afterward the band did "Jump into the Fire," the band's second single, which never became a hit, even though it sounded just like the first one. As an encore the band did the big hit again, this time in an updated version. By then Tatiana and Turan had lost all inhibition and were bopping up and down and yelling at each other, along with everyone else: "The heat is on the streets / Don't you know it, baby?".
When the band finished its performance and left the stage the stage hands scurried up and prepared the area for the highpoint of the evening—the queen's performance. Turan had not yet had the chance to hear her sing but he had heard that aside from her role as queen, Wazira was also the most well-known and successful singer in the Kingdom. Several minutes later a mustached and tie-wearing man whom Turan recognized as the nightly news anchor came up on stage and with great festivity introduced the queen. Wazira emerged with something resembling a carpet on her head and the crowd clapped with great vigor.
The applause died down and the pianist began tinkling the keys. When the queen started to sing Turan could not believe his ears. The queen, singing in a classic opera voice, was quite likely the worst singer he had ever heard in his life. The high atonal song being scratched from the loudspeakers made him want to clap his hands over his ears, but he was stopped cold by the warning glance he got from Tatiana. In order to take his mind off the agony of her song, he looked around to see what was happening beyond the stage. He saw undercover police officers arresting a woman who tried to leave during the performance. Immediately afterwards they arrested a man who spit on the floor.
When the trilling was at last over, the crowd again clapped and fireworks arced into the sky, accompanied by gasps of wonder. Tatiana told her friends she did not feel well. "A bit dizzy," she explained, "it happens to me every now and again." Turan volunteered to escort her to her house, which was not far from his, and she accepted willingly.
Shpagatt was spectacular at night, too. The two walked alongside slender palms and fountains lit purple. The commotion of the square thinned and the two of them were alone.
"So," Turan began, "the people who were arrested at the queen's performance…"
"Who?"
"There were two people who were taken away during the performance. One woman who wanted to leave and one man who had spit on the floor."
Tatiana did not respond.
"Do you know what will happen to them?"
"Whoever debases the queen risks a long prison term," she explained, "but in the cases you described it may come to nothing more than a re-education seminar, if they're lucky."
"What sort of seminar is it? They asked me about it when I was given the job."
"It's a pretty standard punishment. You're locked up in a room and you have to listen to a reading of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui."
"That's it?"
"At full volume. Without eating or drinking. Uninterrupted. For forty-eight hours."
"Oh, that already sounds pretty terrible."
Tatiana nodded.
It was a warm evening and a soft rain started to fall. "And by the way," Turan started again, "is it true what they say, that they tried to assassinate the king because of his interpretation of Islam?"
"I doubt it," Tatiana said dismissively.
"Why then?"
"Can't know for sure, but my best guess would be that it has to do with the situation in South Suggestia."
"South Suggestia?"
"An area in the northern part of the Kingdom, where most of our oil reserves are located. There have been a few attacks there of late."
"Attacks? By whom?"
"A group called the Suggestia Liberation Front has claimed responsibility," she said doubtfully, "but that doesn't sit right with me. There are only a few thousand people there, nearly all Genghese. They lead a good life there. Why would they want to secede from Genghistan?"
"So who would want to assassinate the king?" Turan asked.
"I have no idea," she admitted, "but in my opinion it must be someone from the outside. It makes no sense that a Genghese person would do that."
They walked along in silence. A few moments later a bloom of fireworks lit the sky behind them. Tatiana slowed the pace of her walk and Turan turned back to look at the display. When he swiveled back he was surprised to find that Tatiana's face was pale and her entire body was shaking. Luckily he managed to come to his senses in time and caught her before she collapsed to the ground.
Clasping her shoulders tightly, he led her to a stone bench beneath a tall tree. He sat down and, to prevent her from falling, he sat her on his knees. "Tatiana?" he asked concernedly.
"Yes," she said wearily, "I'm sorry."
He put his hand on her forehead.
"I'm sorry," she said again. "It usually doesn't come to this. I don't have epilepsy or anything. A few minutes and it will pass."
"I'm not in a rush."
The rain picked up a bit, but most of it caught in the wide crown of the tree. A pleasant breeze brushed across their faces.
When Tatiana recovered she touched his arm, perhaps in a caress, and he found a look of gratitude in her eyes. She got up slowly. The two resumed walking along the avenue and said nothing more about it.




CHAPTER 8

THE BRITISH ARE COMING
On the morning after the statewide holiday, Turan showed up to work relatively early in order to update himself on the most recent developments. The English-language news sites had nothing new to report. He checked his private email, cleared out the junk mail, and read the only message of any interest to him, which Josh had sent the previous day.
What's up, man?
Glad to hear from you. I'm totally jealous, you know? A face-to-face meeting with the king himself, His Royal Highness! Do people really bow to him and call him Your Majesty King Genghis the First? And while we're at it, is it true that someone tossed a grenade at him and that it came careening back at the assailant? Don't answer, I don't want you getting into trouble or anything.
Not much has happened here since you left. Powers fired Alison not too long ago, so don't feel too special about that. They finally brought in a working espresso machine. And I've gone out with Abigail a few times, and that seems to be going okay.
In terms of your question, I haven't seen Amanda in quite a while. First she was in Hawaii and then I was away on vacation. But a bit of friendly advice: forget about her! It's pretty clear she's not into you. Why not move on and find yourself a cute Genghese girl? Okay, I mean, yeah, she's totally hot and all but…
Turan didn't want to continue reading. He made sure no one was passing through the hall and shut his eyes. A sharp and clear vision of Amanda appeared on the inner wall of his mind, and he ogled her body in his imagination: her blond hair, blue eyes, lustrous lips, smooth neck, bountiful breasts, rounded hips, juicy behind. He could practically hear her voice: hoarse, assertive, commanding. He recalled one of the times she had ridden him relentlessly. She'd alternately pummeled his face with her breasts, rubbed her belly along his torso, and squeezed his member between the tight embrace of her thighs until he could take it no more and he succumbed, freefalling to the depths of pleasure.
The cloying insistence of the ringing phone forced him back to reality. He opened his eyes and reluctantly picked up the receiver. "Yes?"
"Turan," a female voice said, "Muzafar wants to have a word."
"Ah," he said, the remnants of warmth fleeing his body, "put him on, then."
He waited a few seconds.
"Mugayev?"
"Yes, Honorable Minister."
"Listen carefully. In an hour from now a news crew from the BBW is landing at the airport. They're here to film a segment on the Kingdom for their TV programming. We need an English speaker to accompany them. That would be you, right? Maybe for a change you could make yourself helpful. I'm not around so you'll have to handle this yourself. Show them the usual tourist sites. Don't let them film the things they shouldn't film. No ifs, ands, or buts. A driver is going to pick you up in ten minutes. If you need anything, speak to my office."
"Yes, Honorable Minister."
"I don't want any problems."
"Yes, Honorable Minister."
A British film crew, Turan thought, and ten minutes to prepare. Where should he take them? What should he bring them? What should they not film? Is there even a procedure for visiting journalists? Maybe Tatiana would know. He called her.
"I can't speak right now, no time," she apologized quickly. "I'm in Kibinimatov. A series of events with the king is supposed to start any minute. We're only back tomorrow."
"Do we have any PR material that I could bring to a bunch of visiting British journalists? Brochures or something? A PowerPoint? An English-language video?"
"Not that I know of, sorry."
"Would anyone else know? Should I ask the minister's office?"
"You could try."
Turan hurried over to the minister office. He asked the secretary about PR materials in English and she stared at him with her head cocked to the side and a dull expression on her face. Empty-handed and with no other options available to him, he took the elevator down to the street and made his way to the waiting car. It was a fancy limousine with room for eight passengers. He sat beside the stern-faced driver and headed out in silence, a condition that persisted for the duration of the ride.
At the airport, he felt a longing for his old home in New York City awaken within him. He repressed the feeling, knowing full well that he could not simply fly back whenever he pleased. The driver pulled to a stop outside the terminal and handed him a sign with the letters BBW printed on it. He asked the driver whether he would be waiting at this spot and the man nodded vigorously. Turan headed out to the arrivals area and waited there with the sign in his hand. In retrospect, the sign was superfluous. He spotted the Brits immediately. The crew consisted of three people, two of whom were exceptionally pale; the third was dark and all were accompanied by two armed Genghese guards.
Turan approached them. The shorter of the two pale ones spotted him and made eye contact. Turan introduced himself and the man said he was a network reporter. He shook Turan's hand limply, and the other two, the cameraman and the soundman, followed suit. "So, we're headed to the palace then, are we?" the reporter asked and Turan understood from his tone of voice that this had been agreed upon in advance. "Happily. Come with me, please," he said and guided the crew toward the limousine. The three Brits climbed in and found their spots and then the two armed guards folded themselves into the car.
"Mr. Mugayev?" the reporter turned to him. Turan nodded. "Can you tell us what the mood is like around here, after the attempt to assassinate the king?"
"Very good."
"But…are the people not scared?"
"Not really, no. There have been celebrations all across the land."
The reporter tossed him a strange look. "Is there any truth to the report that the hand of the king deflected the grenade, as was written in your official statement?"
"That is how exactly how it was," Turan responded with unrestrained passion. "By chance I was there and I saw it."
The reporter looked at him skeptically. A few minutes of unpleasant silence ensued. Neither the British TV crew nor the guards moved. "Your English is excellent," the reporter said suddenly.
"Thank you. It's no great feat," Turan said with a half-smile, "I've lived in New York City for most of my life."
The reporter seemed surprised. "Right then, so, where is it better to live, here or there?"
"Here, obviously," Turan said without pause, but wasn't entirely able to convince himself.
At that moment the limousine was stopped at a roadblock. Turan was glad that the reporter had shifted his attention from him to the tense conversation between the driver and the policeman. As they resumed driving and entered the city, the Brits, in their reserved way, expressed their enthusiasm for the city's sites, which the cameraman filmed through the window. Finally, they arrived at King's Square. The driver stopped the car and everyone, aside from him, got out.
The square was completely clean, as though it had not hosted a mass celebration just two days ago. The Brits were plainly impressed with the square and the cameraman insisted on filming the Sun of the Nation statue from every possible angle. The reporter turned to Turan and pointed at the palace. "So, how do we get in?"
Turan was taken aback. "Entry is extended only to those invited by the king."
"What do you mean?" the reporter asked, "we've come to interview the king. The interview is slated for twelve noon. That is in just under half an hour."
"I'm sorry, I wasn't aware of that," Turan said, "but I think there's been a misunderstanding. The king is currently in Kibinimatov. That's on the other end of the Kingdom, a few hundred miles from here. He'll only be back tomorrow."
The reporter tried to control himself, but his tone carried an unmasked hostility. "Our return flight is scheduled for midnight tonight. Our producers set the whole thing up with the palace."
A sudden fear swirled inside Turan. "Just a moment," he said, and took a few steps aside. He toyed with his phone, pretending to be busy in order to buy time to think. Finally he decided to call Muzafar. After a few nerve-racking rings, the nearly comforting growl of his voice could be heard.
"Honorable Minister, it's Turan."
"Yes, Mugayev, what do you want?"
"Honorable Minister, I'm with the BBW crew. They say they've scheduled an interview with His Highness."
"Nonsense," Muzafar said.
"Perhaps we should look into it? They seem quite certain of this, Honorable Minister."
"Can't be. The king isn't even in the area."
"Yes, but…Honorable Minister, they say the interview was scheduled with the king's office. Should I check this with Myahari?"
"Absolutely not!" Muzafar yelled. "You are not to speak to her. There was no scheduled interview whatsoever, plain and simple."
Turan considered a different approach. "Perhaps in lieu of an audience with the king they could interview you, Honorable Minister?"
Muzafar weighed the matter for many long seconds. "No," he said at last and ended the call.
Frustrated, Turan continued to hold the phone to his ear. He had no solution to the problem. Seeing no other choice, he trudged back to the Brits and gave them the bad news. Once they'd voiced their frustration, the reporter tried out a few different solutions. Turan suggested taking them to the Red Mosque.
"Less compelling to us," the reporter said. "Perhaps take us somewhere outside Shpagatt? So we can see how people really live and speak with them about their lives?"
Turan immediately thought of his relatives' village. "No problem," he said with renewed hope, "I've got an idea."
"Okay. Just keep in mind that we have to get back to the airport on time. Our flight is tonight and your security guards here, are, how shall I say, a bit suspicious."
They returned to the limousine, which waited for them alongside the square. Turan asked the driver to take them to the village of Boondokorsk, and as they started to drive he put in a call to his aunt and uncle. Soon enough he heard Vitali's confident voice.
"Uncle Vitali, how are you? It's Turan."
"Turi!" Vitali belted out, "What's going on? We haven't heard from you."
"Yes, I know, I'm sorry. I could use your help."
Turan peeked at the Brits sitting opposite him and, as he suspected, all of their attention was on him. Nothing to be done, he thought to himself, at any rate they don't speak Genghese.
"I need you to stay home, please. I've got a foreign TV crew here with me. They want to speak with people in the village. I thought it could be good if they interview you. They don't know you're my uncle. It's best, I think, if they don't find out."
"Okay, sure, for you, anything. What should I tell them?"
"Tell them whatever you want. So long as it's good things about the king and the Kingdom. Only good things."
"Obviously," Vitali assured him, "why would I be negative?"
"Great," Turan said with relief. "Thank you so much. We'll be there in an hour, hour and a half."
"Should I wear something nice?" Vitali asked in a playful voice.
"Whatever you'd like."
"Okay, I'm going to get ready."
Turan breathed easily. Despite everything it might all work out okay. At the end of a long, serpentine road the limousine coasted into Boondokorsk. Turan guided the driver through the roads and the dirt paths. The cameraman filmed the village through the moving window of the car until they reached the house. Aunt Lilichka sat in front of the house, as was her habit, the giant dog tied up beside her. As they approached she called out to Uncle Vitali, who emerged in a black suit and a gray hat and greeted the group with excessive ceremony and warmth. Lilichka, briefed in advance, sent Turan a surreptitious smile and everyone filed into the house aside from one of the guards, who posted himself at the door.
The strong scent of simmering food filled the kitchen. The cameraman and the soundman scanned the living room and set up a filming spot. The reporter sat down opposite Vitali, and Turan served as the translator. To his immense relief, Vitali proved to be a level-headed interviewee, and his answers could be translated as given. When asked for the villagers' sentiments regarding the king, Vitali said that everyone loves and appreciates him and that thanks to his reformations the quality of life in the village has gone up significantly. When asked what he has to say to the accusation made by his many critics the world over, who claim that the king is but a dangerous dictator, he said dismissively that they must have simply been given misinformation. He added with a proud smile: "There was a time when no one had heard of Genghistan. Thanks to the king, the whole world knows who we are!"
At the close of the interview, the reporter, who had started licking his lips on account of the enticing smells emerging from the kitchen, asked where one could get a late lunch in the village. Vitali said that the food cooking in the kitchen was made especially for them. The reporter politely declined the invitation but the heaping plates that Lilichka began passing out at that moment broke his resistance quite quickly.              
The silence on the way home was no longer an uncomfortable one. Turan was half comatose when his phone began to ring. It was Muzafar.
"You're done with the filming?"
"Yes, Honorable Minister. We're on the way to the airport."
"I want to authorize the piece before they broadcast it. Make sure that it happens."
"Honorable Minister," Turan stammered, "I can ask them but it's important you recognize that it is not common practice with Western media sources."
"Ask."
"Now?"
"When then? When they're flying out of here?"
As expected, the reporter dismissed out of hand the proposition that the article not be aired until cleared by the ministry. Turan asked if he could have a look at the raw footage and the reporter agreed so long as he did so during the drive.
"Honorable Minister, they can't do that," Turan told his short-tempered boss. "They don't have editing equipment here with them and they have no time before their flight."
"No problem. We'll find them the equipment and push back the flight."
"But even then they are not willing to let us intervene in the content of the piece, Honorable Minister."
"What do you mean by willing?" Muzafar snarled, "after a few days in the lock-up, they'll be willing alright."
"Honorable Minister," Turan said, choosing his words carefully, "I'm afraid that such a move might cause a diplomatic incident."
There was a stressful pause. "Honorable Minister," Turan began, trying to appease him, "they are willing to allow me to look over the footage now. Trust me, I'll make sure it's all okay."
Once again Muzafar hung up.
Turan stifled a curse and fought his rising desperation. Beyond the propriety of the whole affair, he was quite sure that the arrest of Western journalists would cause more damage than good, and he tried to interpret Muzafar's silence as an acceptance of that fact. After a few more moments he asked if he might see the raw footage. The cameraman complained that Turan had been present throughout, but agreed in the end. Turan looked through the viewfinder and found precisely what he thought he would find—the streets of Shpagatt, King's Square, the palace, the visit to Boondokorsk and the interview with Vitali. Nothing that might indicate what sort of audio would be stitched to the visuals and what else might be added to the final product.
Before parting at the airport, Turan again apologized to the reporter for the unfortunate misunderstanding and expressed his sincere hope that they had nonetheless enjoyed their visit. The reporter shook his hand with the tips of his fingers and added a wink that Turan did not know how to interpret. The Brits set off in the direction of the departures hall and the two security guards rumbled in after them.
Turan returned to the limo and sat down beside the driver who continued to ignore him. They turned out of the airport toward Shpagatt without exchanging a word. All of a sudden the driver produced a fearsome hiccup. Surprised, Turan looked over at him and found that he was keeping a completely straight face. The second hiccup was even louder than the first but the driver continued to pretend like nothing had happened.
When they reached the government employee quarters, Turan thanked the driver for the ride. The latter responded with an almost invisible nod of the head, accompanied by a farewell hiccup. Turan dragged his weary body home, flopped down on the bed, and in his heart formulated a silent expression of gratitude that the day had finally come to a close.




CHAPTER 9

THE CLOSED ROOM
Since that day a week had passed and all seemed at ease. Turan and Tatiana had grown closer, and they frequently shared lunch together on their own. She was careful to speak only in English in order to practice her usage of the language and he responded in Genghese, for the same reason. In that way they both used their less dominant language until one would get stuck, lose patience, and slip in a few phrases in a native tongue.
Tatiana showed a keen interest in Turan's prior life in the United States. Although she had never graced its shores, she was a great admirer of American culture, with an appreciation of everything from the film noir stars of the forties to the pop and rock stars of the nineties. As the paper's foreign news editor, she closely followed breaking stories from the Western world and spent plenty of her spare time watching video clips and streaming full length movies online.
During one of their joint lunches, Turan's phone rang. An unidentified number appeared on his screen. He swallowed the last remains of his salad and answered the call.
It was Myahari. After the requisite pleasantries she got to the point. "The king wants to see you."
"Now?" Turan asked, getting to his feet.
"Yes. The meeting started not long ago and the king requests your presence."
"No problem," he said, tossing a bill on the table and pantomiming an apology to Tatiana. "I'll get there as quickly as possible."
"No need to run," Myahari assured him. "And this time please come to a different spot, to the Closed Room. Show the guards at the entrance your ID and introduce yourself as 'Mugayev Jr.' They'll know what to do."
Turan disregarded Myahari's advice and sprinted through King's Square under the blazing sun. At the palace gates he discontentedly examined the simple shirt he had worn that day and straightened his hair. He approached the guards, showed them his press credentials and presented himself as "Mugayev Jr." They seemed to have been briefed and performed only a perfunctory search upon his body.
Turan and his accompanying guard climbed several sets of stairs until they reached the top floor of the palace. As they exited the stairway, he spotted at the end of the hall the balcony from which the king waved to the masses during the most recent celebrations. The two men walked in that direction and then the guard pointed right, toward the Closed Room, and Turan immediately understood how the room had gotten its name. It was a large conference room, devoid of windows, accessed only through an armored steel door, the color of silver.
Turan knocked on the heavy door. Receiving no reply, he gingerly coaxed it open and found Muzafar and Genghis. His right hand began to tremble and he tucked it into his trouser pocket. He entered the room, stopped in front of the long table, and bowed to the king, who, as usual, was clad in one of his finest blouses and adorned with the resplendent crown. His Highness nodded faintly in response. Turan stammered an "Honorable Minister," at Muzafar and sat an inhibited two seats apart from his boss.
"I've updated His Highness about the BBW article," Muzafar said to Turan, without so much as a glance in his direction. "They've sent us sections of the piece and asked for our response."
Although there was no time for contemplation it was clear to Turan that this was the reason for his summons. "Would you like me to translate the article, Honorable Minister?"
"I've already had it translated," Muzafar said, waving a sheath of papers and turning toward the king. "Should I read you the part with Mugayev Jr., the one I mentioned earlier?"
The king nodded again.
"Compelled to accept two guards we were then received by a young and slightly confused man who presented himself as in charge of public relations," Muzafar read off the page, stressing the final five words, hinting at Turan's inflation of his own duties. He skipped ahead to the next page. "Alas, he informed us that the interview with the king, which was promised to us and for which we flew upwards of two thousand miles, had never been scheduled. When we asked to depart from the extravagance of Shpagatt in order to better see the daily lives of the Genghese people, the representative took us to the village home of…his uncle. Our soundman, a native of the region, speaks Genghese and took down his words." Muzafar turned to Turan. "Here is where your audio section begins. 'They don't know you're my uncle. It's best, I think, if they don't find out… Tell them whatever you want. So long as it's good things about the king and the Kingdom. Only good things.'"
"And the uncle in fact said only good things. Perhaps too good," Muzafar continued reading, noting that after the last bit there was video of the interview with the uncle. "This incident perhaps reflects better than any others the true mood within the cloistered Kingdom. The king's obedient subjects are required to flatter him at every turn, and it seems doubtful that all who do so are acting out of sheer conviction. Not-for-attribution conversations that we conducted with Genghese exiles presented a different picture, in which they argued that many people in Genghistan express hushed or forcibly hushed criticism of the king. This is what one of them, who spoke on condition that his face be concealed and his voice distorted, had to say on that matter." Muzafar pulled to a stop at that point and added only that there, too, an interview followed.
After a long silence Turan warbled, "should I prepare a reply, Honorable Minister?"
"No. We told them two days ago already that we shall not be responding. Besides, you've done more than enough damage already."
"I…"
"Your handling of this was unprofessional. This article is your own personal failure, plain and simple, because it would not have happened had you brought me the piece for authorization." Muzafar jabbed a finger in his direction. "That is what I asked of you—correct or not correct?"
Turan had not expected compliments, but neither had he foreseen the onslaught. "Yes, Honorable Minister, but…"
Muzafar shot an admonitory finger into the air, stopping Turan in his tracks.
"What you are telling us is very grave," the king told Muzafar, his brow wrinkling in anger. He turned to Turan and struck him with a pair of icy eyes. "Last time you screw up like this, you hear? You'd best hope this never happens again," he said in a threatening whisper and then turned again to Muzafar. "Leave us alone."
Muzafar got to his feet and bowed before the king, trying halfheartedly to hide the smirk dawning across his face. Turan wiped away the beads of sweat that had accumulated on his forehead. The minister made haste leaving the room and shut the heavy door behind him.
"Your Majesty," Turan began, "I'd like permission to explain…"
"Pay it no mind, it is of no importance." The sternness had fled the king's face and Turan was surprised by the sudden change in attitude. "But get your house in order, okay?" the king scolded him almost kindly. "In several weeks' time the event at the United Nations is set to take place. You will be briefed about it in advance. But in the meantime you must get along with Muzafar, understand? Show him that you know how to do things, that you can be an asset, that he can trust you."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
The king seemed contemplative. "Is it true what they say?"
"What?"
"That there is a great deal of criticism about me in the Kingdom."
"Not that I am aware of, Your Majesty."
"Where do you generally spend your time?"
"How do you mean?"
"Where do you go out, to hang out, that sort of thing?"
"Oh. Generally speaking at the tea houses here in King's Square."
"Right. This weekend then we'll go together to one of them, and we'll see what people really think of me."
Shocked, Turan weighed his next statement carefully. "Your Highness, I am not saying, by any means, that people are critical of you, not remotely, but if they were, Your Majesty, would they not hide it as soon as they saw you?"
"Precisely so," the king said, as though revealing a secret, "which is why a guise shall be used."
"A guise?"
"Devoid of crown and cape and in ordinary clothes."
"But it's possible that…"
"That if I am adorned with neither crown nor cape people will not know I am the king."
Turan wasn't sure about that, but figured it best that he not contradict the monarch. He nodded in agreement.
"Myahari will arrange this," the king concluded, "you may bring friends to join us." He began leafing through the pages before him.
"With pleasure," Turan mumbled, understanding that the conversation had been concluded. He got up, bowed to the king, and left the room.
The guards accompanied Turan to the palace gates. Taking back his cellphone, he saw that he had a missed call from Tatiana, but didn't feel like having a conversation. He made his way slowly toward the Ministry of Information, wounded by Muzafar's malice and bewildered by the king's behavior. Upon arriving at the ministry he took the elevator to the sixth floor and squeezed into his tiny office. He opened the BBW's homepage and saw that the article had gone up two hours earlier. He clicked, and watched nervously:
Shpagatt, the capital of Genghistan, is an architectural wonder. The city was in essence rebuilt after the fall of the Soviet Union and developed in earnest over the past several years. The old Soviet-style buildings have been replaced with magnificent structures that are a stylistic blend of tradition and modernity. The Sun of the Nation statue and the royal palace will leave the greatest impression on visitors. Regrettably, only a small number of tourists are allowed to enter Shpagatt, which is apparently one of the world's most beautiful cities.
The sites filmed by the crew drifted across the screen alongside flattering archival material. Then came the voiceover that Muzafar had dictated to the king. Only the humiliating recording, the scene of Turan briefing his uncle in advance, had been cut. Turan wondered why it had been sent to them in the first place. Vitali appeared, praising the king and, to Turan's mind, coming across as truly telegenic. After that segment came the following:
Despite the criticism, there can be no doubt that many of the king's subjects do in fact appreciate his actions. Over the past several years he has initiated a series of swift moves that have transformed Genghistan—a tiny country in terms of population—into a true energy super power and the fourth largest exporter of oil in the world. Beyond the flashy projects meant only to glorify his own name, large chunks of the country's immense revenue have been directed toward projects improving the greater welfare of the public. In the village that we visited, Boondokorsk, menial laborers and subsistence farmers, living in the traditional way, were once the norm. Today, many of those people still abide by the traditional ways, but the heavy lifting and tilling is done by foreign workers, primarily from China and other Asian states. The citizens of Genghistan live in publicly refurbished houses, drive Mercedes-Benzes, and watch satellite TV. They do not pay for gas, electricity, or water, and they pay only symbolic fees for basic goods such as bread, eggs, fruit, and vegetables.
And with that Turan was fully convinced. The asshole is trying to screw me, he thought. The article was far less negative than the way Muzafar had portrayed it before the king.
"You don't look that good," Tatiana said, appearing suddenly in the doorway. "Where'd you run off to earlier? I tried to reach you."
"I'm sorry I had to take off like that. The king wanted to see me."
"Were there problems?" she asked, and Turan heard a hint of concern in her voice.
"There were, but not with the king. More like with the, ah, Honorable Minister," he said, failing to hide his derision.
Tatiana groaned softly and looked over her shoulder to make sure that no one was listening in. "Want to talk about it?"
"Yes," Turan said, "where can we speak in private?"
Tatiana considered that for a moment and then said, "Follow me."
He shimmied out of his office and followed her to the elevator. They went up to the ninth, top floor, which looked neglected compared to the rest of the building. Tatiana opened an emergency exit door. The two climbed up a set of stairs to an additional floor that Turan had not even known existed. Tatiana pushed open a ceiling hatch and they emerged in the open air.
Turan felt a bit uplifted by the shift in atmosphere and the stiff wind blowing in his face. Approaching the edge of the rooftop, he was deeply impressed: although the skyscrapers obscured parts of the view, he could see practically all of Shpagatt. Tatiana was beside him and they stood still for a few seconds in silence. "Up here no one can hear us," she said when he turned to her. "What about the radiation?" Turan asked, pointing at a raised platform upon which many sorts of antennas were stationed. "We won't stay here for long," she replied. They sat down on a wide concrete step.
Turan detailed the chain of events with Muzafar. Then he mentioned some of the details he had left out from their first meeting on Turan's first day at work—Muzafar's labeling of him as the son of a traitor and the way he had slammed the door in his face. She looked him in the eye and nodded empathetically. He felt some of the weight slip off his shoulders. Although he had only known Tatiana a short while, he felt he could trust her and tell her everything.
"I don't know what his problem is with me," he summarized, "but it's pretty clear that he wants to get rid of me."
"Yes," she admitted, "it does seem that way."
"What does he want from me?"
"I don't know, but it's not the first time I've heard such things about him. He's a bit paranoid. Maybe he thinks the king put you in this post in order to spy on him or something. I don't think there's a great deal of affection between those two." She fell silent and thought for a while. "He's quite fond of himself. The last thing he wants is to have someone running around between his legs or trying to take away part of his responsibilities. He wants to be surrounded only with his own people."
Turan was surprised by the explicit criticism of Muzafar. "And what about you?" he asked, tilting his head toward her, "you're not one of his people?"
"Does it look that way? I try to work directly with him as infrequently as possible. And he doesn't really much want to get involved with me."
"Why's that?"
"He's got a good reason," she said quietly, making clear that she did not want to explain.
"I've thought of leaving," he revealed to Tatiana. "Genghistan, I mean. I'm starting to get sick of it."
"What do you mean leave?" Tatiana asked in a fright. "You can't leave. You weren't told?"
"But you left to study abroad. I'm an American citizen. They won't let me go home?"
"Genghis would never agree to that," she said. "It's too late, there's no chance of leaving now. Don't even think about it."
"Why, what would they do to me?"
Tatiana looked at him with overt concern. "Have you heard about your predecessor?"
"Azar?"
"Yes. He came here from France and worked in the Ministry of Information with the European press for two years, until one day he simply didn't show up, disappeared off the face of the earth. Poof. Just like that. A few months later I heard that he had been apprehended trying to cross the border." She said nothing. "He hasn't been seen since."
Turan swallowed hard and considered what he was about to say. He was certain that Tatiana had no ulterior motives and that her words were borne of a true concern for his life. The mysterious story awakened in him a fear mixed with a strange elation. She really did care about him, he realized at that moment.
"At least the king isn't really mad at me," he said finally, "he wants me to help him with something in the coming weeks."
"That's what's important. Forget about Muzafar, everything will be okay."
They got up and again gazed upon the city skyline before returning to work. Shpagatt was breathtaking at twilight. Turan inhaled a few deep breaths. The conversation with Tatiana had given him cause for concern but had also pacified him and renewed his strength. He looked at her and she looked back at him.
"We've got a date this weekend," he surprised her.
Tatiana blushed.
"The king wants me to go with him to a tea house," Turan explained, "and he said I could bring along a friend."
A large smile spread across her face. "If the king said so then I imagine I have no choice, right?"
"No," he said, "none at all."




CHAPTER 10

THE COMMONERS
The next morning Turan walked into Muzafar's seventh floor bureau. He walked up to Dasha, the minister's personal secretary, who was in the midst of a phone conversation. She noticed him and carried on with the call, which, quite clearly, seemed to be about her own private affairs. He waited five minutes for her to terminate the conversation. When she finally did so, she started tapping at the keyboard noisily rather than turning to him.
"Excuse me?"
"Just a moment," she said, raising a hand without looking at him, "I'm in the middle of something here."
He waited another minute or two until she found the time to turn toward him. "Yes, what do you want?"
"I'd like to schedule a meeting with the minister."
"Muzafar knows about this?"
"No, but the king requested that we meet." That was not exactly an accurate description, but Turan figured she would not double check.
The king, it seemed, were the magic words. "Okay," she said, "I'll schedule you in." She looked at her planner. "Sunday at ten."
"Great," Turan said. Dasha returned to her keyboard and he returned to his office.
His heart skipped a beat when he checked his personal email. There was a new message from Amanda Murphy. He stared at the screen in disbelief and raced to open the message.
Hey Ranny,
I just spoke to Josh! He said you left the country? To work for some king? Let me know if that's really true—sometimes with Josh it's hard to tell if he's serious or not…
He said that you asked about me and that made me think about us a bit, about what we had, and it helped me understand that maybe the way I acted wasn't okay. But you should know that the break-up wasn't easy on me either! You know?
So, seriously, sorry if I was a bit tough on you…I really would love to hear how you're doing!
With love ♥
Amanda
Turan read the email again and again. By the fourth time he felt dizzy and the text seemed blurred. He squinted and when that didn't help he shut his eyes and breathed deeply. His first impulse was to respond immediately, but he didn't know what to write. He opened his eyes, got up slowly, and squeezed out of the office. He went to the kitchenette. Made coffee. Returned to the office. Put the mug on the desk. Waited a minute or two. Took small sips from the coffee. Only once he'd downed it all, did he start a reply:
Hey Amanda,
Glad to get your email. And that's definitely not something I could've said about the previous one
No, he scolded himself. That's such a lame reply. Besides, what does it help to criticize her now? He erased the second sentence.
Yes, Josh is serious for a change…I was offered a position in a Central Asian country called Genghistan. I don't know if you remember, but I told you once that my parents had moved from there when I was little. At any rate, yes, I really do work for the king, and he appointed me head of a division in a large governmental ministry.
He went over the paragraph. It seemed impressive enough, he figured. But where am I going with it? Do I want to make her jealous?
I met a cute girl here named Tatiana. She doesn't really remind me of you.
Hmmm.
We're not "officially" going out, but I think that…
No, definitely not. He erased the last two sentences. As much as he hated to admit it, he preferred that Amanda would think he was unhitched.
I live in Shpagatt, the Kingdom's capital city, which is quite remarkable. It's a bit hard to describe cuz it really isn't like anything else I've seen. You can see pictures online, but it isn't the same. Too bad you can't come here and see it for yourself.
He read over the last paragraph. What am I doing, he wondered, inviting her to come visit, or the opposite? What does it matter, either way she won't be granted entry. In the end, he decided to let the last paragraph stand.
What's going on with you these days? Happy to be in touch.
He looked at her email and saw that she had signed off with a "with love" and a heart emoji. He thought "with love" might be the way to go, but his letter was already too nice as it was. Maybe "kisses"? No. Too cutesy and not his style. He debated and then wrote:
Yours, Ranny.
On Saturday evening Turan and Tatiana arrived at the palace gates. Myahari was not around, but had left detailed instructions for all. A guard accompanied them to the entrance to the palace and there they underwent a security check and were told to wait for the arrival of the king. Tatiana took a seat on a couch and was plainly not aflutter over the circumstances in which they found themselves. Turan, on the other hand, refrained from sitting down and was as wound up as he'd been during the entire weekend.
After several minutes of tense tarrying, he saw the king approach from the far end of the vast hall. He was accompanied by two young women who very much resembled one another. Both had thick bodies and pretty faces, flushed and round. They wore white silk nightgowns that revealed the shape of their breasts and showed more than a hint of their curvaceous bodies. "Who are those two?" Turan asked Tatiana. "King's escorts," she said dryly. "Escorting him to where?" he asked. "Within the palace," she replied, and raised an eyebrow, "especially to one particular room." Turan looked at them and thought that the king had a surprising taste in concubines.
The entourage stopped a few feet from them. One of the escorts pasted a fake mustache on the king's upper lip. Genghis kissed her on the lips and she giggled at the touch of the brushy whiskers. Then he fondly patted the second escort on the behind and the two returned to the inner sanctuary of the palace. Only then did Turan notice that the king was clad in a traditional red vest. Turan had already been in the country long enough to know that few of the common people still dressed in that way. King Genghis, who seemed oblivious to this fact, was without his crown, and its absence revealed thinning hair and a small bald spot.
The king approached. It was clear that he was in high spirits. Turan bowed slightly and Genghis smiled at him. "Uncle Genghis, how are you?" Tatiana asked happily, and Turan looked at her in disbelief. The king came over to her and kissed her twice on each cheek. She ignored the stunned look on Turan's face. Well, he thought, I guess that explains why she isn't scared of Muzafar. But why didn't she tell me? The king asked after Tatiana's mother and Turan understood from their exchange that her mother was the older sister of Queen Wazira.
Two plainclothes guards showed up and walked them to a side exit. All of them piled into a car in which there was a waiting driver. They left the palace grounds via a road Turan hadn't seen before. A few minutes later the car stopped alongside King's Square, around fifty feet from Farouz's tea house. The king placed a finger on his upper lip and they got out of the car in silence. One of the guards took up a post at the door and the other accompanied the king, Turan, and Tatiana into the tea house.
The first note they heard upon entry was the shattering of breaking glass. As soon as they'd closed the door behind them, Turan noticed a patron on a barstool look at them in terror as his glass slipped through his fingers and shattered across the floor. An industrious waiter hurried over and began sweeping up the shards even as he now and again raised his head and looked up in their direction. A confused waiter let an empty tray tip out of his hands, but managed to catch it while it was still in the air. Before long all present had turned their eyes toward them. Turan had no doubt that everyone recognized the king despite, or perhaps on account of, his pathetic disguise.
The king himself remained aloof and acted as though he was unaware of the attention. He walked over to an unclaimed table and asked the waiter if it would be okay to be seated. The waiter opened his mouth, but produced no sound. At that moment a pair of hairy hands clasped the waiter's shoulders and moved him out of the way, revealing a fat bald man behind him. "Please, please be my guest," the man said with overblown hospitality and pulled back the chairs so they would be able to be seated comfortably. Turan recognized him—it was Farouz in the flesh. He had seen him domineer and berate the staff, but to the best of his knowledge he had yet to see him approach any of the tables, certainly not with such generosity of spirit.
The group sat down and Turan watched Farouz, who retreated back to the bar and began briefing the staff. Their empty table was swiftly filled with plates of savory pastry and pitchers of steaming beverages. The aromas were terrific. The barman began moving bottles of wine and lifting a curtain, unveiling an official portrait of the king. The pop music that had been playing gave way to the Kingdom's national anthem.
Farouz returned and asked how they were faring. "Our special of the day, grilled chicken with rice, will soon be brought out to you. Would you like anything else? It's all on the house, of course."
"Do you always give out meals on the house?" the king inquired, "because we are not destitute."
Farouz smothered a burst of nervous laughter. "Heaven forbid, of course not! It's just that…" he stammered and tried to buy time. "Just that we have an hour on Saturday evening when every fifth table is given a free meal."
"We are fortunate then."
"Yes."
"And do you always play the national anthem in here?" the king asked, pointing up toward the ceiling.
"Several times a day," Farouz managed to say in such a convincing voice that Turan practically believed him. With perfect timing the anthem reached its crescendo and gave way to another song. It was one of the queen's numbers, Turan noted; there was no mistaking that voice. With indecision written across his face, Farouz looked at the king. "Sir, has anyone ever told you that you resemble His Highness?"
"It isn't the first time. But tell me, what is your impression of him?"
"Of the king? I admire him. His word is ironclad. He embodies all the characteristics of the ultimate leader. Everyone loves and respects him."
The reply, it was apparent, had pleased the king. Two waiters approached and carefully laid the plates on the table. Farouz genuflected and retreated with the waiters to the wings of the tea house.
Turan begged everyone's pardon and got up to use the restroom. When he returned, several of the young people at a nearby table were now sitting closer to the king's table as His Highness engaged one of the young ladies in an animated conversation. The song ended and another one of the queen's hits came on. Turan sat down and the king peeked at him. "This reminds me of something," the king said to the young woman and looked over at Turan. "Did your father ever tell you the story about the boar?"
Turan shook his head.
"The one with the car, the boar, and the rope?"
"I don't recall that one, no," Turan said with a bashful smile.
"How could he have not told you that?" the king said, spreading his palms up. He leaned back and a contemplative and dreamy countenance rested across his face. Several seconds later he turned to Turan and started to unravel the story.
"Many years ago, maybe as many as thirty five, Anzur and I were both members of the Communist Party. In those days there still existed The Socialist Soviet Republic of Kushtamenistan. Anzur was a relatively high-ranking official and I was his deputy. One day there was a regional party conference that we had to attend. We could have flown, but Anzur wanted us to drive there. Five hundred kilometers. No, farther than that. He was a bit crazy, your father."
Turan assumed that this was being said kindly. The king tucked a piece of roasted chicken into his mouth and turned his head to make sure that everyone was listening. They were.
"At any rate," the king continued, chewing as he spoke, "we'd been driving for hours and hours and it was already getting dark. Suddenly we spotted this enormous wild boar crossing the road in front of us. Anzur hit the brakes and swerved right. He didn't want to run over the animal, but the stupid boar dashed right too. Eventually, we went careening into the shoulder and we ran over the boar. The car practically flipped over and we were both bruised and scraped, but nothing more than that. So we got out of the car and went to see what had happened to the boar."
He cleared his throat and was silent. Turan, Tatiana, and the group of young people at the adjacent table looked at him with great interest. "And what happened?" Turan asked for everyone.
"Anzur and I turned on our flashlights and walked back till we saw the boar lying still on the road. Anzur approaches it, looks at it, and reports that it's dead. Then he looks at it again," the king said, raising his voice, "and all of a sudden the boar raises its head and lets out a huge snort, kkhhhhhh! Anzur jumped so high I thought he was going to have a heart attack."
The crowd reveled in the king's reenactment. "So the boar was still alive?" Turan asked.
"Not at all. It flopped right back down and didn't move again. So I took out my pistol and shot it a few times, pa-pa-pa!" the king made a gun with his fingers. "So it wouldn't suffer unnecessarily."
Grunts of agreement came from all around.
"At any rate, we got back in the car and tried to start it up, but it wouldn't start so we got out on the highway and tried to hitch a ride. We had to get to the conference. We knew we'd be in serious trouble if we didn't get there! It was already dark, there were hardly any cars, and no one was stopping. I was so frustrated I was firing bullets up in the air, but none of the drivers stopped, they just sped up even more. Maybe I should have shot at them and not up in the air."
One of the young people at the nearby table moved a hand defensively to his throat.
"And then Anzur had a brilliant idea. To tell you the truth, I didn't think it would work. He sent me over to the other side of the highway and said that when the next car came along I should pretend that I was pulling something taut. He would do the same thing from his side of the road and then it would look like we were tugging on some sort of unseen rope or wire. It didn't work on the first car but the second car slammed the brakes and screeched to a stop."
The king laced his fingers behind his head and stretched at length. "And that was that. We commandeered the car," he said in summation, "and in the end made it to the conference on time."
All those seated nearby beamed at the king in admiration and one even clapped his hands cautiously. The king laughed and had another bite of roasted chicken. "To life!" he said, raising his glass, and everyone scrambled to respond in the traditional way, "to the life of the king!" Genghis also mumbled "to the life of the king," placed a hand on Tatiana's shoulder, and clinked glasses with her in demonstrable fraternity. The hubbub subsided and everyone returned to their food and drink.
A few minutes later the king began showing interest in two men playing darts. One was very tall and the other had long hair and was wearing jeans and a leather jacket. "It's been a long while since I've played that," he said to his companions. He got up and sauntered over to the two men. The bodyguard approached on his heels. The tall player had just thrown a dart and had hit the number nine, an inch or two from the bullseye. "May I join your game?" the king asked. The long-haired one, who had apparently recognized the king as he approached, generously bowed out of the game, submitting that he was tired. The tall one, tardy in his understanding of the situation, looked startled. He handed the king the dart with feigned happiness, likely cursing his departed friend in his heart. The king politely refused and asked the tall one to go first. "The best of three," he said, determining the rules of the game.
Turan, Tatiana, and their new friends became the audience. Farouz, too, ambled over and watched the developments with mounting interest. The tall man tried to keep his cool. He aimed at the board, hesitated for quite some time, and then let it go. The dart struck the number three.
He may be throwing the game, Turan suspected.
The king took the next dart and focused on the board. He squinted and threw it with confidence. The dart practically missed the board entirely and hit the number one.
"Three to one," Farouz announced the score. The crowd thickened around them.
The tall man retrieved the two darts and extended one to the king with a quivering hand. Then he aimed at the target and threw the dart. This time the dart hit the wall. Now Turan was sure that he meant to throw the game.
Everyone was silent as the king came up to the line. He aimed carefully, but from the second the dart left his hand it was clear that it was short. It hit the wall, more than a foot beneath the target, and fell to the floor.
"Three to one," Farouz said, and those who were properly attuned could hear the concern in his voice.
The tall man went to retrieve the darts. The king's bodyguard jostled him slightly, but the hint was superfluous. The tall man wiped his brow with his shirt sleeve, breathed deeply, and took aim. While throwing the dart he pretended to stumble forward. "Ouch," he groaned, so that everyone could hear his false frustration as the dart arced toward the wall and struck not far from the head of a curious spectator, who watched in terror as the dart hit the wall and fell at his feet.
The king took up his position. The tall one had a hard time watching the events and sweat stains spread across the underarms of his shirt. Turan noticed that the friend who had bowed out was crossing his fingers in solidarity, recognizing that inflicting a loss on the king could cost the contestant his life. The background music stopped and there was absolute silence. The king gathered himself and tossed the dart.
All of the spectators held their breath. The dart hit the board but it was still unclear where it had struck. "Five to Three," Farouz called out triumphantly, "we have a winner!"
The tall man looked like he was on the verge of fainting. The loss was possibly the greatest victory of his life. The king came over to him, said, "Good game," and patted him kindly on the shoulder. The tall one nodded and hurried to be seated as soon as the king turned away. The king raised his hands to the sound of the cheering from the crowd. He went over to Farouz, shook his hand warmly, and thanked the excited host. Then he signaled to Tatiana that the time had come to leave.
"What a night!" the king said when he stopped alongside the car. Turan and Tatiana nodded in agreement. "Do you think that in the end they recognized me?" he asked, ripping off the ridiculous fake mustache, which had at any rate begun to peel off his upper lip. Turan looked over at Tatiana, who made a sort of unclear shrugging motion that seemed to suffice for the king.
The king parted from them and the two began making their way home. They walked alongside one another and did not speak. But when they finally looked at each other they broke into uncontrollable laughter. The inquisitive looks from other pedestrians did not matter to them. They wove along the sidewalk like drunks, supporting one another and mopping away the tears of mirth.
Finally they had to sit down on a bench on the corner. "How did you never tell me that you are related to the king?" Turan asked once he'd finally reined in his laughter.
"Does it matter?" she responded with a question and giggled awkwardly.
"I don't know. Maybe I would have spoken differently around you. I told you some things that the king would not be happy to hear."
"You can tell me whatever you want. I would never cause you harm."
Turan looked at Tatiana's face and found absolute sincerity. Her expression softened gradually and it seemed that she was blushing. It's now, he understood all of a sudden, this is the moment that you've been waiting for, but for which you are still unprepared. He started to lean toward her with the intent of kissing her. She nuzzled up to him and all of her being said fear and excitement as the inevitable approached. And then he felt that something was barring him, physically barring him. In actuality, there was nothing in his way, but he retreated and now it was his turn to giggle awkwardly. Tatiana turned her face away from him.
The two quickly got up and resumed walking down the street, slightly farther apart from one another. After a long silence they began reviewing the most entertaining moments of the night. Their laughter was now restrained, but the conversation cheered them up, and after some time it eased, at least somewhat, the matters of the heart.




CHAPTER 11

THE RUSSIAN PRESIDENT
A new week had begun. Turan was particularly eager to see if Amanda had responded to his email. It had been more than two days since he'd sent his reply and since he had no internet connection on his phone or on any other computer outside the authorized one in his office, he still didn't know if she'd written back.
Turan had hardly slept the previous night, and was still haunted by the shards of dreams—Tatiana gazing at him with a concerned look, he running down the street as though his life depended on it, and Amanda running her nails down his back as he penetrated her in an upright position. His head weighed heavily on his shoulders on Sunday morning as he came in to his office at the Ministry of Information. His appointment with Muzafar was set for 10 a.m. and he wanted the day to be over before it had even begun. The elevator was packed and it stopped at every floor on its way up to the sixth floor. Seated in his office, he started up the computer and found the response he'd been waiting for from Amanda:
Hey Ranny,
Wow! I'm so happy for you, it sounds like an awesome job. Definitely better than writing press releases for me ☺
You asked how I'm doing…so I'm basically good, you could say. A few days ago I broke up with Jimbo.
What? Turan hovered over that last sentence. Amanda was available again? A fresh wave of excitement flushed through him. Although he did not know if he would ever again set foot outside Genghistan, he was relieved that he had not kissed Tatiana on that bench. He hadn't given up on Amanda, and though he didn't know him at all he relished Jimbo's banishment. What sort of name was it anyway? Jimbo? Who goes by such an idiotic nickname?
We had fun while it lasted, but things between us started to get complicated. If things like that start to happen so soon, it's probably better to cut it short, don't you think? At first it was a bit of a bummer but it's not the end of the world, I'll survive.
Aside from that, everything is pretty much the usual. I'm back at work after a long vacation. I really should talk to Josh, I haven't driven him nuts in a while…
Anyway, let me know if you're coming back to the city or coming in to visit, maybe we could grab a coffee.
Miss you,
Amanda
Turan, who at any rate was seated in a cramped space, his freedom of movement limited, now felt more incarcerated than ever. The very fact that he was prohibited from returning to the United States made his muscles cramp. He debated whether it made sense to respond to Amanda or if it was useless. The figure in the doorway distracted him and helped him decide not to decide.
"Hey," Tatiana said.
"Hey," he responded and dragged his gaze away from the computer screen. The look on Tatiana's face only further confused him.
"About last night…"
"What happened last night?" he asked in false naiveté.
Tatiana caught his drift. "Exactly," she said. "Nothing happened—and thank God for that. I wouldn't want anything to get in the way of our friendship."
"Exactly!"
"So…friends?"
"Friends," he repeated listlessly.
Tatiana smiled bashfully. "As friends, would you like to accompany me to the press conference with the president of Russia?"
"When?"
"Today at three-thirty. We'd have to be there a bit early."
"Shouldn't be a problem. You'll pick me up?"
"Sure."
"Is there anything I need to know?"
"Not really. He's here for the initiation of a new gas pipeline and also to mark the Russian translation of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui."
A thought sprouted in Turan's mind.
"Okay, I'll see you then," she said and retired to her office.
Turan set aside a few moments to write down some notes in preparation for his meeting with Muzafar. Time was ticking away and it didn't leave him the leisure of self-pity. He got up, extricated himself from the room, and went to wash his face and fix his hair. He arrived at the minister's office at exactly ten in the morning and was made to wait a mere fifteen minutes before being granted entry. As usual, Muzafar was focused on his computer screen, showing no sign of being done.
"Yes," Muzafar said after several minutes of silence.
Turan assumed that this was an invitation to speak. "Honorable Minister, I thought it might be a good idea to set up a meeting and see in what ways I can be of assistance."
"Better you concentrate on causing no harm," Muzafar said, still focused on the screen.
"But the king requested that I make myself more helpful to you, Honorable Minister."
"Okay," Muzafar said, looking up at him with a blatant lack of interest, "in what ways can you help?"
"I've thought of a few things," Turan said as he peeked at the note that he'd kept in his pocket. "First of all, it's high time the Kingdom had an official website in English, with general information, pictures, news…"
"What for? The Americans are of no interest to us."
"Excuse me, Honorable Minister, but it isn't just for Americans. Half the world reads English."
"Our web staff is too busy with the Genghese and Russian sites. They have no time for another one."
"If you would, Honorable Minister, I know how to design websites. I think I could build a sufficiently respectable site for us."
"Do what you want. Just don't bother me with it."
Mildly encouraged, Turan moved on to other matters. "Honorable Minister, have you had a chance to see what I've done on the social media platforms?" He did not receive a response. "I've considered launching a video channel, as well. What do you think?"
"Not interested."
"And what about a translation project—translating the Gengh-Mann-Ghui into English? I understand it has been recently translated into Russian, Honorable Minister."
"Forget it."
There was no way the king would have been pleased by the ease with which Muzafar dismissed the translation of his immortal work, Turan thought. "That said, I've also been thinking of producing…"
"I have no time for this nonsense," Muzafar said rudely. "Tell Dasha to bring Stas in now."
Rather than being insulted by his indelicate ouster, Turan was practically grateful to Muzafar for ending the meeting. After fulfilling his final directive he went for a stroll in the area and filled his gut to the breaking point with an assortment of sweet pastries. Back in his office, he sent the minister an email with a brief recap of the meeting. Then he spent a few hours surfing the internet. He looked at old pictures and read up on what was going on in the United States. At a certain stage he even started listening to songs in English at a relatively high volume, an act that was hardly likely to be greeted with gushing enthusiasm, but he didn't care. He'd lost all interest in what was happening around him and returned to reality only with the appearance of Tatiana at his door.
For the second time in a single day, the two made their way to the palace. They joined a pack of Russian journalists and Ministry of Information employees waiting at the palace gates. Tatiana shook hands with a Russian photographer whom she seemed to know from beforehand and spoke with him in fluent Russian. Turan didn't know the language and didn't understand a word. He stood there listlessly until they were called forward, individually checked, and escorted onto the palace grounds.
Surprisingly, the guards did not lead them into the palace but led them around the building in a southerly direction. Before long they were in the Royal Gardens. Turan could not remain unmoved by the beauty that was revealed to him. The convoy of reporters trod alongside a canal that was lined with white and purple orchids, followed by swaths of red roses and blue flowers the likes of which he had never before seen. The path led them to a concrete square next to a side entrance to the palace. Around the square there was a fountain which sprayed impressively high arcing streams of water, some carefully groomed bushes, and a rainbow of flowers. At the corner of the square closest to the palace entrance there were two wooden podiums. Behind the podiums the respective flags of Russia and Genghistan flew and before them were several rows of cushioned chairs.
Turan and Tatiana sat in the back row. Tatiana took a pen and paper out of her bag. A sound man checked the microphones. The photographers got into position. The Russian reporters were given earphones for the simultaneous translation from Genghese to Russian. A guard in a suit spoke into his two-way radio. A Ministry of Information official, whom Turan had seen in the past, said a few words in Russian into the microphone, and it seemed that everyone but him understood. He asked Tatiana what the man had said and she relayed that the king and the president would each be issuing a statement, followed by a short question-and-answer session.
One minute later the side entrance door to the palace opened. King Genghis and the Russian president emerged. They smiled smugly and advanced slowly toward the podium. The photographers snapped energetically as the two clasped hands and held the handshake for a while. The king spoke first, in Genghese, and Turan realized it was the first time he had heard him make a public speech. He was miserly with words and said simply that he welcomed the president, his friend and partner for many years now, who has agreed to grace Genghistan with his presence.
The Russian president was more long-winded, and though Turan didn't understand the words, he understood that the president was thanking the king for his hospitality. Later he took out a book, presented it to the king, and the two held it together for a photo-op. Turan recognized the cover with the eight stars of Genghistan and knew it was the official Russian translation of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui. Once he'd parted with the book, the president said something that caused the king to smile broadly and sparked applause and amazement from the audience. Turan asked Tatiana in a whisper what he had said and she explained that the Russian and Genghese editions of the book would soon be travelling to outer space in a Russian Federal Space Agency craft.
Once they'd delivered their remarks, a single finger was raised in the air. The king pointed at the Russian reporter and she got to her feet and asked the question in her language. The king understood but answered in Genghese, and she listened and waited for the translation to come through her earphones along with the other Russian reporters: "Beyond the ongoing activity of the Gazprom Corporation as the leading conveyor of Genghese oil and gas to the European markets, we discussed the expansion of our cooperation in the fields of engineering and infrastructure, and as per the president's request, the granting of preference to Russian companies in energy-related tenders."
Now it was the turn of one of the Ministry of Information officials to raise her hand and the Russian President gave her the floor. The question and the answer were given in Russian, but Turan caught the gist of it by looking at the lines Tatiana managed to scribble down in her notebook. "Russia recognizes the national aspirations of those living in the strip…even if the majority are Genghese…it is worth considering an external solution that will bring to an end the acts of violence in the area. Russia could play a role as a positive influence, in its position as the presiding head of the Security Council…to withdraw its appeal to the Security Council and not conduct deliberations next month regarding international intervention. But a great deal of additional work is necessary to reach a situation that will enable that…the meetings today with the king and the prime minister were a step in the right direction…" Once the president had finished his response, Turan re-read Tatiana's notes and asked her if the topic was South Suggestia. She nodded.
A Russian reporter raised his hand, and Turan noticed a recurring pattern: each time only one reporter tried his or her luck. The king pointed to him and he got to his feet and asked his question in Russian. The king's response was once again given in Genghese. "These are the ridiculous accusations of those seeking to do us harm. When the Soviet Union disbanded no nuclear weapons remained in Genghistan. Everyone knows this. My friend the president can attest to the fact that we long ago returned all of the nuclear materials that were or were not stationed on our soil." The Russian president smothered a laugh when the translation came through his ear piece.
This time only Tatiana raised her hand. Everyone's gaze swiveled toward them. This surprised and troubled Turan. The Russian president looked at Tatiana and nodded. She stood up confidently and addressed him in Russian. Despite his lowly mood and his discomfort in the spotlight, Turan was proud of her. The president, however, seemed taken aback by the question. Reading her notes he saw that she summarized his response: "We still do not have firm plans as to the instruction of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui. I shall thank the Russian Ministry of Education and Sciences for their studied position on how best to incorporate this important text into our curriculum."
The king signaled that the session was over. The Russian president waved to the crowd and turned back toward the palace, but the king took him by the shoulder and swiveled him around. He addressed the president in Russian for the first time, and smiles started to form on the faces of the reporters. Immediately afterwards he broke into song and to Turan's profound shock everyone joined in. The melody was very catchy. Although he understood not a word, Turan surmised that it was a happy birthday song. He clapped to the rhythm along with everyone else and managed to pick up one of the lines: "Sajalyenew den rojdenia tolko raz vgadu" ("unfortunately birthdays come only once a year," Tatiana translated later.)
The mood was still jovial as the king continued speaking. Turan understood that this was a special tribute to the president, and had no idea what it was until he saw that Tatiana had written in her notebook the words "thoroughbred" and "Royal Stables." The president smiled and shook his head, but the king urged him on until he finally consented.
A stablehand in festive dress emerged from behind the bushes, leading a horse by the reins. The horse was impressively large and sleek, its reddish-brown coat gleaming in the sun. "He's giving it to him as a present?" Turan asked Tatiana. "Yes," she smiled, "he wants him to take the horse on the plane." While strutting out, the horse raised his tail and defecated, littering his manure across the square. A squad of properly equipped workers came rushing from the wings and cleaned up the sanitary violation.
Reveling in the festive and humorous atmosphere, the king again addressed the president. "Now he wants him to ride the horse," Tatiana explained. The tough president was showing signs of displeasure, but, as was the case earlier, he blinked first. The stablehand helped him mount the horse and he rode it around for a minute or two, much to the delight of the photographers. Finally the king himself helped him dismount and patted him on the back warmly. Now they both waved to the audience, turned toward the palace, and disappeared from sight.
As opposed to most of those present, Turan did not feel he'd gotten any special pleasure from the course of events. He was quick to leave the moment it was permitted and he only changed course once Tatiana specifically asked him to wait for her to get organized. Off the palace grounds, he informed her that he was heading straight home. She responded that, regardless, the office was on the way,and he walked alongside her reluctantly.
"What did you ask him in Russian?" he finally asked her, "why they don't teach the Gengh-Mann-Ghui in their educational system?"
"Yes."
"Maybe because they're not Genghese, and they have a choice," he muttered.
"Don't speak that way. It's a philosophical work, about universal morality." She looked around to make sure no one was listening in on their conversation. "And it's not that I'm necessarily justifying it, but we were told what to ask. Everyone was."
Turan snorted derisively. "I really was surprised that reporters were firing away. I thought for a second that we were in America or something."
"No, we're not. And sometimes it's too bad that it's this way," she said in a low voice, again looking both ways as she spoke. "I understand why you wanted to go back there. To tell you the truth, I'd be happy to go with you."
"So do it," he said, knowing full well that such a possibility did not exist.
Tatiana exhaled in frustration and said nothing more. The two continued on in absolute silence.
At the Ministry Turan waved her a goodbye and continued walking. He walked fast, practically running, and felt his gloomy mood gradually overtake him. Only once he was back in his apartment and seated on his bed did he finally breathe a sigh of relief.
And then, without meaning to, he burst into a fit of hot tears. It was the first time it had happened since his father died. He broke down and sobbed bitterly from deep within his throat. At first he was surprised and embarrassed by the sudden outburst, but then he succumbed to the torrential outpouring of pain.
For the better part of an hour he sat in that way and cried about it all—his parents who were no longer, the women in his life who were not in his life at all, and this place that was not truly his home.




CHAPTER 12

DECLARATION OF WAR
Two weeks passed and with their passing some of the frustration faded, too. Turan was still far from upbeat, but he managed to restore the rhythm of a tolerable routine. Desperation yielded to intensive work on the official Genghistan website in English. Moving along at a good clip, he hoped to be done with most of the work within a few days and to launch a skeletal version of the site shortly thereafter.
His relationship with Tatiana remained intact, but had not returned to what it once was. Only rarely did he talk with her about non-work-related matters. He lunched alone or in the company of Ajangeldi, the press photographer, who was awaiting the birth of his third child. Despite him being a jolly Genghese man who tended to speak loudly and shy away from gossip, Turan found common ground with him. Although he had some rather strange hobbies, like raising decorative fish, he spoke about them with such passion and excitement that it was nearly interesting to listen to him.
One day, after just such a lunch, Turan, back in his office, got an automatic notification over email about a new publication with the keyword "Genghistan." The notification included a link to a site called World Report. The title of the piece was: "Briar in Central Asia: seeking balance between pragmatic foreign policy and human rights." The article dealt with US Deputy Secretary of State Johnny Briar's recent trip to Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Most of the article had nothing to do with the Kingdom, but Turan found the relevant paragraph:
Asked about the most recent developments in Genghistan, Briar said that the United States recognizes the country's legitimate right to exercise its sovereignty in South Suggestia. That said, the deputy secretary noted that the United States is concerned by the human rights situation within the Kingdom and is troubled by the fact that representatives of the International Red Cross have not been allowed in to the country to visit prisoners, and by accumulating reports regarding the presence of several nuclear weapons in Genghistan, relics of the Soviet period.
Turan debated the wisdom of letting Muzafar know. "Show him that you know how to do things," the king's orders reverberated in his mind. "That you can be an asset, that he can trust you." He started drafting a memo to Muzafar. He pasted in a link to the article and translated the relevant paragraph to Genghese. Done typing, he paused for a moment and stared at the screen. It's possible he'll hear about the article even if I don't send it, he considered, but I don't want to be the one to arm him with anti-American ammunition. In the end, though, he decided to forward it on to the minister.
The realization that he'd made a mistake came swiftly. It was brought into sharper focus by the ring of the phone. "Mugayev," he recognized Dasha's monotonous voice. "Muzafar wants you in his office."
He took the stairs up to the minister's bureau. Dasha indicated that he should enter as soon as she saw him. As usual, Muzafar was focused on his computer monitor, but this time he addressed Turan a mere few seconds after entry.
"What you sent me, is that an accurate translation?" he asked.
"Yes, Honorable Minister. I am quite certain that it is," Turan said, trying to hide the regret in his voice.
"Get me Myahari," Muzafar yelled at the open door.
A call was shortly transferred to his office. "Can I have an audience with His Highness for a moment?" he asked Myahari. "Is it a domestic meeting?" he inquired once she had answered. "Jamshid won't mind," he continued. "Just a few moments, nothing more," he promised, and hung up the phone.
"Come," he ordered Turan as though speaking to an obedient dog, "we're going to the palace." The two hurried out of the bureau. Despite the gap in years, Turan struggled to keep up with Muzafar, a fact that did little to quell his rising anxiety. Taking the elevator down to the street level, he took some comfort in the fact that at least he had dressed respectably that day. They walked out of the building and up to a waiting driver. They said not a word to each other and made no eye contact whatsoever during the short ride. The car entered the palace grounds and the two got right out as soon as it pulled to a stop. Within several minutes they were waiting outside the armored door of the Closed Room.
Inside they found the king in his official attire and before him Jamshid, the captivating prime minister. Muzafar and Turan bowed slightly in the direction of the king. The former asked for permission to join them and the king nodded gravely. "This is Junior?" Jamshid inquired of Muzafar with a smirk on his face and his finger leveled at Turan. Muzafar confirmed it was. Jamshid told Turan that there was a rumor going around, claiming that he was a lot like his father, and then he added a little wink. Turan didn't know what he meant and he wasn't sure why, but he was offended by the way the prime minister related to him. A crooked smile fell across Turan's face as he took a seat on one of the chairs.
"Your Highness," Muzafar said, "Mugayev has found an article in which the secretary's poodle is soiling our reputation."
"Who, Briar?" the king asked.
"Yes. As part of the tour he did in the region. During which he refrained from paying us a visit, I remind you."
"I remember. What did he say?"
"He said we have nuclear weapons and we abuse our prisoners." He turned to Turan. "How did he put it?"
"He said that they were 'concerned' about the state of human rights," Turan said carefully, "and that they fear that several nuclear devices were left here. But he also said that…"
"You see?" Muzafar cut him off, "once again they've stuck their noses into our affairs. They cannot be trusted, Your Majesty, as I've always maintained."
"They cannot be trusted," Jamshid reiterated. "Nor is it the first time that they've done this. What gall to in such a way belittle the immortal morality of His Majestic Highness."
The king's face hardened with rage, and tension spread through the room. Turan did not like it at all. After a long bout of silence it seemed the king had reached a decision.
"I hereby declare war on the United States of America."
Turan could not believe his ears. The king's statement was ludicrous in so many ways. To his shock, the two senior officials nodded vigorously.
"Allow me to compliment you on your sagacity," Jamshid said, hardly reining in his excitement. "You always find the path of justice, Great Shield of the Homeland."
"There is no other alternative, Your Highness," Muzafar said in a decisive tone. "For a long time now we have said that they are enemies, and enemies must be confronted. Plain and simple."
Turan in his mind ran through the repercussions of what war with America would mean. What would they fight with, nuclear weapons? In that case Genghistan would be destroyed after a single atomic strike. Terror attacks? Not the king's style. Economic war? Diplomatic? Either way, he surmised, the intent is belligerent action against my country, and that means that my infinitesimally small chance of ever returning to said country has just plummeted dramatically.
"Your Majesty?"
Now it was time for the other men in the room to be surprised. The king hummed his acquiescence and gave Turan permission to speak.
"Perhaps there is another way out. Perhaps war is not necessary."
"How dare you…" Muzafar hissed and was immediately silenced by the king, who did not take his eyes off Turan.
"The deputy secretary, without doubt, expressed all sorts of unspeakable nonsense. But he also said some positive things, such as the recognition of our right to South Suggestia. He just got confused about some of the other statements, if you ask me. I don't believe that the Americans seek a confrontation with us."
The king did not look satisfied. Turan realized that the opportunity was about to pass and he had to hurry.
"Your Highness, hear please what I have to say. I was raised among the Americans. It's true, they sometimes think they know everything, but all things considered, they are alright. So one American said something idiotic, so what? I'm sure he's already plenty sorry about it. What about if he were to apologize to you, could war then be avoided?"
Idiot, Turan berated himself, realizing he had just called one the king's decrees into question and had treated him like a child. Best case scenario, he thought, and my punishment will be lenient.
"Okay," the king said, "we'll wait a few days and see what happens. If the Americans beg for peace, we will reconsider."
A twinkle of hope flashed in Turan's eyes, and it clashed with the disappointment that radiated from the faces of Jamshid and Muzafar. The latter glared at him with hateful eyes, rudely warning that his day of reckoning would yet come.
"So can we hash this out with the Americans?" Turan asked.
"Talk with what's her name, Gretchen," the king said. "Myahari will give you her details."
"Thank you, Your Highness, you shall not regret this, I assure you."
"Anything else?"
"No, that is all."
"You may leave then. Muzafar, stay with us."
Turan hurried to his feet and forgot to bow to the king before departing. Conflicting feelings of pride and fear coursed through him. One of the guards saw him out of the palace. He sat down on a bench in King's Square and hugged his knees to his chest. What have I done? What's the next move? Recalling the king's directive to be in touch with a certain Gretchen, he called Myahari.
She was as pleasant as ever. Gretchen is Gretchen Jones, she explained, the US Ambassador to Genghistan. Turan said he had received an order from the king to arrange a meeting with her as soon as possible. Rather than merely pass on her details, Myahari volunteered to arrange the meeting herself. A short while later, on his way back to the office, Myahari called to inform him that the meeting had been scheduled for seven-thirty in the evening at the home of the ambassador.
How would he convince her to extract an apology from her boss, when he himself thought there was no reason to do so? Turan wondered. It was hard to believe that his mission was now to prevent war with the United States of America!
Turan called a taxi for half an hour before the scheduled meeting time. The ambassador's residence was located on the outskirts of Shpagatt. For most of the drive he watched the city sights and let his mind wander freely. He thought of the streets of Brooklyn and the sidewalks of his youth. The Manhattan bars that he had once frequented, the weirdos he always wound up meeting on the subway, the pedestrians that were always rushing somewhere. As he drew near his destination it dawned on him that he had been handed an opportunity. He's an American citizen on his way to a meeting with the American ambassador. Maybe she could get him out of this place!
Turan recognized the ambassador's residence quite easily. The Stars and Stripes flew from a pole on the roof. The house was far smaller and older than he had expected. My country's reach is limited here, he noted, if this is where the ambassador resides. Is this little house supposed to offer me some sort of shelter? A single guard, apparently forewarned of his arrival, opened the rusty iron gate. Turan knocked on the front door and the ambassador opened it herself. She was a tall, light-skinned woman in her fifties. How different she seemed from the women of Genghistan, he thought. Rather than a vibrant dress she wore a tailored black suit. There were streaks of gray through her short blond hair. She extended a cold hand. "Welcome, I'm Gretchen," she said, inviting him into the living room. "Can I get you something to drink?
"No thanks, I just had something at the office," he said and then promptly changed his mind. "Do you have Coke?"
"I'll check." The ambassador walked over to the fridge. Turan felt bad sending such a senior diplomat hunting around for something so trivial, but the fact that it was banned in Genghistan only increased its appeal and made him long for the bubbly, sticky soda. "Is Dr. Pepper okay?" she asked from the kitchen. "Even better," he said, and thanked her when she returned with the cold maroon can.
"I don't think we've met before," she said as she sat down opposite him. Turan was happy to speak to an American in his own language, but her voice, though pleasant, carried a certain distance and correctness.
"No, I don't believe we have. Nice to meet you. My name's Turan. And the truth is I'm an American citizen."
"You sound like you might be. What are you doing in Genghistan, if I may ask?"
"Working in the Ministry of Information. But I've come today in the service of the Crown. "
"I'm sorry, I don't think I follow," she said politely. "Are you American or Genghese?"
I don't think that I follow either, he thought to himself. "I'm both, I think. It's a bit complicated."
The ambassador did not pursue the line of questioning. "From what I gather there is an urgent matter that we are to discuss," she said, getting to the point.
"Did you happen to see the interview with Johnny Briar?"
"Ah, the interview," the ambassador said with a worry-tinged smile. "I had the feeling that that was what this was about."
"Yes."
"His Highness is upset?"
"Yes."
"How upset?"
Turan considered telling her whole truth and decided that partial truth would suffice. "He is considering severing diplomatic ties between the nations."
The ambassador had a hard time hiding her shock. "That bad? He knows this is an important period," she mumbled, more to herself than to Turan.
"An important period?" he inquired.
"Our vote in the Security Council, the economic agreement between us…"
"Ah," he said seriously, pretending to have understood the matter entirely.
"The reason doesn't matter right now. A diplomatic impasse at this stage would not be helpful for either side. We've got to find a way to make things right."
"The king wants Briar to apologize."
"That's what he has requested?"
"Yes."
The ambassador eyed Turan suspiciously. "I don't know if that will work. At any rate, I'll try to set up a telephone meeting between them."
"That won't suffice, I'm afraid. The king wants Briar to come here and offer an apology. By the end of the week."
She seemed taken aback by his audacity, and in that she was not alone. Turan wondered if he had gone too far or if he had simply acted in accordance with what was required of him.
"I'll see what I can do," she said after a short silence.
Turan realized too late that the meeting had for all intents and purposes come to a close without him raising the matter of diplomatic cover. Could the embassy bring him home? He vaguely recalled that an embassy was a piece of foreign soil in the host nation, inviolable without express consent. And what about this tiny house? What were the chances that the ambassador would be willing to go out on a limb for him? Did diplomatic norms have any significance for a king like Genghis?
The ambassador continued looking at him with a frozen expression on her face. "Do you need anything else?" she asked, clearly irritated.
"No," he said hesitantly, pondering for another instant and then looking into her blue eyes. "No, I don't."




CHAPTER 13

A ROYAL DELICACY
The next morning, before Turan had even left for work, Myahari called. The deputy secretary of state will be arriving tomorrow afternoon, she informed him, and the king has decided that you will serve as the translator during their meeting. It was made clear to Gretchen, the newbie ambassador whose Genghese was still not up to par, that Turan would be translating for the Americans as well. Turan was pleased and honored, but the glow started to fade over the course of the day, when he gave further thought to the fateful nature of the meeting. The following morning was dominated by uninterrupted idleness during work hours and occasional, desperate attempts to restore his sense of calm.
Turan walked into the luxurious hall, on time, tread carefully and then bowed to the king. He approached the stairs from the right and stopped at the foot of the throne. His apprehensiveness regarding the significance of the occasion was instantly replaced by readiness when Myahari announced the distinguished visitors.
Turan had already seen Johnny Briar, the deputy secretary of state, several times on TV and on the internet, but the fact that he existed in real life seemed strange to him just then. The deputy secretary approached with Gretchen by his side. In a departure from her bearing the night before last, she seemed slightly less confident. The pair cast a brief glance in his direction and stood before the king, a few steps from Turan. The king looked at them from above and showed no sign of rising or preparing to greet them in any way. Turan was surprised when Gretchen curtsied before the king and downright shocked when the deputy secretary, the second most senior official in the US Department of State, servilely did the same.
The king nodded and at long last welcomed the visitors. They responded in kind. The deputy secretary spoke directly to a nervous Turan. "Please tell the king that I am grateful for the opportunity to meet him again. I feel confident that he did not interpret as disrespectful my absence during my most recent trip."
Turan translated the statement as it was.
"Yes, yes. The gall on this American," the king said, losing his patience. "Not only did he not come here, but he also tarnished me in their newspapers! You said yourself that he stuck his nose into things that are of no concern to him, 'human rights' and that sort of thing. And again this nonsense with the bombs, which they have no proof that we possess! This prick thinks he can come in here and tell the king what to do? Who does he think he is?"
Turan struggled to present a façade of tranquility. "His Majesty expresses his dissatisfaction with the criticism directed at him in the interview."
"Tell him that I have come here personally to apologize if the things I said were misunderstood," the deputy secretary said in a suspicious tone. "Even if there are disagreements on certain matters, they are still disagreements among friends."
"The deputy secretary feels very bad for the mistakes that he made," Turan translated to the king, "and has come here as soon as possible in order to apologize to you in hopes that you shall forgive him."
The king deliberated for a long while and Turan prayed that his plan would proceed without a hitch.
"How is it said…" the king tried to recall and then finally pointed at the deputy secretary. "To err is human," he explained educationally and then patted his own chest, "to forgive is divine." His hard face softened at once, and Turan breathed easily. "No harm done," the king said, his smile glinting at the senior American diplomat. "We will let it slide this time, but don't let it happen again."
"His Majesty has expressed his hope that from this point onward all disagreements may be resolved through discourse and mutual agreements and not by way of the media."
The deputy secretary murmured in agreement.
"Tell him he is invited over for dinner," the king continued. "I'll ask the queen to prepare the food herself."
"His Majesty requests your company at dinner this evening," Turan translated. "Her Majesty will prepare the food herself."
"Regrettably, the deputy secretary will not be able to attend," Gretchen said at once. "We've made considerable efforts to have him with us now, but by evening time he must already be on his flight back."
Turan dared to address the deputy secretary directly. "Sir, I think it would be a grave mistake to refuse an official invitation from the king."
Thankfully, the deputy secretary concurred. "We'll shuffle a few meetings," he said to Gretchen, "it'll be okay."
"The deputy secretary is delighted to accept His Highness' invitation," Turan told the king.
"What's she sticking her beak in this for?" the king grumbled. "Tell him not to bring that clown along with him. We need to talk about men's affairs."
Turan hesitated for a moment and then turned to the deputy secretary. "His Majesty is most pleased to host you in the intimacy of his family home," he said, breaking his teeth and then glancing at Gretchen.
The deputy secretary and the ambassador got the message and nodded in response. Both bowed deeply to the king and hurried out of the hall.
"You should come along and translate for us," the king told Turan. "And you can bring Tati with you."
The events of the past days had boosted Turan's self-confidence, but also had taken a considerable toll on his mental state. He was not accustomed to dealing with matters of state and was not sure he was well suited to it. On his way back to the office he thought about the wonderful meeting he had initiated, the way in which he had steered it as he saw fit, and about the challenging second round looming later in the evening. He started crossing the street without looking and his life was apparently saved by the startling blast of a car horn, which allowed him to hop back onto the sidewalk in time.
He reached the building, went up to the sixth floor, and walked into Tatiana's office. Once he'd replayed the events of the past afternoon, in a drastically abbreviated form, he noted that the king had invited her to dinner. Tatiana said she was glad that she'd been asked to dinner with the senior American diplomat and her aunt the queen.
Turan shuffled into his crammed office and looked online for news of the deputy secretary's visit to Genghistan. Finding no mention, he clicked on a site for downloading audio books and started thinking about acquiring some earphones and listening to books in his downtime. He quickly shut the page, though, when he saw Muzafar plowing his way down the hall. The seething minister approached fast and within seconds only the desk stood between them.
"How was the meeting?" Muzafar asked. Despite the stridency of his walk and the roughness of his face, the tone he chose was practically soothing.
"Fine, Honorable Minister. The king was angry at him but once the American got down on his knees, he forgave him. They are meeting again tonight."
Muzafar drummed on the desk with his fingers and scratched his chin with his other hand. "Will you be the translator again?" he pried.
"Yes, Honorable Minister."
"Do you know how to take photos?"
"Yes, Honorable Minister."
"So take a few photos and send them to me afterwards. We'll put together a piece in the paper."
"No problem, Honorable Minister."
Muzafar turned and left without a word.
Turan called Tatiana and asked that she bring a camera. He continued to kill time with internet-based dawdling until evening came and he went straight back down to the palace. The meeting will be held in the residential wing of the palace, Myahari had informed him a short while before he left.
Tatiana waited for him alongside the gate. She was wearing a long shimmery dress in shades of blue and turquoise. She looked beautiful. They exchanged hesitant kisses on each cheek and walked in to the palace side by side. Turan imagined them like the royal couples he liked to read about in books. At the entrance to the residential wing, Myahari waited for them and dismissed the guard and led them in to an elegant parlor. King Genghis and Queen Wazira sat at a carved wooden table that reminded Turan of a knights table from the Middle Ages. While Tatiana and the queen embraced, Myahari let the king know that the deputy secretary would be arriving in five minutes. Tatiana sat down next to her aunt and, while in the midst of affectionate conversation, indicated with her finger that Turan should be seated alongside the king.
Turan was unsure how to comport himself, whether he should bow or make small talk. The king resolved the matter immediately. "No matter what happens here," he said, "report in the paper that the king met the American for dinner and the disagreement between the two nations was discussed. That's it. No one needs to know what happens here. Including Muzafar." Turan nodded, gathered some courage, and sat beside the king. He asked if he could take pictures for the newspaper and the king gave his consent. Right about then the deputy secretary entered the parlor, unaccompanied, and Turan stood up.
This time the king too deigned to rise to his feet. The two men shook hands, clasping for some time and looking at the camera with solemn expressions. Turan clicked without pause so that there would be an array of photos to choose from. The queen approached the deputy secretary, and Turan, who had never met her, introduced them to one another before they shook hands. Tatiana arrived in her wake and introduced herself in English.
Everyone sat down at the table except for the queen, who went to bring out the first course. Tatiana picked up a blue clay pitcher decorated with flowers and poured five glasses of fermented camel milk. The king, quite clearly more at ease than he had been during the afternoon, inquired after the deputy secretary, who in turn inquired after the king. The queen returned with a tray on which were five bowls of soup. "The queen's chorba," the king told the deputy secretary animatedly, and Turan translated. The queen served, the king wished everyone a "bon appétit," and everyone started to eat. As a rule, Turan liked the dish, which was made of potatoes, tomatoes, cream, and stewed lamb meat, but the queen's version was tepid and too sour for his taste.
The deputy secretary looked at Turan gravely. "Ask the king, please, if they've already reached an understanding with Ma'aruf."
Turan did just that. "There are still a few disagreements," the king responded, "but nothing serious. In general, it's pretty much set."
"Tell the king that it's all well and good," the deputy secretary said after hearing the translation, "but you have to get everything in order before the assembly. There's not much time left."
"He says it is important to have it all wrapped up by the assembly," Turan translated.
"Too bad, because we started off good," the king muttered coldly, but the laugh that followed told Turan that this was not a real threat. "Tell him he worries too much. It isn't healthy."
"His Highness says there is nothing to worry about," Turan translated.
The deputy secretary nodded very seriously and Tatiana bowed her head to hide a little smile.
Everyone save Turan had finished the first course. "Bring the kofta," the king instructed his wife, and Tatiana joined her to help in the kitchen. "Tell him that the queen prepared her special delicacy for him," the king declared proudly. He rubbed his hands together in expectation as Tatiana approached with the first two plates. She served the king first and then the deputy secretary. The king started in on the dish immediately without any undue etiquette and encouraged his polite guest to do the same.
Turan knew at once that they were facing a problem. His mother used to make the traditional Genghese kofta and he was never much of a fan, to put it mildly. The chances that the tough and spicy dish would be to the liking of an American's palette were even slimmer. When the deputy secretary forked up his first bite there was still a bit of a chance. It was dashed, though, when he saw the thinly disguised horror on the senior diplomat's face, which he tried with all his might to hide.
The king, swept up in a merry mood, watched the deputy secretary take his first bite. "Delicious, isn't it?" he asked with a nod. The deputy secretary, who needed no translation, murmured and forced a smile across his face. The two women arrived with the missing plates. Tatiana served Turan and then sat down and started to eat. The king let the queen know how pleased the guest was with her delicacies, and perhaps out of excitement she spilled some sauce on her red dress. She excused herself and retreated to the kitchen to clean it off.
With his first bite of kofta the dimensions of the disaster became clearer to Turan. It was far worse than anything his mother had ever made. It consisted of a thick, concentrated lump of burnt dough filled with insufficiently cooked beef and small bits of potato and onion. The parsley and other herbs sticking out of the meat gave Turan a queasy feeling. The dough was so thick and dry that even dipping the kofta in sauce did not alleviate the difficulty of swallowing. The deputy secretary shoveled another piece of kofta into his mouth and a few seconds later started to choke. His face turned a dark red and he got the mouthful down under the watchful eye of the king, finding some solace in the camel milk. Once he'd washed it all down with the milk, he raised the glass in the air and signaled to all present that he was okay.
"So, how do you know English so well?" the guest asked Tatiana in a desperate attempt to present business as usual. "I studied in Switzerland and the classes were in English," she answered warmly. "I am very much drawn to your culture." The deputy secretary nodded, but it seemed highly uncertain that he was listening to her response. His lips trembled and twitched as he looked down at the menacing lump remaining on his plate.
A moment later the king got up to use the restroom. Turan took pity on the deputy secretary, looked over at Tatiana and then peered into the kitchen. As soon as he was certain that the king and queen were not within sight he snatched the deputy secretary's plate, slid the kofta off, and returned it to the stunned diplomat. He wolfed down the vile dish, taking big bites and washing them down with three cups of camel milk. The fortunate deputy secretary looked at him with a mix of compassion and gratitude. As Turan forced the last bite into his mouth, the diplomat nodded at him in appreciation. Tatiana had a hard time smothering a giggle, but when she looked up at Turan and met his eyes, he found there something he hadn't yet encountered—admiration.
The king returned and sat back down. "What a kofta," he said in wonder, "and what a defecation." Turan contorted his face in disgust. To his relief the king did not notice, owing largely to the fact that his concentration was fixed on the deputy secretary's empty plate. He laughed jovially and pounded the guest on the back with obvious affection.
"Waza," he yelled toward his wife as she came out of the kitchen, "the American has already finished the kofta. Bring him a double portion."




CHAPTER 14

THE ORPHANAGE
Turan still felt nauseous the following day, but decided to come in to work nonetheless. As he approached the Ministry of Information he saw that the entry was blocked by guards. He joined the throng of bleary-eyed workers outside. Among the employees he spotted Ajangeldi and asked him what was happening. "The king is paying us a visit," the photographer said, "so there's extra security." A few minutes later the employees were subjected to a body search and then allowed in.
Turan didn't make it to his office. His phone rang when he was still in the lobby. Dasha was on the line. "Where are you?" she barked, "come up to the bureau now." He turned away from the long line of employees waiting by the elevators and chugged up the seven flights of stairs. Breathing heavily as he arrived at the door to the bureau, he was stopped by two tough looking security guards. Dasha quickly came out to escort him in and instructed him to enter Muzafar's office. On his way he passed a young guard and an older man, whom he recognized as the Commander of the Royal Guard. The two did not hinder him on his way.
"Here's Junior," Muzafar called as soon as he saw him. The king, sitting opposite him, turned toward Turan. He furiously waved a copy of the Genghistan Today and shoved it into Turan's hands. Turan nervously looked over the paper and tried to find the problem.
"You don't see that something is awry here?" the king hissed.
Turan didn't notice anything. "The picture is not good?"
Muzafar banged on his desk. "Does it seem reasonable to you to have a picture of the king blinking on the front page of the paper?"
Turan didn't know what to say. He inspected the picture again. It was plastered across a third of the front page. The king's narrow eyes were in fact half closed, he realized, but the look was not particularly unflattering.
"You told me you know how to take photographs," the minister hammered away at him. "What about a flattering angle? Good lighting? Is this how you want people to see their king? Blinking?"
Fuck it, Turan thought, I don't care anymore. "It's your fault," he hurled at Muzafar, his voice conveying the turmoil within him. "Last night I sent you all of the photos I took. At least a few of them were good."
Just then Tatiana entered. "You called me?" she asked the minister, who hadn't yet answered Turan.
"Did you see the photos from the dinner with Briar?" the king presided.
"Yes, Turan addressed the mail to me as well."
"Were there good photos attached?"
Tatiana looked over at Turan and her eyes met his briefly. "Wonderful photos," she said to the king and then addressed the minister. "Of all of them I actually least liked the one you instructed me to run. But that's just my opinion, obviously."
Muzafar's face whitened. He tried to eek out a sentence, but the king hushed him with an impatient gesture. "Tati," he said in a low voice, "make sure the delivery boys round up the papers to the extent that they are able and print another paper with a normal picture. Immediately."
Tatiana nodded and hurried out of the office. An uncomfortable silence spread through the room. "It is disrespectful to blame your employees for mistakes that you have made," the king scolded Muzafar. "And I hope for your sake that it was truly a mistake and not in any way intentional."
"No. I mean yes," the minister stammered, "perhaps I didn't send the right photo. But don't forget that Junior here is the one who took the picture. It's not the first time he has caused troubles. That is, if he does anything at all."
"You're the one who doesn't let me do anything," Turan shot back.
"What sort of things has he prevented you from doing?" the king asked.
Turan knew well what the answer would be and he tried not to smile in advance of his pending victory. "I asked the minister for permission to translate the Gengh-Mann-Ghui into English. I figured that in that way more people outside of Genghistan could be exposed to His Majesty's words of wisdom. But despite my plea he did not allow it."
The king nailed Muzafar with a wrathful look and banged on the desk. The minister swallowed his saliva and his eyes raced around in their sockets. "I don't remember any such thing," he finally managed.
"It was a few weeks ago. I sent a summary of the meeting to you in an email," Turan said with full confidence, even though he was not sure he had noted Muzafar's objection to the translation in that email. "I could certainly locate it if proof is needed." He based his confidence in the fact that Muzafar had surely not read the email summary of the meeting.
His assumption proved accurate, as Muzafar seemed cowed by the threat and said not a word. The king surveyed him disdainfully, and for the first time Muzafar appeared to Turan to be vulnerable and even piteous.
"Listen to me very carefully," the king told Muzafar in a calm and steady voice, markedly different from his earlier bout of rage. "Mugayev is family. Turan is family. You mess with him, you're messing with me."
The horrified minister nodded to show he'd understood.
"He should feel at home here. Whatever he needs, you give him. He wants to translate, you say thank you. I will not hear of any further troubles."
The minister continued to nod.
"Now, because of you everyone has seen a picture of their king blinking. So perhaps we need something that will help you think about what you've done. You are to blink until tomorrow's paper is put to bed. Jaihun!" the king trumpeted, and the Commander of the Royal Guard immediately opened the door. "Leave one of your guards here, and have him accompany the minister wherever he goes, until midnight tonight. I want to make sure he does not stop blinking, not even for a moment."
The commander stepped outside of the office and briefed the guard. Turan, who could not believe his good fortune, looked at Muzafar, who seemed to not believe his bad fortune.
"What are you waiting for?" the king snapped.
It took Muzafar a second to realize what he meant but then began blinking ceaselessly.
The king got out of his chair. "Come," he told Turan, "we're leaving."
A thrilled Turan followed the king without looking back. The short and turbulent meeting left him feeling vitalized. Bodyguards began emerging from the woodwork as they approached the elevators. They went down to the lobby, left the building, and got into one of the luxury cars waiting in a convoy on the street. Before Turan had the chance to ask where they were going, the convoy pulled to a stop outside the Ministry of Strategic Affairs. Turan knew the exterior of the building well, as he passed by it on his way to work and often wondered what it was they did there. He hung back behind the king, who did not tarry for a moment, as a hive of bodyguards swarmed around him. They entered the building, which was rather reminiscent of the Ministry of Information, and took the elevator to the top floor. Exiting on the roof, they found a helicopter pad with a waiting Black Hawk, which despite its name was the color of khaki. One of the guards slid open the door and the king got in and Turan followed, along with Jaihun and two other guards. Four others were already waiting for them inside.
It was Turan's first time in a helicopter. A sharp excitement took hold of him as the helicopter lifted off and skimmed across the spectacular skyscape of the capital city. The skyscrapers fell away from view and within a few minutes the last vestiges of the city had receded from sight. Turan was sorry he was not able to fly home with the same ease.
"Your Highness," he spoke to the king for the first time since they boarded, "can you tell me where we are flying to?"
"Of course," the king said, as though it were self-evident, "to Zinat."
Zinat was the third largest city in the Kingdom, after Shpagatt and Kibinimatov. Turan had never visited Zinat but he knew it was only a few dozen miles east of the capital. The distance did not necessitate a helicopter, of that he was certain.
"If I may ask, Your Highness, to what end?"
"The inauguration of an orphanage," the king said coolly.
A short while later the helicopter dipped its nose and the city of Zinat came into view on the horizon.
They landed on the roof of a hospital, where more security guards awaited them. From the rooftop the king looked out on a grand building glinting in the sunlight. He pointed at it and smiled proudly at Turan. "Is it a palace?" Turan asked, feeling compelled to say something. "Not at all!" the king replied, knitting his eyebrows, "it's the largest orphanage in the world."
A dense security contingent led them out of the hospital, where another vehicular convoy waited to whisk them off to the orphanage. As their car approached the building, Turan's jaw fell open. The orphanage was a giant estate with four floors and a massive gate, striped with eight golden pillars. Pointed turrets stood proudly across the roof of the mansion. "All this is for orphans?" Turan asked himself more than the king, who nodded in response.
The car parked in front of the mansion and they got out. Turan hurried to catch up to the king. "Your Majesty," he said, as they walked past a horse-shaped stone fountain, "this orphanage is not only terribly impressive but also a good story. I could try and push it to the press."
"It will be in tomorrow's paper."
"No, I mean the international press."
The king stopped and with him the entire entourage. "Interesting idea," he told Turan, "to where did you intend to send it?"
"There's no shortage of papers and sites that write about foreign affairs in the American press. I could write up a press release, get a list of reporters, and ask them to publish it."
"What do you mean by ask?" the king struggled to understand. "Why would they not publish what they are given?"
Turan had the faint feeling of déjà vu. "That's how it is with the Americans. The reporters and the editors decide for themselves what, how, and when to publish."
The king was not satisfied. He bit his lower lip and considered the matter. "Can you send it to them without them knowing that it has come from us?"
"No problem. I could send it off from my own private email, as if I'm a foreign PR consultant. I don't think they'd have any way of knowing otherwise."
The king considered the matter and Turan was unsure that they were of the same mind. He saw the Commander of the Royal Guard, Jaihun, tensely watching them and trying to figure out the sudden cause of delay. "Okay, whatever you think is best," the king finally said, "but show it to me before you send it off."
"Of course, Your Highness. If you could just tell me who could give me some more details? About the orphanage, I mean."
"Myahari."
Obviously, Turan scolded himself.
The king resumed walking and everyone followed in his wake. They strode along a red carpet that led to the entrance of the building. There were more guards waiting inside and before Turan had the chance to take in the entrance hall he found himself being whisked off to the wings of a large theater. Hundreds of people filled the seats, waiting for the king in perfect silence. The crowd consisted mostly of children and teens but the king's men, the press, and the security detail filled the front rows. A man of limited stature, in a traditional and lavish purple robe, presented the king in a trembling voice and with a deep bow. All present rose to their feet. Turan, who'd taken a spot along with some of the guards on stage left, watched as the king greeted the crowd and asked them to be seated.
"Dear children," he began his speech, "welcome to your new home. It took several years and a few million fenat, but here it is."
He paused briefly for applause and took the opportunity to sip from the glass of water that had been laid out for him on the podium.
"I know what it is to be an orphan. It may surprise you, but the king, too, misses his parents. My father, may he rest in peace, a heroic soldier, was killed during the Cold War." Turan raised an eyebrow. "During the war I was younger than most of you seated here, and today I can hardly remember him. But my mother…even though many years have passed since she was laid to rest, her I remember just as she was in life."
It was plain that the king was speaking from the heart, and Turan, who had never seen him in such a state, listened with interest, rather than delving into the somewhat dubious assertion regarding his father's wartime legacy.
"My mother is in heaven and before departing from this world she left me her smile. It is what gives me strength during the difficult hours. This may surprise you, children, but even the king has such moments. Her smile is the greatest present I have ever gotten. I would not sell it for any fortune in the world. It is the star that lights the path and reminds me of what is truly important in life."
Hell, Turan thought, this is pretty moving.
"It was not easy growing up without a father. My mother, a saintly woman, worked all day and all night to feed us. The Soviets did not look out for orphans the way I look out for you. Thankfully, we are living in a different era. Now there are no orphans. I am your father. Genghistan is your mother. Do not forget this. All that you need, you shall get. I've built you a living space of the highest order. I've brought the best teachers money can buy. With time, this place shall grow and grow and one day all of the Genghese orphans shall live here. You deserve it. We deserve it."
At this point Turan joined his hands to the applause.
"We are joined today by one of our own, a man whose father was also a hero." The king looked over at Turan, who was caught totally unprepared. "Sometimes it can be forgotten, but in order to found Genghistan, I required assistance. No one helped me more than Anzur Mugayev. Despite some of the mistakes that he made, he was one of the founding fathers of our glorious country. For this reason, I shall call this place after Mugayev."
He signaled Turan to come join him, and the latter hesitantly drew near. "Turan Mugayev, Anzur's son," he said, presenting him to a roar of applause. "He has come back to us from America, and in two weeks will be accompanying me on my trip there, to the United Nations General Assembly. Turan will translate my speech into English, so that the entire world will hear what we have to say."
Although the crowd clapped and cheered at length, Turan's bashfulness at being singled out subsided without a trace. He was not often ungrateful, but this time he did not respond to the great honor bestowed upon him with even so much as a dutiful smile. In effect he did not feel that he was present on the stage at all.
Two weeks. America. Amanda. Home.




CHAPTER 15

THE ESCAPE PLAN
Turan was utterly drained by the time he got home and yet he promptly began weaving an escape plan. He needed to figure out, already on that night, when and how he could slip away from the delegation in New York City. After some time, he reached a set of satisfactory conclusions. Then he called Tatiana and thanked her for her support in the confrontation with Muzafar. She dismissed his expression of gratitude with a polite giggle and suggested lunch together on Sunday.
The following day was Friday. The persistent ring of the phone woke Turan at close to eight thirty in the morning. It was his Aunt Lilichka. She was all aflutter until she heard the sleep misting through his voice. Aghast, she apologized profusely until he swore up and down that he had been awake and that he had to get up at this hour at any rate. Satisfied at last, she informed him, gleefully, that he appeared alongside the king on the front page of the Genghistan Today's weekend edition, where it was noted that the new orphanage had been named after Anzur, her older brother.
Turan was not particularly moved by this news, even though he did intend to read the paper and save himself a copy. He thanked her for the update and was saddened by the knowledge that leaving Genghistan meant losing the little bit of family that remained to him. Thinking, then, that it was only right that he see his cousins before his imminent departure, he suggested coming over for a visit. Lilichka embraced the idea and they decided on the following morning. He would take a taxi to their house and Vitali would drive him back to Shpagatt in the afternoon.
The visit to the village revitalized him. It was the first time he'd been able to hang out with the family without speeches and cameras and unnecessary pressure. His aunt stuffed him full of food and he eagerly said yes to it all, save the kofta, which, in this house, was not diplomatic dynamite. In the afternoon, he went for a walk around the village with his cousins and was greeted by passersby, who saw him as a sort of local hero. Delia turned out to be surprisingly mature and a fascinating conversationalist. Talhir kept quiet the entire time, but Turan found him especially charming and was equally drawn to him. Although he yearned to let them in on his plan, he decided it would be best for all involved if they knew nothing of it. He tried to conceal his anguish at parting with his aunt, perhaps for good. On the way back to the capital, Vitali was in high spirits and was especially interested in Turan's experiences with the king. When they arrived at his home, Turan thanked him for everything and retired to his apartment, a bitter taste lingering in his mouth.
On Sunday, Turan showed up for work as usual. Shortly after he settled down in his office he spotted Muzafar approaching. A sense of dread surged within him and then died down almost instantly. A strange twitch had appeared at the corner of Muzafar's mouth, and Turan, upon closer inspection, was able to decipher it as a smile. "A larger office has become available on the fifth floor," the minister told him with effusive charm. "Would you like to move out of this hole in the wall?"
Turan nodded vigorously.
"Great, it's about time. I'll send Stas over. He'll show you your new office and will assist you in moving."
"Thank you very much, Honorable Minister."
"You're welcome," the minister giggled, feigning surprise at the excessive formality, "you can call me Muzafar."
Soon enough Turan moved in to the new office, which was incomparably larger and far more comfortable than the previous one. He leaned back in his chair and enjoyed the view. Despite the marked upgrade in comfort, he did not for a moment reconsider his anticipated departure.
As the triumphant feeling began to fade, Turan went back to work. He drafted a press release in English about the inauguration of the orphanage, stressing the emphasis placed on educating the misfortunate children and the massive investment of capital necessary to construct the architectural wonder. He sealed the release with what he found to be the king's most moving quote, about how he saw himself as the father of all the children and the state of Genghistan as their mother. He asked Ajangeldi to send him a few pictures of the building so that he could attach them to the press release.
He then reviewed the text, made minor changes, and sent it off to Myahari. He asked her to please make sure that all of the details were correct, to tinker with the content as she saw fit, and to send it to the king for his authorization. He also inquired when they would be flying to New York; where they would be staying in the City ("I have some recommendations," he wrote); and when, he wondered, could he expect to receive a copy of the king's speech ("entirely preferable that I translate it ahead of time"). He also sent Josh an email, asking for a comprehensive list of all foreign news reporters in the United States.
The next stop was his old floor. He walked into Tatiana's office and she greeted him with sparkling eyes. Later they had lunch together, just the two of them, at Farouz's. The distance and the discomfort that he had felt in her presence had vanished. Tatiana marveled at the news—delivered as though it was an afterthought—that he would be a member of the Genghese delegation to the UNGA. She said that the rotating president of the General Assembly was Genghese and perhaps for that reason the king had decided to attend and to speak in person.
Back in his palatial office he found a message from Myahari already waiting for him. The press release is authorized, she replied, responding sooner than he had expected. The General Assembly was starting on Tuesday in two weeks' time and though the flight schedules were not yet set, it seemed likely that they would fly one or two days prior to the scheduled speech. She would pass on the details as they came in. As for the king's speech, it has been drafted by Jamshid and his staff and will soon be brought before the king for authorization. The moment the king approves it, it will be sent to you for translation. There's nothing to worry about, she wrote, the speech will be ready several days before departure.
Due to the time difference Turan only found Josh's comprehensive list of foreign affairs reporters the following day. Josh, who had sent it out in the morning Eastern Standard Time, had not disappointed – his spreadsheet provided full contact information for hundreds of American reporters along with the email addresses of several dozen news desks and internet sites. Turan figured there was no sense sending out the press release just as the night started there. Instead he sent it off at five thirty in the afternoon his time, just as the Americans were waking up, according to his calculations. He waited an hour, found no mention of the press release online, and decided to head home for the day.
He showed up early for work the next morning and was pleased to find several Genghistan-related notifications in his inbox. He flipped through the pieces. Most were from blogs and random websites he had never heard of, but soon enough he found an article from The Globe Today. It featured the press release, practically word for word, aside from some cosmetic changes and a laconic paragraph with demographic details of Genghistan and a different subhead: "Genghistan: extravagant king investing a fortune in largest orphanage in the world." Not one of the reporters had asked for clarifications or further details.
He quickly translated the article to Genghese and sent it off to Myahari. Shortly afterwards he backed up the email with a call, during which he explained to her that the article had been featured on the internet site of a widely circulated and respected newspaper. Myahari said she would show the piece to the king and she asked Turan not to pass it on to anyone in the meanwhile, including Jamshid and Muzafar.
Turan did send omething else to Muzafar during the course of the day—a link to Genghstan's complete English-language website, which he had been working on amid his other projects. Within minutes and without so much as a word of critique, the minister responded, authorizing the launch of the site. Turan didn't know if he had even glanced at it and in truth he didn't care. He was satisfied with the final result and with the fact that he had managed to finish the project before departing.
The following days passed with a tranquility that was only punctured by the arrival of an email from Myahari. At first glance it seemed ordinary—flight departure times, arrival time in NYC, room number at the Waldorf Astoria. He was told not to take his US passport with him and to exit the Kingdom only with his Genghese passport, which had been processed for him during the past few days. Myahari also noted tardily that the king was pleased with the piece that had been published. At the bottom of the mail she noted that, as per his request, she was attaching the authorized and final version of the king's speech at the United Nations General Assembly. Turan quickly clicked on the file and read the speech:
Honorable representatives of the nations of the world and my friend, President of the General Assembly, loyal son of the towering Genghese nation. In my name and in the name of the queen, I bless you with peace on this historic day.
Before proceeding, I would like to invite those who have not yet had the pleasure to read the Gengh-Mann-Ghui to do so at their earliest convenience. I wrote the book not merely as a gift to my own people, but to all people, whoever they may be and wherever they may dwell. It is an excellent guide which will assist each and every one of you to better understand current developments and will help instill in you the highest ideals of our times. It has already been translated into Russian and even sent into space by my friend, the President of Russia. It will shortly be translated into other languages, including English, and then the Americans too will be able to read it. Until the gospel of the Gengh-Mann-Ghui is brought to them in their language, allow me to use this honorable stage, to say a few words to the citizens of the host nation.
It is no secret that the American empire is in the advanced stages of its decline. Aside from a few fools who fail to recognize reality, it is clear to one and all that it is treading water, fading and practically sinking in the face of the rise of China, of our Russian brothers, and the other world powers. This is a natural process that should only be blessed by all other nations, first and foremost America itself. The more its malicious influence wanes, the more it will be able to discover its true identity, and the more willing the world will be to cease hating it. Only then will America again be welcome among the nations, this time as an equal among equals.
Why is that America is detested the world over? The answer is clear: for decades now it has been inserting itself into matters that are none of its concern. Aside from greed and improper influence, what business have the Americans had in countries like Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, or Iraq? From where does it draw the audacity to establish military bases thousands of kilometers from its borders? How is this country allowed to attack other sovereign states that have in no way harmed it? With what right does it disseminate everywhere its false propaganda?
Democracy, they call it! Their system is geared toward anarchy. What is the point of democracy if every kid can curse the president, and dangerous criminals are sentenced to community service and let back out onto the streets? Where is the power of the people that they have promised? Does a rancher in Missouri have any influence on policy? And how does this democracy coexist with their foreign policy, which is geared in its entirety toward the forcing of its warped ideology on the other nations of the world? In our country, in Genghistan, no one is fearful of walking the streets. No one disgraces the king or the homeland. We respect all of the nations of the world and always are careful to preserve our neutrality in our international dealings. It is the king who enacts the will of the people. That is the true democracy.
Human rights, they call it! In the city in which we now reside, the glory of the evil empire, the homeless are dying in the streets. Where are their rights? Where is the human compassion? In our country, in Genghistan, everyone lives decently, housing is subsidized and basic goods are free. People have pride in their hearts, because they know there is someone looking out for them. A home, food, happiness, honor. Those are the human rights.
They warn us constantly about nuclear weapons! Just a few weeks ago an American official had the gall to depict my country as a nuclear threat. Lies and nonsense! We have no nuclear bomb, but what about the Americans? They are the ones who brought this malady into the world in the first place! And then they are shocked that other countries seek to defend themselves? Which is the only country in the world to have used a nuclear weapon against another country? Has anyone heard of the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki?
Not the Americans. They are of the opinion that the world should be concerned about some unsubstantiated rumor that Genghistan is concealing a nuclear bomb. Who has given them the right to challenge us? Who appointed them to a position whereby they can preach their morality to the peace-loving people of Genghistan?
The time has come for all of us to join hands and put an end to the American thuggery. Why should the house of the United Nations be located in such a controversial country, so distant that you have to fly halfway around the world to get to it? As a first step, it is only fitting that we move it closer to the center of the world. I am referring of course to Genghistan. Open up any map of the world and you will find that we are right in the middle, equidistant from Africa, Europe, and the Far East. Farther along the line we will have to establish a new international body, the sort that will be able to efficiently address the imperialist threat presented by America and its accomplices, who sit like a sword across the throats of the world's nation states. I have instructed my ambassador to the UN to draft a resolution along these lines and bring it to a vote at the General Assembly.
Tomorrow will mark four hundred and sixty years since Baylar the Hero's revolt, which liberated our forefathers from the yoke of tyranny. There is no better time for the world to set out on a new path, a path leading to respect, equality, and fraternity among nations.
That is where the speech ended. Turan had not expected something so sharp and destructive. If he still harbored any reservations at all about his pending departure, they were erased after reading the speech. He was more determined than ever to see his plan through. Another opportunity to leave Genghistan, he thought, might not ever present itself and this speech could lead to the termination of diplomatic ties between the two countries. The anti-American manifesto was particularly upsetting to him and he even interpreted it as a personal affront. He checked his email and sent a message to Josh, leaving the subject line blank:
I'm going to need you for something. Please come to the lobby of the Waldorf Astoria in Manhattan on Monday promptly at seven in the evening. It'd be best if you were able to wear a suit and you parked your car in a nearby lot—the need to drive may arise. Don't ask questions, just be there on time.
By the end of the day Turan had translated the speech to English. He printed out two copies and moments before leaving the office, he found a reply from Josh:
Okay, now I'm curious. You've gotten all mysterious…I like it. As far as what you asked for, don't worry. You can count on me.
Slightly uplifted, Turan left the office and walked over to an appliance store near King's Square. He bought a tiny digital voice recorder and tucked it deep into his pocket. When he got home he read out the translation of the speech a few times and recorded himself, starting from the fourth paragraph and continuing until he was satisfied with the rendition. At work the next day he copied the file to his cellphone memory card, too.
On Saturday evening he called Tatiana and asked if he could come over for a visit. He had debated the matter for days and in the end had reached the decision that, despite her kinship to the king, there was no danger of her betraying his trust. He owed her an explanation and rather than just vanishing from her life, he decided to confide in her. Since he had yet to come over to her apartment, Tatiana was momentarily taken aback by his suggestion, but they scheduled to meet in an hour's time.
Showered and scented, Turan headed out on foot to her apartment. She welcomed him in. Their apartments were similar, aside from the fact that hers was neat and tastefully decorated, with landscape watercolors on the walls and tall, orchid-filled vases on some of the shelves. Her good cheer, though, gave way to expressions of shock as he detailed his bold plan to her. "It could be a bit uncomfortable, but at least the king's message will be delivered as is, unhappy as I am with it."
"Turan, please don't do it. Please."
"Why not?"
"I'm scared for you. I told you about Azar, who was here before you, right?" It was clear that she was speaking with true concern. "I think Genghis likes you, but I don't believe he'll ever be able to forgive you for something like that."
"If everything goes according to plan, I won't need his forgiveness."
"It won't happen. He has people in America and he isn't easily tricked. You'll be watched the entire time."
"I'm prepared for that sort of eventuality," he said and didn't know what to add in the face of Tatiana's piercing gaze.
They looked at one another for a few moments, and Turan was surprised by Tatiana's rather atypical anxiety. Her eyes sparkled and he wondered guiltily if it was on account of tears that had welled up in her eyes. He hadn't for a second considered that she might care about him that much.
"I want you to stay," she said in a trembling voice.
He pondered a bit before replying. "I'm also sad to be parting from the people I've met here, especially from you and my aunt and uncle. Believe me, it isn't easy for me. But what can I do, my home is in America."
"No, I mean, I truly want you to stay."
He didn't follow.
"I would come with you if I could," she continued, "but it's too dangerous. Genghis won't let it happen."
"It's too bad you can't fly along with us. I'll miss you."
"You don't have to go," she countered.
"Yes, I do."
She was practically begging to vocalize something that refused to leave her lips, and her tears, which seemed to have been on the brink, did not follow through on their threat.
The following day Turan arrived at Genghis International Airport and boarded a flight to New York City.




CHAPTER 16

WORLDS COLLIDE
Although the flight took the better part of a day, Turan was unable to get any rest. He struggled to present a façade of tranquility throughout the flight and did not once stop fretting that his plans of escape were plain for all to see. Most of the passengers on board were security guards and though he recognized some of the faces of the government officials flying along with him, he didn't personally know any of them.
The king, his family, and his personal guards had left the previous night on the king's private jet. The rest of the delegation departed at dawn from Shpagatt on a Genghistan Airlines plane. The ongoing stress drained Turan, yet the anxiety prevented him from drifting off and gathering strength.
Late in the afternoon local time they approached the eastern seaboard of the United States. The plane began its descent through the heavy cloud cover. The first glimpse of his hometown was deeply moving to Turan. Soon enough the plane crossed over Brooklyn, which looked just as he had left it—the industrial bridges over the canal, the flashes of brownstone, the swarm of cars. The details on the ground grew ever clearer until they touched down at JFK International.
The plane taxied on the tarmac and rolled up to its final destination. After a delay of a few minutes, Turan noticed a knot at the front of the plane, between the aircraft and the gate sleeve. Some of the passengers and some of the local security agents were engaged in a heated argument. The root of the disagreement was that the American security personnel would not allow the Genghese guards to deplane while armed. Only the king's personal guards, who had accompanied him on his private plane, were allowed to carry firearms on American soil. Turan considered getting involved but thought the better of it as soon as he saw the pilot, who with great confidence came out of the cockpit and spoke in his broken English, making peace between the hawks. Much to the Genghese guards' dismay, the compromise that was reached entailed one of their own remaining behind in the aircraft, guarding the rest of the firearms, while the other security personnel were permitted to enter the country on condition that they were unarmed.
They were checked one after another, and Turan presented his brand new Genghese passport. The Genghese delegation members acted in accordance with the briefing they had received, waiting until everyone had gotten their luggage and then moving through the airport in a single bulk. Walking through the long halls, Turan listened to the passenger-information announcements and marveled at the round perfection of the English. He also noted phenomena he had not seen in a long while. Neon signs and familiar brand names were posted on the windows and above the storefronts. Men with long hair walked around in jeans or short pants, and blond women and African-American women paraded around in t-shirts.
As they approached the exit from the terminal, a tall man passed them by. He wore a blue jacket with a round patch and a billed cap on his head. A policeman! What an idiot I am, Turan began to think, this whole place is crawling with cops. How did I not think of that before? The Genghese guards are not armed. All I'd need to do is slip the guards for a second and approach one of the policemen. I'm an American citizen. On the other hand, he had not been allowed to take his US passport with him. Who could guarantee, then, that the cop would come to his defense? And even if he did, the Genghese authorities would then know his precise whereabouts. Was that trade-off worth the risk?
While debating the pros and cons of deviating from his original escape plan, a strange sound filled the space. To his surprise, all eyes turned to him. Before he had the chance to identify the cause of this attention another hiccup escaped from his mouth, this one particularly high-pitched. The members of the delegation took no special measures to stifle their laughter. He started hiccupping like mad, putting an end to any notion of making a spontaneous escape.
A bus adorned with a large Genghese flag waited for them outside the terminal. The hiccup offensive continued unabated even as he sat in his seat, where he managing to smother the majority of the outbursts. And so it was throughout the journey—as they passed the ugly, bottle-green road signs, waited in line to pay the toll, and shot through the crowded and stressful tunnels. Within forty-five minutes they found themselves amid the skyscrapers of Manhattan. The bus turned down a blooming Park Avenue and soon enough they arrived outside the hotel.
The Waldorf was somewhat reminiscent of Shpagatt's landmark buildings, Turan thought. The particulars of the view were totally different, but both featured gold lettering on the signs, grand entrance ways, and an outlandish opulence. The likeness was underscored as he walked into the lobby. He looked in wonder at the chandeliers and the luxurious light they shed across the dwarf palm trees that rose up from silvery pots and along the wooden planes of the grand piano, which was being played by a pretty jazz singer. Local iconic symbols—a golden Statue of Liberty, a bald eagle, images of great presidents—were set on the face of a lavish wall clock.
Warned again not to leave the hotel, the delegation members received room keys and were dismissed one after another to retire to their quarters. Turan was paired up with a handsome and smiley guard named Alisher. He was not officially his personal guard, but Turan harbored no illusions. Tatiana had been right when she said that he would be watched at all times, he thought, as the elevator rose to the thirty-first floor. They walked into a spacious room with two queen beds, a handsome desk, and an elegant lounge. Most conspicuously, he found along the wall an orphaned hanging jack and a bare double electrical outlet, hinting at where the television and the phone had until recently hung.
They put down their suitcases and sat down on their own beds. Only then did Turan's bout of hiccups finally subside. He peeked at his Genghese cellphone. As expected, no reception. A quick calculation told him that the local time was five-fifty-eight in the afternoon. Josh's arrival was just one hour away. Turan got up off the bed and looked out the window at the avenue below, where dozens of yellow cabs inched ahead through the traffic. Attracting Alisher's appraising gaze, he took a deep breath and tried to conceal his nerves.
He was particularly tired and did not dare lie down in bed for fear that he would fall asleep. In order to pass time, he stretched out on the couch and leafed through the pages on which he had printed the king's speech in English translation. Time passed with a harrowing torpidity and he tried to deny himself glimpses at his phone so as not to arouse suspicion. Six-twenty-seven. Six-thirty-one. Six-thirty-nine.
"I'm going to go down and see where I can get something to eat in this place," Alisher said, surprising him. "Are you hungry?"
"No," Turan lied. "I'll go down later."
The guard shrugged and left the room.
A few seconds after Alisher departed Turan allowed himself a loud exhalation and a nervous kick along the floor. Six-forty-four. Could Josh be early? He tried to evaluate the situation. He could not head down too early and be seen loitering around the lobby. He'd be apprehended within minutes, if not sooner. It had to be short and sweet. There was no other way. He had difficulty forcing himself to wait and he worried that Alisher would hustle back from dinner to check on his charge. At six-fifty-three Turan opened the door and managed to sneak into the elevators.
The lift stopped several times on the way down and each time he prayed that no Genghese official would enter. It would have been far safer to take the stairs, he scolded himself. Luckily, no one recognized him on the way down to the lobby. Turan got out of the elevator and was disoriented. He squinted and tried to acclimate himself to the space. A few seconds later he found his way. His heart was beating like a madman and his hands shook uncontrollably. Step by torturous step he found himself near the entryway. A feeling of glee flooded through him when he spotted the curly hair of his wonderful friend, Josh. It dissipated instantly, though, when he noticed, off to his right, the approaching figure of Alisher. The guard was farther away than Josh, but was closing the gap quickly. The open ground between Josh and the main doors was being patrolled by another Genghese guard. Plan A was a goner, Turan realized, leaving him with the backup plan. He picked up his pace and tried to assume the role that he had designated for himself. When Josh spotted him, Turan flashed a wide smile and practically broke into a run. Alisher called out his name, but Turan ignored him and embraced his friend with demonstrative joy. "Listen: be at the corner of forty-fifth and first tomorrow between one and three in the afternoon. Come with the car and wait with the motor running," Turan muttered into his friend's ear as they hugged. "It's critical." Josh was surprised and didn't manage to say a thing. "Got it?" Turan asked. Josh murmured in agreement. "You sure? Great, now act normal," Turan whispered and loosened his embrace.
At almost that exact moment Alisher grabbed his shoulder and yanked him backwards rudely. "What do you think you're doing?" he barked at Turan and glared at him. The second guard, alerted to the problem, looked at him suspiciously. "Remove your hand this instant," Turan said disdainfully. "Is this behavior befitting a guest of the king?"             
Alisher looked at him uncomprehendingly and Josh, who spoke not a word of Genghese, looked equally confused. Turan decided to take advantage of the situation. "Lead us to His Highness' quarters," he commanded of the guard.
"I know of no announced visitors," Alisher stated, perhaps crossly and perhaps apologetically. He bit his lip and weighed his next step. Finally, he pulled the two-way radio off his belt and addressed Jaihun. "Commander, Mugayev is here with some American," he updated the commander of the guard. "He says he has an appointment with His Highness."             
Jaihun apparently considered answering, but then changed his mind. He could be heard consulting with Myahari, whose voice Turan easily recognized. "No," came the aide's response, "there's no such meeting."
Turan realized that it was a do-or-die moment. He snatched the walkie-talkie from the security guard's hand. "Myahari?" he called excitedly.
Alisher tried to pry the radio out of the hands of the thief, and would have succeeded soon enough had the voice of the king's personal attaché not come back over the frequency. "Yes, Turan. What's happening?" she asked, and the guard stopped cold.
"An acquaintance of mine has shown up here, the one who helped us get the article about the orphanage published," he said with the greatest degree of confidence that he could summon at that moment. "He's an important asset. I wanted him to have a brief audience with the king. It won't take long."             
"The king is heading out for a meeting in five minutes."
"No problem, just a simple meet and greet. He is a great admirer of His Highness. It will be worth our while, I assure you." Myahari deliberated for a few moments. "Okay, come on up," she agreed, "but just for a minute." Turan signaled with his hand to Alisher to please be kind enough to lead them up and the guard glared at him some more. He snatched back his radio and began walking toward the elevators. Turan took Josh by the sleeve of his suit jacket and pulled him along. The two hurried behind the guard and walked into a waiting elevator. Alisher hit the button for the thirty-fifth floor. Josh, utterly bewildered, could no longer hold his tongue. "Where we going?" he asked. "It's a surprise," Turan said through a grin. "Just don't forget what I told you." Alisher gave him an annoyed look and told him to cut it out with the English. Turan turned coolly back to Josh and showed him with a finger to his lips that they had been asked to keep silent.
The Presidential Suite was near the elevators and soon enough the party came upon Myahari and Jaihun in the midst of an animated conversation. Myahari greeted Josh with the basic English that she knew, while Jaihun frisked him without warning or asking for consent. He was escorted in and Turan assumed that Josh understood now what awaited him. But he was apparently wrong, because the look on Josh's face when he recognized the king was one of pure shock.
"Josh, please meet Genghis the First, the King of Genghistan," Turan formally announced. At this stage there is nothing more to worry about, he figured, so I might as well enjoy myself while I still can.
Josh looked at the object of his fascination in disbelief, and the look on his face was silly indeed. "Bow," Turan whispered and elbowed him in the ribs.
Josh's bow was way overboard and Turan noticed that the king was entertained by the development.
"Your Majesty," Turan said to the king, "please meet Joshua Greenwood, a close friend of mine."
The king approached, smiling from ear to ear, and warmly shook Josh's hand. Turan was grateful to the king for the friendly gesture.
"Josh has voluntarily been helping us out with the American media. He is a loyal ambassador of the Crown," Turan said proudly.
"Very good," the king responded, "thank him and invite him to come and visit us one of these days."
"His Highness wishes to thank you for the service you have performed for Genghistan."
"What service?" Josh whispered and got another elbow in the ribs. The king, though, did not notice because at that moment an egg-headed man in a shirt and tie had begun talking to him. Turan picked out the name Ma'aruf amid the blitz of dialogue. Myahari approached and reminded them that they had to get going. "You go with the king to the bottom of the hotel," she told Josh, letting him know in her broken English that he could accompany Genghis to the lobby. He and Turan followed the king out of the suite and exchanged looks as they waited for the elevator. "Let me have your phone for a second," Turan instructed Josh and asked the king if it would be okay to take a picture of the two of them together. The king acquiesced pleasantly. By the time they heard the ping of the elevator, Turan had snapped three photos of the impossible duo on Josh's cell. Entering the elevator with the phone in his hand, an idea flashed across his mind, but he discarded quickly on account of the many witnesses and passed it back to Josh. With a fantastical feeling mixed with a strange coolness, Turan surveyed his friend as he stood ramrod straight alongside the king. "Worlds collide," he recalled a phrase from an old TV show. The light glowing from Josh's eyes made it clear to Turan that he had bestowed on him one of the great moments of his life.
They reached the entrance level and crossed the lobby. Only when they were a few paces from the hotel doors did Turan spot Alisher, who watched him the whole time with hawk eyes. Better to avoid unnecessary risks, he told himself, and called out, "See you!" to the entourage. Josh, looking bewildered, waved back to his friend and everyone but Turan and Alisher swung out of the hotel. As he turned away, he saw the king shake Josh's hand once again and the two parted ways.
As soon as they left his line of vision, a terrible sadness descended on Turan. He'd lost his appetite, his patience, and his fortitude and he decided to return to his room as fast as possible. Tomorrow will be the time to take care of the affairs of tomorrow, he convinced himself with ease. Several moments later he plopped himself down in bed and plummeted into a deep and dreamless sleep.




CHAPTER 17

THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY
They approached the luxury vehicle waiting for them outside the hotel. Turan sat beside the king in the armored car and tried not to look at him, feeling shameful about what was to come. The two of them were accompanied by the driver, Jaihun, Alisher, and two Genghese guards whom Turan did not know.
The Waldorf was a mere mile away from the United Nations Headquarters. Turan realized they were close to their destination when the flags of different countries fluttered proudly along the side of the street. He spotted the eight golden stars of the flag of Genghistan and not far from it the Stars and Stripes. The avenue was filled only with yellow cabs and the dark sedans of diplomats. Turan spotted the imposing fin of the Secretariat Building, and opposite it the grayish dome of the General Assembly Building.
They passed through the metal gates and into the complex of the United Nations. Local workers in formal dress arrived and asked the king and his entourage to please come along. Turan was excited and had a hard time following what was happening as he climbed the stairs leading to the General Assembly Building. Inside the building, the king, Jaihun, and a gaggle of UN employees breezed in without hindrance. Turan and three of the Genghese guards were stopped by a UN staffer, who asked the guards to leave their weapons and submit to a security check.
Once granted entry, a young female UN employee led them down a hallway that had been lined with plastic barricades for the occasion. They took the stairs and reached a new area with stronger lighting, in a place where the sun failed to penetrate the building. The walls were painted purple and decorated with flags and drawings. Four local employees waited for them at the end of the hall. The group's guide addressed them in Russian. Turan did not understand a word of what she said, but his Genghese colleagues nodded vigorously. The two unfamiliar guards accompanied the local UN staffers and the guide signaled Turan and Alisher to follow her. When they reached a more open space, they passed a stairway door and stopped before an elevator. The guide exchanged a few words in Russian with Alisher and he clearly agreed with what she had to say. When she pressed the elevator button, he turned aside and took a seat on a nearby couch. Turan got into the elevator with the guide and stared out into space for a few seconds. The elevator door opened almost immediately and he estimated that they had ascended no more than a floor or two.
They got out of the elevator and the guide knocked on the first door to the right. A plump and bespectacled man opened it. He indicated to Turan to enter the room and the guide left the area. "You are the translator?" the man asked in unidentifiably accented English. When Turan said that he was, the man pointed to a rolling office chair. "It will be starting in a few minutes," he said.
Rather than sit down on the empty chair, Turan turned toward the glass wall on the far end of the room. The view was both familiar and surprising. They stood looking down on the General Assembly Hall, which Turan had seen dozens of times on TV and the internet, but hadn't realized how impressive it would seem in real life. Row after row of orderly desks across the wide, bottle-green expanse, and behind each desk the representatives of the state. At the fore of the hall a pale orange, practically golden wall was adorned, right in the middle, with the round UN seal, ivory on brown. Large screens hung on either side of the seal and beneath it, before the President of the Assembly's marble desk, stood the world's most famous podium.
Once he'd made sure no one was delivering a speech, Turan turned around and examined the room. On the table there was a broadcasting console, padded earphones, and a long gooseneck microphone. Part of the hall receded from view as he sat down, but the speaking platform was well positioned and he saw it clearly. The guy sharing the room with him inquired about his experience as a simultaneous translator and Turan brushed him off, saying he had with him a translated text that simply had to be read off the page. The guy got the hint that he wasn't interested in making small talk, and gave Turan a short tutorial on how the equipment works and let him be.
Turan was a coil of nerves. Short temperedness, anxiety, and excitement swirled around inside him and he found it near impossible to wait for the speech to start. Fifteen minutes later, the pudgy guy announced, "it is now starting." Turan checked again that the recorder was in his pocket. Below him he saw a man in Genghese traditional dress approach the podium and Turan figured it was the temporary president of the General Assembly.
The assumption proved correct when the man opened his mouth and said that the second session of the day would begin with a special and singular guest. "Ladies and gentlemen, I have the honor and delight of presenting you my great leader, in attendance today for the very first time," he proclaimed, yelling excitedly into the microphone in his Genghese-accented English. Some of those present in the hall had to cup their hands over their ears on account of the noise. "Join me please in welcoming the King of Kings of Central Asia, the manifestation of justice and celestial wisdom, His Majesty King Genghis the First!"
Turan spotted the king approaching the podium with Jaihun, who stopped a few strides away. The king stepped to the podium to raucous applause, partially a product of the grandiose presentation he had received. The Assembly president brought his hands together in an admiring pose and bowed deeply to the king. The king waved him a greeting and took his position before the podium.
"Honorable representatives of the nations of the world and my friend, President of the General Assembly, loyal son of the towering Genghese nation," the king began, and Turan read word by word from the page. "Before anything else, I would like to invite those who have not yet had the pleasure to read the Gengh-Mann-Ghui to do so at their earliest convenience. I wrote the book not merely as a gift to my own people, but to all people, whoever they may be and wherever they may dwell." The king cleared his throat briefly and Turan used the pause to pull out his voice recorder and ready it for action. He turned the volume dial clockwise and gauged the reaction of the man seated beside him, who showed no interest whatsoever.
"It is an excellent guide which will assist each and every one of you to better understand current developments and will help instill in you the highest ideals of our times," the king continued. "It has already been translated into Russian and even sent into space by my friend, the President of Russia. It will shortly be translated into other languages, including English, and then the Americans too will be able to read it."
One more paragraph and I'm out of here, Turan thought as he thumbed the Play button on the recorder. "Half a year ago mysterious forces declared war against the peace-seeking nation of Genghistan," the king announced dramatically, and Turan was shocked by the sharp departure from the script. "They carried out cowardly attacks in South Suggestia, inflicting loss of treasure and of life among our people."
If up until this point Turan had been operating on auto pilot, now he had to scramble like mad to keep up with the new and surprising text. Stuttering heavily, he struggled to focus on the words being spoken from the podium and not on his pending escape plan. "Before delivering the rest of my remarks I'd like to first refute the ridiculous publications about South Suggestia," the king said, waving a hand dismissively through the air. Turan put the voice recorder down on the table. The script has been changed entirely, he thought to himself, and he struggled to eek out the last sentence in an acceptable fashion. "It is a small region near Genghistan's northern border. Less than twenty thousand people live there, ninety percent of whom are Genghese. South Suggestia is home to most of the natural resources with which our Kingdom has been blessed. That is the reason why our enemies have tried to take over the region. There is no other reason. All talk of granting the strip independence is utter nonsense. None of the few residents there want to secede from Genghistan. Those that seek succession are those that are advancing foreign interests, driven by a greed that knows no satiation. Once they failed in their plan to stir up unrest among the locals, the terrorists came to try and claim my life in an assassination attempt." The king pounded the podium with his fist. "My iron hand repelled the attack and destroyed the evil miscreant who was sent to do me harm. Several weeks ago the Genghese intelligence agencies discovered that the terrorist was of Russian descent, and that other attacks also stemmed from the soil of our sizable neighbor. In my last meeting with the President of Russia I updated him as to these findings. These facts were of course unknown to him, and he promised to take decisive action to ensure that such acts would not replicate themselves. The incriminating evidence I displayed to him has still not brought about the rescinding of Russian support for the separatist movement in South Suggestia, which is the direct result of a sophisticated act of fraud pulled off by our enemies. Disagreements among friends are only natural, and I am convinced and confident that we will yet succeed in convincing the Russian leadership of the righteousness of our path."
Turan translated to the best of his ability, and intended to revisit the matter of his pending escape as soon as he had the chance. "Just under one hour ago the acclaimed Genghese army embarked on a comprehensive mission the goal of which is to cleanse the enclave of terror and impose Genghese law on South Suggestia. This measure has been dictated by reality and it will ensure the safety of our citizenry and the integrity of our holy Kingdom. During my visit here in the United States I have found a sympathetic ear from the American administration, which unconditionally recognizes Genghese sovereignty in that enclave."
Turan's heart was beating at a faster rhythm. "It is an open secret that our relations with the Americans have known ups and downs over the years. After several months of clandestine talks between us, I am pleased to announce that I signed a strategic collaboration agreement with the secretary of state last night. This agreement, which for the first time enshrines the economic and defense ties between our two states, enables us to embark on a path of fraternity and prosperity."
Turan wondered what impact this had on him. Maybe Genghistan would open its doors to the West and there was no longer a need to flee? "Genghistan has committed in the treaty to immediately remove itself from the OPEC organization, to allow the United States to compete in oil infrastructure tenders in the Kingdom, and to allow the US Armed Forces to set up missile defense systems on our soil. The United States, in turn, has committed to use its influence to ensure that no Security Council resolution is passed that could set the scene for an unnecessary international intervention in South Suggestia, or any other resolution that could potentially weaken our sovereignty."
Turan thought of Tatiana. Maybe I'm making a mistake? She didn't want me to go. Turan was torn between the reinvigorated misgivings that were awakened in him and his efforts to properly translate the king. "The Americans have also committed to acquiring from us unprecedented quantities of oil and natural gas during the coming decade. They will fund the expedited establishment of an underwater oil pipeline, which will pass through the Caspian Sea and allow Genghistan to export petroleum directly to the West."
None of these moves have any direct bearing on me, Turan thought. The king will not change his ways, If I stay, I will remain hostage to his capriciousness. "It is important to note that this agreement does not come at the expense of another state or in opposition to any state. We will continue to conduct our foreign affairs and our international trade in a neutral and impartial manner, as we have taken care to do up until now. All the nations of the world are our friends, and we shall continue to march alongside them toward a better future."
The king's tone softened and Turan realized that he was approaching the end of the speech. "I will conclude with the words of Baylar, our national hero," the king began, but the translation was late in coming. Turan had reached the conclusion that there would be no second chance. Adrenalin flooded through him; everything seemed unreal, practically cinematic. It's now or never, he told himself with appropriate melodrama. In a show of atypical fleetness he got to his feet and turned toward the door. "What are you doing? He is still speaking," the guy next to him said. "It's already the end," Turan replied, dismissing him with a wave of the hand, and he opened the door and hurried out.
Scarred by the harrowing elevator ride in the hotel, Turan decided this time to flee on foot. He careened into the deserted stairwell and galloped down the stairs. Halfway down the first flight, his foot slipped on the edge of one of the stairs and had he not made a lunge for the bannister he would have tumbled. He steadied himself and continued on down the stairs with a slightly increased sense of caution. On the bottom floor he looked right and saw the way they had come. To his immense fright, when he looked left he saw Alisher and his swelling eyes. The surprised bodyguard was settled deep into the couch, about ten yards away. Turan seized on his moment of bewilderment and rushed to the door at the end of the hall. He opened it and kept running. His ankle, which had rotated on the stairs, bothered him, but he managed to repress the pain. A local security guard manned the passageway to the main hallway and Turan slowed to a walk as soon as he saw him. He sauntered past without making eye contact and entered the artificially lit area with the purple walls. Hearing footsteps behind him, he spun around and saw a sight that brought him a ripple of satisfaction. Alisher, who had been sprinting down the hallway, had nearly bumped into the local security officer, and was being berated by him. The Genghese guard pointed at Turan and shouted something in Russian. The local officer didn't understand and took hold of his arm, apprehending him.
Turan didn't give the matter any further thought and continued his flight to freedom. He took the escalator at a brisk jog and slowed to a fast walk as he cut through the security-filled lobby. Only as he made his way down the barricade-lined hallway did he allow himself a quick look over his shoulder. Alisher was now nowhere to be seen. Would it be this easy? He sailed past the metal detectors on the other side of the entrance and came out into the open air, which greeted him with a fresh breeze of liberty.
He shuffled down the steps, cursing the burning pain in his foot. Approaching the exit to the complex, he looked back again. This time the view was less uplifting. A Genghese guard was barreling down the stairs and Alisher was hustling behind him. Turan shifted his gait into a higher gear but made sure not to break into a run and sailed through the metal gates. Outside! Turan broke into a clumsy run, panting heavily as he raced across First Avenue. I'm out of shape, he scolded himself, and then he promptly scolded himself for scolding himself when his life was in danger. He hit Forty-Fifth Street at a dead run and headed west. Where was Josh? The guards were already out of the complex and were closing the gap fast. The curb was lined with black cars, none of which belonged to Josh. Where the hell was he? Desperation threatened to incapacitate Turan even before the sprinting bodyguards got their beefy hands on him.
But at just that moment a surge of hope rose up within him. Twenty or thirty yards up along the curb there was a car parked so crookedly it could only have been the handiwork of his friend Josh. Turan, hearing the clap of approaching footsteps and the belabored breathing of his pursuers, dashed toward it with renewed energy. He opened the door and jumped in. It really was Josh. "Go!" he yelled, "Go!" Josh stepped on the gas and scraped the rear bumper of the car in front of him. He stopped the car, fearing he'd do more damage. Turan looked into the side mirror, saw the guards a mere several strides away, and locked the doors. "Go now!" he wailed, "go already!" His face contorted into a grimace, Josh pulled out of the spot as he dinged both cars. One of the guards pounded the passenger window behind Turan and Josh finally recognized the extent of Turan's peril. He floored the accelerator and left the pursuers far behind.
Soon enough they pulled to a stop at the light before Second Avenue. Turan, quite sure the danger had passed, nonetheless looked over his shoulder and saw the bodyguards gaining ground with inhuman perseverance. "Take a left!" he barked. "I can't, I've got nowhere to go," Josh said, pointing at the cars on either side of him. "Honk," Turan mumbled as though in a dream, "make them move." To his immense relief at just that moment the light changed. Turan leaned on the horn anyway and Josh seized the wheel and turned the car south on Second Avenue. Before they fell out of sight, Turan managed to see the defeated faces of the bodyguards, who finally gave up their unremitting pursuit.
No one could stop him now.




CHAPTER 18

A SECOND CHANCE
"Drive to your house," Turan instructed Josh as he palmed his sweaty forehead and shut his eyes. Josh decided to forgo the interrogation of the strange turn of events. His nerves were frayed and he preferred to focus on what now seemed to be the high-wire act of keeping the car on the road. He had a hard time coming to terms with the fact that the wild man seated to his right was his delicate and sluggish old friend, Turan.
The silence held till they reached Josh's apartment in Brooklyn. "Where can I lay down and rest?" were the first and only words out of Turan's mouth. "Now?" Josh stammered, "in my bed." Turan threw himself down on the bed and fell promptly asleep.
When he woke up the sun was already slanting down. Josh, sitting in the living room and watching TV, relaxed when he saw Turan's old bashful and familiar smile. "So, I guess I gave you a bit of a jolt, huh?" Turan asked as he joined him.
Josh shut off the tube. "Can you tell me what the heck that was about?"
Turan explained at length. His friend looked at him in open amazement and rarely interjected as the story unfolded. "Unbelievable," he said when it was over, "sounds like great material for those fantasy books you like to read."
"Can I stay here for a few days?"
"Of course. You can stay for a few weeks, if you want. Abigail doesn't stop by anymore anyway."
"Why, what happened?"
"Forget it. Not important now."
Josh flipped the TV back on and brought over a pair of Heinekens, a bag of Cheetos and a pack of chocolate chip cookies. They stuffed themselves and Turan felt both at ease and unsettled at the same time. What now, he wondered, go look for work? Hunt around for a new apartment? The thoughts depressed him and he cast them aside, preferring to guzzle the junk and gaze at the familiar shows.
"There's no chance that those friends of yours are going to show up here, is there?" Josh asked a few minutes later.
"How would they know where I am?"
"Maybe the car's license plates, even though it isn't registered under my name? And also you did introduce me to the king."
"He won't remember your full name," Turan replied confidently. "Anyway, you're not the only person in the world with that name, and I'm not all that important to them. The last thing Genghis needs right now is to get entangled with the American authorities."
The reply seemed to satisfy Josh, even though Turan started to think that the concerns raised by his friend were not all that far-fetched. He got up off the couch and took Josh's laptop. The local news sites were filled far beyond his expectations with news pieces about the king's speech. Most included large chunks of Turan's simultaneous translation, delivered verbatim, and the short response from the American administration, generally confirming the central points of the bilateral agreement. A bitter smile crossed his face when he read in one of the write-ups that the tail end of the king's speech had not been translated into English, because the translator had left the area toward the end of the speech.
He showed the article to Josh. "Well, at least you're a celeb now," Josh chuckled, "all the girls will be chasing after you."
One will suffice, Turan thought. "By the way, have you heard anything from Amanda recently?"
"She asked about you last night."
"What?
"I had to call her and cancel our meeting for today because there was this guy who requested my services as his getaway driver."
"But what did she say?"
"When she heard that you're in town she said she wanted to meet up with you."
"How did you not tell me that earlier?"
"You just passed out on my bed."
Turan got up and paced the length of the apartment. When he came across Josh's phone, he took it and holed up in the bedroom. After thinking about what to say to her, he flipped through Josh's log and called Amanda.
"Hey Josh," he heard her hoarse and self-indulgent voice come through the line.
"Sorry to disappoint you," Turan responded, "but it's me."
"Ranny!" Amanda called out, "you're here!"
"So it would seem."
"Awesome. When are we meeting?"
"Whenever you want."
"I'm off tomorrow. Lunch? At the usual spot?"
"Yup. Twelve?"
"Don’t get carried away. Twelve thirty."
"Okay, done."
"Ranny, I'm so happy."
"That's what's important. See you tomorrow then?"
"Yes. Bye, cutey."
Turan hung up and felt a tremendous sense of relief. It seemed that his interest in Amanda was mutual and that there was a reasonable chance that things between them would get back on course. He went to sleep satisfied.
When he headed out the following day to the restaurant that they always went to together, Turan was careful to look over his shoulder every now and again to check that he was not being followed. In a departure from his former life in the City, the old buildings and the trash in the streets, the homeless people and the haggard pedestrians all stood out and bothered him. In Shpagatt this would not happen, he thought to himself.
He arrived five minutes early and took a table near the door. Almost immediately a familiar waitress approached and asked how he was doing. He ordered the usual, hamburgers for them both, and then once the waitress turned away he stared at the door and waited for Amanda to arrive.
And then she arrived. She sauntered confidently toward him, practically defiantly. She was wearing a tight and shimmery suit of the sort you don't usually wear on your day off. Her smile revealed a row of perfect teeth. She'd gained a bit of weight since he had last seen her and he actually thought it looked great on her. The sight of her in that suit, too, sent a wave of warmth between his legs, stiffening him, and before getting up to kiss her, he reorganized himself, making sure that there were no visibly humiliating developments.
Within a few minutes the thrill was gone. The flame that had spread through him was extinguished as soon as she started to talk. She was the same Amanda, not the sex goddess he had come to worship during his months of exile. She was a very common and rather annoying mortal. Turan barely listened to her bland and superficial stories and regretted from the depths of his heart the time he had wasted dreaming of her. She did not ask a single question about his doings abroad, and when he did talk about it he felt that she was doing him a favor by listening. I might fill some sort of role, as far as she's concerned, he thought, but I don't really interest her. This was not how things were with Tatiana, who listened to all the silly stuff I had to say and argued with me for hours; Tatiana, whose spiritual world is not as narrow as that of an ant. Hell, she's even prettier than her. What have I done?
When she suggested that they meet again soon, he did his best to forge a smile. He kissed her goodbye and thought that this time it was forever. He went straight back to Josh's house and went to sleep again.
When Turan awoke, he walked over to Josh's computer and checked his email. A new message from Tatiana!
The message had been sent two hours earlier from her private email. Turan opened the message and read it. Although it was free of any grammatical mistakes it was clear that it had been written under time constraints:
Turan
By now I imagine the news has reached you.
If you are still with Genghis, please convey to him the following message:
As far as I know the rebels do not control all of Shpagatt but rather just the palace and the Ministry of Information. That is in contrast to their public statement.
Most of the police forces helping them are guarding the palace and keeping protestors away. There is almost no one standing guard over the Ministry of Information. I for now am here, writing from your office and hoping no one will notice. I have heard that they are now trying to take control of the international airport. They have not yet succeeded but there is hardly any resistance there, so it seems to be just a matter of time.
The entire army is in South Suggestia, and they capitalized on that. From what I understand, the generals are not part of this plan and are bewildered. I'd be surprised if they intervene.
I may be moved to the palace tomorrow; they need translators. I am the one who added the English subtitles to their official statement. Not that I am proud of that, of course. In the meantime, I am at their service, though I fear the pending developments here in the coming days or weeks. Muzafar hates me almost as much as I hate him, and will not hesitate to get rid of me when it suits him. Nor will my family tree be of any particular aid to me in the new situation…
Even if you are not with him any longer, please find a way to get this information to Genghis. Assuming he is still in NYC.
He must get back here ASAP. In another two or three days this will be hard if not impossible to stop. The streets, though, at least so far, are not in their favor, and if people understand that the king has returned, the wheel may yet be turned back.
I don't know if I'll have another opportunity to write to you, so please forgive me for acting like such an idiot. I should have simply told you what I feel and not been afraid. You are dear to my heart, Turan. I wanted us to be happy together. Even if that does not happen, I wish you all the best in life.
Tatiana
As he lingered over the last paragraph, Josh came home. "What's up?" he asked casually. "Turn on the TV," Turan barked, and a few seconds later he snatched the remote. He flipped through the channels until he hit the news that he needed. A severe looking commentator spoke in studio and against the backdrop of stock footage of Shpagatt with the red ticker: "Coup in Genghistan: Senior Officials Seize Capital." Turan turned up the volume and watched the television, mesmerized. Soon enough the channel showed a video in Russian starring none other than Muzafar, who spoke as Tatiana's translation slid across the bottom of the screen:
The evil rule of the despotic Suleiman Ashirov has reached its end this evening
The national forces have taken Shpagatt and soon the entire country
Ashirov betrayed his people and will not be allowed back to the homeland of the Kushtamen people
Mr. Traytorov will serve as interim president and I will replace him as prime minister
Until a new constitution can be drafted and democracy gradually implemented
We intend to conduct reforms for the good of our people and allies
And to deposit South Suggestia in Russian hands as a neutral territory
Up until governmental institutions and full independence can be granted to the territory
We call on all residents to adopt these changes in orderly fashion
And for all nations to assist us in bringing a better future to the Kushtamen people.
"This is, as we've stated, the information relayed by the Genghese Ministry of Information. We will update you with any further developments," the news anchor said and quickly skipped over to the next item. Turan sprayed invective at the screen.
"You know that guy?" Josh asked.
"Yeah. That's the asshole who was my boss."
"Lucky you're not there anymore then."
Turan was silent for a few seconds. "I have to update the king," he said finally, "there are things he does not know."
"You nuts? Haven't you gotten into enough trouble?"
"I owe him that much, at bare minimum."
"Okay, so call him from a pay phone. That way they…"
"No phone. I'm going to see him."
"What? He'll kill you!"
"I'm willing to take the chance."
Josh threw his hands in the air in exasperation. "Just yesterday you did all you could to run away from him."
"Things have changed," Turan said and hurried out of the apartment.
An hour or so later he found himself striding down Park Avenue with fear and trepidation churning inside him, his feet moving but his mind no longer so made up. You can still turn back, logic dictated to him, but Turan was determined to carry on. He reached the Waldorf Astoria and brazenly entered. In his imagination, he saw the swarming Genghese security guards tackling him to the floor. In reality, the only Genghese person in the lobby was Myahari.
She leapt off the couch the moment she saw him. "Turan!" she whispered in a blend of anger and concern, "what are you doing here?"
"I've come to see the king."
"I suggest you get out of here as fast as you can."
"I have an important message."
"Then convey it to me, if you must."
"I very much request to speak to him personally."
"Truly, that would be unwise."
"It's really important."
Myahari shrugged. "As you like. But you are making a mistake. Don't say I didn't warn you."
He followed her to the elevators. When the doors opened, Alisher stepped out. Recovering quickly from the initial shock, he pounced on Turan and wrapped his arms up roughly. "Leave him be," Myahari commanded him, "he's coming with me." Alisher complied halfheartedly and stepped back into the elevator with them. All the way up to the thirty-fifth floor he surveyed Turan with blinding hostility. The threesome trod toward the Presidential Suite, and before entering Turan was frisked head to toes. "Assistance from the Americans cannot be relied upon," he recognized the king's voice. "They will not mess with the Russians so long as I am on the outside." Jaihun began answering and fell silent when he saw Turan step forward. The king stared at Turan interrogatively, as did everyone else in the room. The television screen was once again broadcasting the video of Muzafar.
"Have you no shame to come here?" the king asked.
"I hope you can forgive me, Your Highness. I should not have run away."
"Nor should you have returned. What do you want?"
"I have information that may be of service to you," Turan said and began detailing the information he had received from Tatiana, minus the personal sentiments. The king listened assiduously. "I see," he said in a less barbed tone when Turan was finished, "that only serves to strengthen what I was set to do. You may go."
"I would like to return with you, Your Highness."
"What for?" the king asked, more with incredulity than contempt. "You wanted to return to America. Here's the safest place for you."
"It would be an honor to risk my life for His Majesty," Turan said out of a deep conviction, which he nearly meant. "In that way, perhaps, I will be able to repent for my sins and the sins of my father."
The last sentence made an impact on the king. And yet it was clear that he still had a hard time believing Turan. He weighed the matter.
"So it will be," the king said at last, "I doubt you'll have the opportunity to cause any more damage." He looked at the TV and at Muzafar, who was still in mid-speech, made a pistol with his fingers and aimed it at the head of the new prime minister. "You don't by any chance work for this snake, do you?" he asked, even though he knew the answer.
"I've never worked for him."
"Then I shall grant you a second chance. There won't be a third."




CHAPTER 19

THE WAY BACK
They left the hotel clandestinely, under the cover of dawn. The king's family and the bulk of his staff remained in Manhattan, with only Turan, Jaihun, Alisher and eight other guards serving as the monarch's entourage. For reasons that Turan did not insist upon knowing, the Genghistan Airlines plane was chosen for the mission rather than the king's private jet.
The king sat along with the other passengers and devoted much of the duration of the flight to hashing out the plan of action along with Jaihun. The two showed no interest in keeping Turan and the others out of the loop, and, similarly, no interest in their input in terms of decision making. In this way Turan learned that their destination was not Genghis International Airport but rather an Air Force base in the south of the country. He understood that the king had spoken with an officer by the name of Murik, who was the commander of the base and whose loyalty was without question. The king instructed him to clear the base of its residents, many of whom had at any rate been deployed to South Suggestia. From evening onward only crucial staff like the flight control supervisor and a driver that Murik trusted entirely were permitted to remain on the base.
Later on the king asked Turan to shoot a video of him. A bodyguard handed Turan a digital camera. Turan inspected the camera quickly and pointed it at the king, who had his head buried in a piece of paper, studying it avidly. Then he tossed it aside, looked straight at the camera, and began speaking:
"Dearest Genghese People, my sons and daughters,
"A group of traitors has conspired and hatched a plot against me, the supreme king and founder of the nation. These are dishonorable traitors who scheme to take over our beloved homeland and sell it to foreign agents.
"They took advantage of the emergency situation in South Suggestia. They took advantage of my brief absence while serving the national interests of the Kingdom. But there is one thing they did not take into account: We are Genghese, and the Genghese never surrender!
"I am returning to the homeland at this time and call on you all to come out to King's Square. We shall turn out en masse. We shall not allow the terrorists to win. We shall prove ourselves to be unstoppable so long as we are united.
"Together we shall take back the palace. Together we shall take back our capital. Together we shall take back our home. Together we shall take back our future."
Though he was well aware of the populist tone of the message, Turan had a hard time not being charmed by the king while he spoke. The king delivered his terse speech in such a stirring and authoritative manner that Turan too found himself longing to show up at King's Square and liberate the palace. In the absence of any further orders, Turan returned to his seat and waited for time to pass. He thought of all the unusual things that had happened to him since he had arrived in Genghistan. Prior to his arrival he would never have dreamed of returning with eyes wide open to such a dangerous place. Something in him had changed. He believed that he had a designated role in this mayhem. It was his calling to come to the aid of his patron, to defend Genghistan, and above all else—to save Tatiana.
The closer they got to their destination the more intense the strategic deliberations grew, and the tension seemed to swell and fill the plane. Though most of the passengers were battle hardened warriors, some found it difficult to conceal their anxiety in the face of the coming challenge. As the plane began its descent, a security guard came down the aisle and offered Turan a pistol, serving it to him butt-end first. Turan refused the generous offer. He had never learned to fire a weapon and was quite sure that a gun in his hands would do more harm than good. The man shrugged uncomprehendingly and joined his colleagues, who were arming themselves. The flutter of fear in Turan's heart intensified the closer they came to Genghese soil.
They touched down at the base shortly before dawn. The passengers deplaned one after another, a traitorous wind whipping sand into their eyes. The sun started to rise on the horizon and lit up the desolate landscape.
A burly and mustached officer, his uniform blouse weighted with all sorts of silver and brass, approached with overt excitement. He stopped before them and saluted the king reverently, and Turan assumed that this was the bespoken Murik. The king flashed him a salute in return, smiled at him, and clapped him on the back. The passengers loaded themselves onto the three jeeps that were waiting for them and set out for the base headquarters. The place seemed completely deserted. The convoy pulled to a stop outside an infirmary and everyone got out. "Just as you requested, Your Majesty," the officer said, pointing at a large ambulance, which was windowless in the rear. The king thanked him with a nod of the head. "No one knows?" Jaihun interrogated Murik with a severe voice. "You have my word," the officer responded and pounded a fist against the plate of his breast. "I did all that the king-commander ordered me."
A driver hopped out of the front seat. He was dressed in the uniform of a medic and held another uniform under his arm. One of the security guards stripped down to his underwear, tossed away his old clothes, and began changing into the uniform he was given. In the meantime, the rest of the King's men clambered into the rear carriage of the ambulance. Not far from them and in full sight was the medical gear that had been cleared out of the ambulance, including a folding bed, a stretcher, and some CPR equipment. Benches had been laid inside of the ambulance instead of the gear and in the far interior, just behind the driver, a heavy chair, upon which the king naturally sat. Turan got in along with the last of the security guards. Murik wished them luck in their mission and shut the rear doors of the ambulance.
Shortly after the ambulance began moving forward, Jaihun started briefing his men, and exposing Turan to a larger part of the plan. The ambulance would take them straight to Shpagatt, pretending to deliver to the hospital a man who had suffered a severe epileptic attack. In reality, it would be bringing them close to the palace, with their precise destination still kept a secret. At this stage only the king, Turan, Alisher, and Jaihun would get out of the vehicle.
The remaining personnel were instructed to cover them as they got out and immediately thereafter to set out for the Ministry of Information. They were ordered to disembark a few blocks shy of the ministry. Their task was to seize control of the building and broadcast the king's speech on the public channel. This force would be led by Botir, the man in the paramedic uniform seated beside the driver who was revealed to be Jaihun's second-in-command. Turan wondered why they should split their force rather than take all of their firepower toward the palace, but he said not a word.
The briefing ended and a long and uninterrupted silence spread through the ambulance. Deprived of windows, Turan could not look out at the rocky earth and see what was happening outdoors. The benches were uncomfortable and cramped. The vehicle accelerated across a potholed road and the bumping and swerving made Turan queasy. The guards tried to conceal any outward signs of distress, but at times they tapped their knees with their fingertips and unintentionally bounced their legs.
After a long while the Plexiglas partition between the front seat and rear compartment at last slid open and the tough weathered face of Botir appeared before them. "We are approaching the checkpoint," he told them in a heavy whisper. "Get down," Jaihun commanded and everyone in the back hit the deck, including the king, who dismounted his chair with glaring reluctance. "Quiet," the commander said. Everyone aside from Turan and the king chambered a bullet in their weapons. Complete silence was observed in the slowing vehicle. The driver turned on the siren in hopes that he would be let through the line-up, but he was forced to a stop a few seconds later.
"Officer, is there a problem?" the driver asked. "I've got a patient in need of urgent care in the back."
"The patient will wait," the officer said, and Turan could just make out his dull voice. One of the guards raised his weapon slightly and brought his right index finger close to the trigger.
"What's the problem?" the driver snapped.
"You don't know what the problem is?"
"No."
"When's the last time you looked at your car?"
"We had it washed earlier today," Botir said, his calm voice soothing the tremor of concern in the vehicle.
"Yes, we simply had to bring the patient from far away," the driver said. "What can we do, there was a bit of a sand storm on the way."
"There is no entrance to Shpagatt with an unclean car. That's the law. I'm going to have to give you a ticket," the officer said and began writing down the license plate number to the sound of grumbling from the driver. "Clean the car at the hospital."
Turan heard the soft scrape of paper. He was not sure that the danger had subsided until he felt the wheels start to roll forward. The driver picked up speed as they pulled away from the checkpoint and approached the outer limits of the capital.
"Perhaps that law could use a bit of additional clauses, Your Highness," Turan said. The king returned him a blank stare and Turan immediately regretted his suggestion. One of the guards made a move toward the bench and Jaihun barked that he should stay down.
The ambulance continued along unencumbered so long as they were on the outskirts of the city. The pregnant silence and the cramped seating on the floor only contributed to the general tension and overall sense of irascibility in the vehicle. This was particularly true of the king, at whom Turan furtively glanced every now and then.
Suddenly the partition slid open again. This time Botir's voice carried with it a shard of panic. "Another checkpoint, one that isn't supposed to be here," he told his commander. "What now?"
"First of all, slow down," Jaihun said, shifting to a crouch. "How far away are we?"
"Two-three hundred meters."
"Try and see if it's an ordinary force. Maybe they won't stop us."
The ensuing seconds took a toll on everyone as the anxiety rose. "Negative, sir," came the response. "It's a large group with rifles."
At that moment a bellowing command was issued from a megaphone to stop the vehicle.
"Can the checkpoint be breached?" Jaihun asked.
"Maybe."
"Then punch it."
They accelerated at a sickening pace. "Heads down," Jaihun ordered icily. Turan stuffed his head between his knees and prayed for good luck. The ambulance was jolted and then raised stiffly into the air, apparently while bursting through the roadblock. It landed unevenly and nearly flipped, and when it settled on all four wheels it seemed to progress with difficulty. "Heads down," Jaihun reminded them, "get up only if we stop." The vehicle recuperated and began accelerating again, but the respite was brief. Bullets could be heard whistling past. One of them tore through the door above Turan's head and could certainly have hit him had he been seated on the bench. A second bullet slammed into the right side of the ambulance, and a cry of pain could be heard from one of the guards. "Are they in pursuit?" Jaihun asked in a yell. "No, we're pulling away from them," Botir responded, "but they'll probably bring back up."
"Let's hope they don't have the chance," Jaihun mumbled as he went to have a look at the wounded guard. His sleeve was drenched in blood but a brief examination proved that the bullet had only grazed the shoulder and not penetrated it. "Good thing they didn't throw the bandages out of here when they got the vehicle ready," one of the guards said, trying to cheer himself up as he began bandaging his buddy's shoulder. Jaihun stood up and consulted briskly with Botir. A few seconds later he signaled to everyone to rise to their feet. "We'll soon reach Destination A. Alisher, Turan: get ready to move. Your Majesty, if you please, that includes you, too. The rest of you, make sure you're prepared to provide cover support. Argash, if you can't fight, stay here," he said. "My good arm wasn't hit," the guard responded, wiggling his right arm. "So help them at Destination B," the commander said, "we've got enough fire power as is for the cover."
The ambulance shuddered forcefully as it lurched forward, and the passengers fought to retain their balance. "Everything okay?" Jaihun asked. "Looks like it," Botir answered. Turan clung to the railing with all his might. "Thirty seconds to Destination A," Botir reported, "still no sign of a tail." Jaihun indicated to one of the guards to approach the door. "Pull over and make sure we get into the pavilion," he told Botir. "If all's clear then carry on straight to Destination B, as planned."
Seconds later two guards pushed open the double doors. Sharp rays of sunlight burst into the vehicle. Turan blinked and hopped gingerly out of the ambulance. Alisher assisted the king, helping him down. Jaihun surveyed the area with his gun drawn, distrustfully assessing the situation. "Come on," he said to the three of them, motioning with the hand that held the pistol. They pulled away from the armed guards, who remained in the open ambulance. Turan didn't know where they were but he deduced from the low, cracked houses that they were in one of the old parts of town. They crouched and passed beneath a dilapidated canopy. The ambulance took off and they were left to their own devices. Opposite them they saw an abandoned yard ridden with thorns and weeds. At its far end stood a storage shed with peeling walls. Jaihun approached the doors and opened both of the locks. Once the four of them had entered he hurried to turn on the light, close the door, and locked it from within.
The interior was entirely different from what Turan expected. It was neither filthy nor neglected, but rather he saw that the walls were covered in galvanized aluminum sheeting and the floor was a dark parquet. Jaihun felt along the wall to his right until he found and then flipped a certain switch. Immediately one of the aluminum panels that seemed to be part of the wall started to move. Behind it there was a computerized control panel with a biometric fingerprint reader. The king himself approached, punched in a code number, and pressed his finger to the finger print scanner. A weak beep could be heard in the room. A green light flickered slowly three times.
At that moment complete darkness was imposed on the shed, and the platform on which they had been standing began plunging downward.




CHAPTER 20

THE LAST BATTLE
Horrified, Turan bent his knees and spread his hands out wide to the sides, fighting desperately for balance. He felt stupid when Jaihun turned on a flashlight and revealed how unnecessary it had been. The floor of the shed was actually an open elevator that descended swiftly down a shaft. The king and Jaihun were at ease, as was Alisher, whose face showed some surprise but no fright. Turan reckoned they descended a few dozen yards and the closer they got to the bottom, the more light penetrated in.
The foursome walked out of the elevator and into a tunnel, the end of which was nowhere in sight. It was rather narrow, with hardly enough room for two people to walk side by side. That said, it was carefully built and properly lit, with well-housed bulbs evenly spaced along the walls.
"No one's found out about this place, right?" the king asked Jaihun as they started walking.
"Hard to imagine," Jaihun said. "The Chinese workers are the only ones who know about this and they're paid handsomely to keep quiet."
The king coughed. "Let us hope no one pays them more," he said.
They continued walking and the terminus was still nowhere in sight. Turan asked whether there might be palace guards who remained loyal to the Crown. Jaihun said that may be the case, but it cannot be counted on. The walk was long and fatiguing. Finally they reached a spacious basement, which was the most stunning sight Turan had ever seen.
They were surrounded by wooden trunks filled with gold coins, jewelry, diamonds, and other precious stones. Turan felt as though he were Bilbo Baggins at the mouth of Smaug the dragon's treasure-filled lair. Jaihun turned toward him and Alisher and the motion returned him to reality. "Forget what you're seeing," he said, placing an index finger against his lips. "What've we seen?" Turan responded playfully, but his response did not amuse the commander of the guard. Jaihun wagged his finger at them, underscoring that this order would have to be meticulously upheld.
The foursome proceeded through the basement. Rather than chests of jewels the walls were now covered in works of art. To their right, a collection of ancient weapons and tools of war. A scythe-like cavalryman's sword caught Turan's eye and he had a hard time not reaching out for it. Although the bulk of his experience was more than a decade-and-a-half old and had been acquired during his Dungeons and Dragons period, Turan was significantly more familiar with swordplay than gun handling. He got over the embarrassment and asked the king and Jaihun if he might have permission to use the sword. The two didn't bother answering, and he took their silence to be acquiescence. Paying little heed to the look he got from Alisher, he went over to the wall and reverently clasped the handle of the magnificent sword and drew it from its scabbard. The bare blade gave him a surge of courage, as though he was a mythological warrior that had come back to life after one thousand years of dormancy.
They approached the edge of the basement. "We are now under the palace," Jaihun told them as they stopped alongside the far wall. He pointed to a side passage, narrow and tall and equipped with a spiral staircase. They climbed an endless number of stairs. At the apex, they found a wooden door. "This is the entrance," Jaihun said, indicating the door. "Be ready."
Surprisingly, the door opened up into a large closet stuffed full of formal clothing. They plowed their way through the outfits and opened the regular closet door at the other end. A room that could not be mistaken for any other was revealed to them—the king's bedroom.
One by one they filed out of the closet. The king looked over at his kingly bed, which seemed to have been recently used. "May their names and their memories be blotted out," he said furiously, "they shall pay for what they've done." Jaihun opened the door gingerly and signaled for them to follow. They walked out of the bedroom and into a murky hallway. The three companions of the king clutched their weapons—Jaihun his service pistol, Alisher his submachine gun, and Turan his ancient sword—and looked around for possible threats. Finding none, they continued on and turned left down the hall.
There they came upon two armed guards, positioned ten paces away. Both parties seemed shocked in their own way by the faceoff. Perhaps on account of his reincarnation as a hero, Turan was the first to come to his senses. He stormed one of the guards just as he was raising his weapon and struck with his sword, wielding it in a circular motion that caused the guard to retreat and momentarily withdraw the weapon. Most regrettably, the swordplay resulted in the finely honed blade being plunged into the wooden paneling of the hallway. Turan tugged uselessly on the sword handle just as the guard turned over his rifle and prepared to use it like a club, fixing to strike him with the stock. Fortunately, a strong hand grabbed Turan and yanked him backward, forcing him to leave the sword but sparing him a brutal blow. Alisher flung him back and out of the way and then thrust himself forward into the fray with bare hands.
The battle was brief. Jaihun charged forward toward the other guard. The commander of the guard artfully debilitated him with a series of blows. The struggle was over in seconds, the guard rendered unconscious. His mate was tougher but Alisher was able to subdue him after a short wrestling bout. Once he was pinned to the floor and pleading for his life, Jaihun came over and signaled him to be silent. "Tie them up, shut them up, and see if they can be hidden away," he commanded his underling. "We'll continue up in the meanwhile. There's no time to waste, they may have already heard us."
Alisher nodded obediently and stayed put. Before following along with the others Turan tried once again to pry the sword from the wall. Unsuccessful, he was forced, much to his chagrin, to cut short his noble career as a knight. For a moment he considered picking up one of the two rifles strewn on the floor. But the gap between himself and the king and the commander of the guards was worryingly large already. He hustled after them and managed to catch up just before they reached the end of the hall. Jaihun peeked through the half-closed door and then swung it open wide.
Turan finally recognized where they were—in a sizable hall, not far from the palace entry. Despite the centrality of the location there was not a living soul to be seen in the area. Jaihun proceeded in complete quietness, looked left and right, and signaled for the other two to accompany him. They moved toward a staircase and, having reached it, were no longer visible to one and all. As they approached the top of the stairs Turan realized what lay ahead—the upper floor of the palace.
Jaihun indicated for them to stop and climbed the stairs with his back hunched and his gun drawn. Once he'd peeked and returned unscathed, he briefed them in a hushed tone. "There's one guard off to the left, but the path to the balcony seems clear. I'll take him out and you get there as fast as you can." The king did not disagree with his advice. "Keep him safe," Jaihun whispered in Turan's ear before turning out of the stairwell. Turan felt proud that the commander of the guards had entrusted him with the safekeeping of the king, a feeling that resided alongside the knowledge that he had trouble enough keeping himself safe.
Jaihun risked another look down the hall and then pounced on the stout guard who was stationed a few feet to their left. The guard was taken completely by surprise but managed nonetheless to put up a fight. Turan had a hard time taking his eyes off the battle, but the sound of the struggle made him nervous enough to finally pry himself from his spot and move right, as planned. He promptly sprinted ahead of the king, prepared to defend him as necessary. The king strode quickly but staunchly refused to run or show any other outward signs of stress, as befitting his status. As a result, an adrenalin-flooded Turan opened a wide gap ahead of the king without realizing it. Suddenly he spotted a familiar character out of the corner of his eye and stood ramrod still. It was Tatiana. Ajangeldi stood close behind, but Turan saw only her.
The startled concern on her face quickly popped the magic spell. "The room! They're all in the room!" she called to him and pointed at the Closed Room, the door of which, ironically, was partially open. Turan noticed the silver-colored reinforced door, which was the only way out of the sealed conference room. He understood what she was telling him and sprinted toward it with all his might. When he reached the door he found himself face to face with Muzafar, who had been inside and had nearly managed to slip out. Jamshid was behind him, along with two unarmed, foreign co-conspirators, all of whom came to their feet, tensed by the sounds outside.
Muzafar did not hesitate, but Turan was more prepared. Just as his former boss pushed through the door, Turan slammed a fist into his detestable face. It was the first time he had done such a thing in his life and it was possible that his hand hurt as much as his adversary's face. The latter did not give up and shoved an arm through the door to ensure it would not be closed, but Turan slammed the heavy door shut on his arm. Muzafar retreated with a wail and Turan closed the door all the way.
The accomplishment was temporary. The co-conspirators joined the fray on the other side of the door and began depressing the handle, despite Turan's fierce opposition. He stood there facing an impossible battle as the other men threw the full weight of their determination against the door. Just as it was beginning to open, Turan received the aid he needed. Ajangeldi came running up behind him and pounced on the door. The conspirators were sent jolted backward and once again Turan was able to close the door and raise the handle. Tatiana joined up, but then immediately backed off and began to run.
Surprised, Turan followed her with his gaze and saw her progressing rapidly toward the injured Jaihun, who was limping toward her with great difficulty and seemed to be trying to hand her something. They were about to lose the standoff at the door when Tatiana returned at a sprint, waving a key ring in her hands. "Close it!" she yelled and pointed to the widening aperture. She put her shoulder to the door too and pushed. With a final and desperate effort they managed to momentarily get it shut and Tatiana slipped one of the keys into the lock and flipped it once. Then she flipped the lock again and again, just to be sure.
The conspirators struggled for a few more seconds. When they realized it was hopeless, the sounds of their opposition faded away. Turan was once again free to look around and size up the situation and his gaze rested on the king, who stood coolly beside them and had not moved a muscle throughout the struggle. "Will I be kept waiting for a long time?" he growled at Ajangeldi. "What?" the latter asked, and Turan was as confused as he was. The king pointed with his head at the tripod on which Ajangeldi's camera was fixed. The fatigued photographer understood immediately and dashed straight for it. "Follow me," the king ordered him, although there was no need whatsoever. Jaihun limped behind them, and the three proceeded toward the palace balcony.
Turan and Tatiana remained by themselves and finally allowed each other a long look at one another. She smiled at him proudly and he responded with a bashful smile of his own. He tried to say something and the words vanished from his mouth. For a moment she seemed unsure of herself but then she approached him, raised her head, and kissed him gently. Her lips were soft and pleasant and a warmth spread through his body. When they kissed again, this time at length and with passion, Turan felt at last, after such a very long time, that he was calm and happy.
Their lips parted and they looked at one another. Yet they could not fully ignore the deafening noise pouring in from the balcony, and they decided to inspect its source. As they approached the balcony the king noticed them and waved with his hand for them to come forward. Jaihun stood behind him and Ajangeldi filmed the events with palpable excitement.
The view that was revealed to them was practically incomprehensible. Tens of thousands of Genghese people filled King's Square and their numbers continued to swell with each passing moment. Many made their way toward the palace and hundreds scaled the tall palace gates. Dozens of desperate guards stood in their way, on the other side of the gate, trying to keep them at bay with nightclubs and barked orders. At a certain stage the guards began shooting in the air, as a warning, and almost immediately most of the furious Genghese gave up their fight.
Soon enough, though, it became clear that the crowd had not been stopped cold by the warning shots, but rather by its curiosity alone. Several Genghese had spotted the king on the balcony with his arm aloft, and the fact spread the crowd like fire in a field of thorns. The guards, who had hardly been able to enjoy the awaited lapse in confrontation, also noticed the king and his entourage looking down at them from the high balcony behind them. The helpless looks on their faces made abundantly clear to all that the game was up. Hoping to somewhat sweeten the bitter fate that awaited them, they lay down their arms and threw open the palace doors of their own volition.
Hundreds of Genghese stormed into the palace with cries of victory, and the guards who hadn't yet done so, raised their arms in surrender. Almost everyone lifted their eyes to the king, who waved down to them with noticeable friendliness, as Ajangeldi recorded the historic event. Two or three steps behind them, Turan gently grabbed Tatiana's shoulder and she willingly fell into his embrace. The king continued waving at the crowd and the innumerable Genghese, who filled the grounds from the far reaches of King's Square to the heart of the palace grounds, cheering and chanting in a great voice:
"Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!"
"Genghis, Genghis, Gen-ghi-stan!"




CHAPTER 21

A FRESH START
The revolt fizzled out entirely on that day. As events unfolded in the palace, the king's guards had managed to reassert control over the Ministry of Information. They had faced a mere four armed guards and, caught by surprise, the men surrendered without a fight. The king's filmed speech was broadcast within minutes and most of the palace guards headed out toward the gate to prepare for the arrival of the masses. The rebels, either surrendering or fleeing, gave up their hold on the international airport. Jamshid, Muzafar, and the rest of the conspirators were sent to prison.
Queen Wazira and Princess Graciela flew back to the Kingdom with Myahari and the rest of the delegation. The army returned victoriously from South Suggestia, having obliterated the terror cells and confiscating the weapons of war. There was a military parade in Shpagatt with an Air Force flyby a mere five days after the failed coup attempt.
On the diplomatic front, the king, for a change, received widespread international support. The President of the United States sent an official telegram expressing his satisfaction that the true will of the Genghese people had been followed in full, alongside his expectation for an expanded cooperation between the two countries. The European Union expressed its full support for the restoration of the legitimate government and the return of order in the Kingdom. China, Turkey, and Israel published official statements laden with hearty congratulations for the lawful king and the people of Genghistan. Even Russia put forth a restrained notice of good will.
During his first week back in the country Turan worked harder than he ever had before. He now not only handled the English-language media but also was made temporarily responsible for much of the European and South American media outlets. The entire world was fascinated by the drama that had unfolded in the Kingdom, and the interview requests came pouring in from all across the world. As the new manager, Turan spent most of his time answering questions and giving directives to the employees of the Ministry of Information. He was authorized to grant interviews over email and to speak as an official spokesperson of the Kingdom, a task that he performed with unwavering reverence.
The infrastructure that Turan had put in place during the previous months proved critical during the intensive work with the foreign press. The video that Ajangeldi took of the king, waving to the crowds on the morning of the victory from the palace balcony, was broadcast live on Genghese TV and promptly uploaded to the Kingdom's video channel, after which it went viral. The official English-language site and the various social media platforms were updated continuously with photos and news reports from the celebratory events, and were widely viewed outside the country.
Two weeks after the failed coup the foreign press' thirst for information from Genghistan was largely slaked. Turan was still swamped with work, but he allowed himself to dial it back a bit and return to some semblance of a routine. Over the weekend there was a lavish welcoming ceremony for Prince Adiguzel, who had returned home after completing his studies in Switzerland. All of the Kingdom's leading lights were in attendance. Turan, who was deemed to be one of them, managed to get two extra invitations, which he gave to his Aunt Lililichka and Uncle Vitali.
Rather early on in the ceremony he had the opportunity to briefly introduce them to the king. It was apparently the high point of Vitali's life, as he bowed deeply to the floor and earned a firm and approving handshake from the king. Turan exchanged greetings with Adiguzel, who told him that he had already heard of his deeds. The handsome prince, who resembled his mother far more than his father, pranced around like a peacock in his floral silk suit. Alisher, too, had been invited to the event. When Turan approached him, Alisher consented to take his outstretched hand, though not with any great exuberance. Ambassador Gretchen was friendlier and extended to Turan her wishes that the two countries continue to work together for the prosperity and well-being of both of their peoples. Despite all he had been through in this land, he was still not sure that they each belonged to different peoples.
Two weeks later, Turan had his first meeting with the king since their return to Genghistan. He was brought straight in to the palace and led directly to the Royal Hall. As soon as he entered her field of vision, Myahari got up and came toward him. To his surprise, the king's personal aide wrapped his skinny frame up in a tight embrace and kissed him twice on each cheek. Afterwards, she opened the door to the hall and announced his arrival with great resonance.
As he approached the king, Turan recalled the first time he had trod into the hall, gripped by fear. This time, too, he was most concerned, but for very different reasons. He stood before the king, who looked smugger than ever, bowed, and hoped that all would go according to plan.
"You're probably asking yourself why you've been summoned," the king began.
Turan responded with a nod.
"First of all, I wanted to personally thank you for your service for the homeland. You proved yourself, Turan Mugayev. Your father would be proud of you."
"Thank you kindly, Your Majesty. I deeply appreciate that, although I did terribly little. Your guards took care of what needed taking care of. Ajangeldi and Tatiana helped, too."
"No need for modesty. You did a lot. And don't worry about the rest, everyone will be remunerated accordingly."
Two beeps were heard from the vicinity of the king. He glanced toward the right armrest of the throne, considered for a moment, and opted to ignore them.
"I wanted to know…" Turan began asking, and immediately chastised himself for straying from the objective that he had set for himself. But he was too curious and it was too late to take it back. "When you brought me to Genghistan, did you initially intend for me to fail at my job?"
"What makes you think that?"
"Because of the interview that wasn't with the BBW; the war that wasn't with the Americans; and the speech that wasn't at the United Nations. How should I put it, that wasn't exactly the right stuff for bonding with the West."
The king concealed a small smile. "Let's say that I had a vested interest in lulling some people along until the deal with the Americans was signed. I had good reason to believe that, had they known, they would have tried to torpedo it. At any rate, you did a better job than I expected, if not too good."
Turan concealed a smile of his own.
"As far as that is concerned," the king continued, "a senior position in government is now available. Some thought has been given to the matter and it has been decided that you will be our next minister of information."
The king's proposal surprised Turan. He assumed, on account of his work over the past several weeks, that he would be promoted, but he hadn't expected the promotion to be so vertical. He considered the matter before responding. No, he confirmed to himself in utter solemnity, it does not make any difference.
"In deepest apology, Your Highness," he said at last, "your nomination is most generous, but alas I must refuse."
"Refuse?" the king said after him, more in surprise than in anger.
"Yes, if His Highness will permit such a thing, I would prefer to return home."
"This is your home."
"It's my second home," Turan said with a tremor. "There is nothing that can be done. I'm American. My home will always be there."
The king looked him over with plain disappointment.
"As you see fit," the king said finally. "I'll make sure that the matter is overlooked and that you are free to depart."
"With Tatiana."
The king looked at him, stunned. "Tati?"
"Yes, Tatiana, Your Majesty."
"She, too, would like to leave?"
"I proposed that she leave with me and she consented so long as she has your blessing."
"Ahh…it was clear there was something going on between the two of you."
"Yes, Your Highness. Something serious. I love her."
The king smiled against his will. "Oh, love…such a beautiful word. Honor and might, these are the determinant factors of life." He fell silent for a moment. "But it would not be fitting to be the bad man who ruins this sweet dream of yours."
"So you agree?" Turan hurriedly asked.
"The position of general council in New York City has also just recently become available. Tati can presumably fill that role quite well."
Turan could have jumped into the air with glee, but kept his face in check to the extent that it was possible. "Thank you so much, Your Highness. Both of us will be loyal ambassadors of Genghistan."
"Okay. Anything else?"
Turan meant to reply in the negative, but suddenly an uncontrollable doubt crept into his heart. "Your Majesty, we won't have any…troubles on the way, right?"
The king laughed. "Everything will be okay."
"Promise?"
"Do you doubt my word?"
"Heaven forbid, Your Majesty."
Turan bowed to the king and turned to leave. He waved farewell to Myahari and hustled out of the palace grounds. The guard accompanying him through the halls and hallways had a hard time keeping up. The excitement swelled up inside Turan as he stepped through the palace gates, but he breathed deeply and slowed his pace. Tatiana, who got to her feet as soon as she saw him, had been waiting on the bench. Turan took her hand and led her away from the inquisitive eyes of the guards.
"So," she said as he held his silence, "what did he say?"
"I can't say that I am one hundred percent certain…"
"Nothing is absolutely certain…"
"But I think it's all going to work out."
Her fingers tightened around the palm of his hand and a restrained smile of contentment crossed her face.
They passed the fountains of King's Square, skirting the glorious arches of water. Soon enough the golden statue of Genghis was behind them, gazing as always in the direction of the sun and this time in their direction, too. The autumn skies glowed at them and Turan felt as though he had taken part in a play that had only now come to an end.
The two continued to walk hand in hand, clinging to their sweet dream, exhilarated by what lay ahead.
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