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			For Grandpa Everett, who would have been confused by the fantasy and disgusted by the violence, but I hope would have recognized the politics. 

		
	
		
			“It is not love to my neighbour—whom I often do not know at all—which induces me to seize a pail of water and to rush towards his house when I see it on fire.”

			—Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid

			“It was my destiny to see the disjointing of a world.”

			—Younghill Kang, East Goes West
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			Figures of Note, for Your Reference

			Those from the Tetrarchia

			Kalyna Aljosanovna: The Tetrarchic schemer at the center of my story.

			Aljosa Vüsalavich: Her father.

			Dagmar Sorga: A mercenary from Rotfelsen.

			Žydrūnas: A mercenary from Skydašiai, and friend to Dagmar Sorga.

			Manti Dumpling Akram: My first friend in Quruscan.

			Vidmantas: A stylish Skydašian thinker.

			Ifeanyas: A quiet Skydašian thinker.

			Adomas: Founder of the Lanreas River Guild.

			Žydrė: An early member of the Lanreas River Guild.

			Yalwas: An early member of the Lanreas River Guild who tends to disagree with Žydrė.

			Those from Loasht, with Names Translated into Skydašiavos

			Silver Petals Alight on Sand: My spouse. Of the Zobiski people.

			Casaba Melon Water Soothes at Noontime: My good friend from the Academy. Central Loashti, but a mix.

			Aloe Pricks a Mare upon the Mountain Bluff: An acquaintance from the Academy who went on to bigger things. Central Loashti.

			The Simurgh Rules Air, Wind, and Sea: A crackpot inventor. Central Loashti.

			The Binturong Will Eat All Things, So Why Then Shouldn’t We?: A Zobiski from further north than me.

			Echoes in the Gingko-Wreathed Valley Sound like Grandfather’s Voice: A Kubatri in face-paint with an odd vocation.
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			Just Before Everything Went Wrong in Abathçodu

			The first thing anyone from Quruscan said to me that wasn’t blandly polite was: “How are you still alive?” This was so puzzling that it made me doubt my understanding of their language.

			By this time, I had spent a month and three days traveling through that windy and mountainous kingdom to the south, guided first by a fellow Loashti, and then by a somewhat out-of-place Rotfelsenisch sellsword. Truth be told, I preferred the sellsword to my countryman. The Loashti guide worked very hard at assuring me that he considered my people to be just as Loashti as his. The darkly blonde sellsword made it very clear that she hardly cared for me one way or another, and I found this refreshing—but we’ll come back to her soon enough.

			In my travels over Quruscan’s dry and dusty mountain roads, I found its people to be unfailingly polite: sometimes friendly, sometimes suspicious, but never saying anything that could lead to an uncomfortable conversation or potential embarrassment. Throughout the Greater Eastern Tetrarchia—that cobbled-together country of which Quruscan was one-fourth—my native Loasht had always been seen as a threatening, monstrous thing; yet the only questions posed to me about my homeland were over its weather or its food.

			“Beautiful day! Do you have days like this in Loasht?”

			“Yes, but it depends on the region.”

			Or:

			“You do have lamb’s meat and lychee drinks up there, I hope.”

			“Certainly! Although we import the lychee from you.”

			And so forth. My answers would often be followed by a subtle look that suggested relief—as though the Quru were pleased to know Loasht was civilized enough for clear skies and lamb’s meat. Loashti civilization is, of course, far beyond ancient when compared to that of any in the Tetrarchia.

			The famed Quru disdain for nosiness was one of the chief reasons I had chosen to study there, rather than in any of the other three Tetrarchic kingdoms. Another reason was, of course, the famed Library of Abathçodu, with all of its crinkled old volumes on rituals from throughout the known world: blessings, thanksgivings, rites of passage, and, of course, curses. My specialty.

			On that trip, I saw a number of wonderful sights (some of which I jotted down in my Commonplace Book and may reproduce in another volume someday), but I was most enchanted by the zip lines. Many of Quruscan’s mountains were bound up in great cords—as though they needed to be held to the ground, lest they fly off into the sky—which sometimes supported whole cities on nets and platforms, hanging precariously in the air. The zip lines also served as conveyances from upper to lower cliffs: the Quru would sit in small metal carriages that sped downward at, I fancy, the fastest speeds that were not fatal. I was both disappointed and relieved to learn that my trip would not require their use.

			Upon reaching the city of Abathçodu, I said goodbye to the blonde mercenary and spent a few days getting to know my new, if temporary, home. A mishmash of wooden buildings and yurts, Abathçodu, with its mostly homogenous population of middling size, would have been a notably minor city in Loasht, but its cultural life was wonderfully rich. During my first week there, I came to feel great confidence in my mastery of Cöllüknit, the Quru language: I enjoyed a number of poetry readings, performances, and unveilings of flimsy, purposefully impermanent statues. Did I catch every meaning in these pieces? Of course not, but I felt I fit in quite well. I had learned the language by way of many books and the tutelage of a long-retired dragoman—that is, a traveling interpreter—who liked to hang about the halls of my branch of the Loashti Academy, auditing classes for fun.

			But it was on my sixth day in Abathçodu, after the locals had begun to realize I was in no hurry to leave, that I was asked the question that made me doubt my mastery of the language. After carefully retranslating in my head and getting nowhere, I winced and managed to cough out, “Excuse me?”

			“I asked,” the broad Quru man began, slower this time, “how you are still alive.”

			I must have stared.

			“How,” he tried again, “did your head become so broken? And how have you survived it?”

			I stared a bit more. Hearing the words again brought no more sense to the conversation. Certainly, I was not as beautiful as I had once been, but I had no great scars, nor was I extraordinarily wrinkled for a person north of forty.

			The possibility dawned on me that this was a preamble to the man breaking my head. After all, only months earlier had the Tetrarchia stopped seeing Loasht as, officially, a perpetual threat.

			He sighed, frustrated with my lack of understanding, batting dust off his burgundy robe as though it would clear his mind. It seemed we were frustrated by the same thing but could find no common ground.

			I began to chide myself for the great arrogance with which I had traipsed across our newly open border. I’d simply shown my papers to a tired Quru official, who comprehended none of what their words or their pink coloring said about my provenance beyond: “BORN IN LOASHT.” After that, I’d worried about hatred, yes, and brigands, and falling to my death, but I’d been confident I could at least speak to these people in their language.

			In Abathçodu, on that sixth day, I felt myself begin to sweat profusely even though the mountain air was too cold for me all year round.

			“How . . . how is it broken?” I gulped out, expecting him to crack my skull in answer.

			Instead, he replied, “That is just what I am asking!” He then forced a laugh that I think was meant to be friendly, screwed his mouth to one side, and tried to explain himself.

			“This,” he said, waving a large, callused hand over my face, “is not the way a skull breaks, you know?” He pushed back his little blue skullcap, and lifted the straight, dark hair that covered half his forehead. I saw there a tattoo, shaped like a small explosion. “This is. From when I fell as a child.”

			“And the ink . . . ?” 

			“Marks where my skull was broken, and how. What else?”

			“I see.” I began to understand our impasse. “A record for your doctors, yes?”

			“Of course!” He clapped his hands happily. “But to have your face and neck covered so, you must have endured terrible calamities. And your doctors must speak an odd language of brokenness.”

			“Ah!” I cried. “Now, you see, I am from Loasht—”

			“Yes, I’m aware. It’s a popular subject.”

			“Well, in Loasht—or at least in Yekunde, the city I’m from—we do not use tattoos to mark old injuries.”

			He blinked. “What in the world do you use them for?”

			“For . . . fun? You should see my arms.” I almost offered to show him the rest of my body, but that was the flirt in me, which I did not expect to be welcome in the Tetrarchia.

			He looked puzzled for a moment, and then he laughed. I also laughed, and then we got drunk. He showed me the sorts of places where the Quru actually loosened their tongues and gossiped, even yelled a bit—where they “shared their mysteries,” meaning any personal or impolite subject.

			He told me his name was Akram, and that people in Abathçodu called him Manti Dumpling Akram, in order to distinguish him from anyone else with his given name. Quru family names were kept secret from all but one’s closest friends (another “mystery”), a fact I had already learned in preparation for my journey.

			“Named for my favorite food when I was a child,” said Manti Dumpling Akram. “But I can’t stand them anymore.”

			Later that night, Manti Dumpling Akram and his friends came up with the idea of asking a local doctor to attempt to read my “nonsense” tattoos. I agreed, because it sounded fun.

			“But quickly,” slurred Akram, “before the whole town learns your secret!”

			I was quite tickled at the thought of my extremely visible facial tattoos being a secret.

			The next morning, we were all quite hungover when I was introduced to a woman called Doctor Eldor. In Quruscan, I learned, the profession of “doctor” had followed so closely on the heels of older “healer” traditions—without those previous traditions being condemned as “witchcraft” or something similar—that nearly all their doctors were women.

			Doctor Eldor took one look at the swaying lines crisscrossing my cheeks and laughed us out of her office. She did not even get to the upright crocodiles and marula trees on my arms, nor the stylized map of ancient, pre-Loashti Yekunde on my back.

			From then on, Manti Dumpling Akram and I were great friends. Until, of course, he turned on me.

			But before it all went wrong, I spent three seasons in Abathçodu, studying in its sprawling library, seeing the students and locals every day, asking after their families in the subtle and circumspect way of Quruscan. I felt as though I was liked, or at least tolerated. I had traveled there in the early summer, and stayed in that city through its dry warmth, the unending rains of autumn, and the freezing avalanches of winter. (In Yekunde, where I’m from, we hardly had a winter at all.) When their beautiful, if still quite wet and chilly, spring started, I truly felt comfortable in Abathçodu.

			

			My name is Radiant Basket of Rainbow Shells. Which, in the manner of Loashti names, is fully translated, as a phrase, into every language in which it is said. In Loashti Bureaucratic (and also in the Skydašiavos in which I’m writing this), it sounds just fine, but in my native Zobiski, it is beautifully alliterative. You will just have to trust me on that, as I worry the Zobiski language is disappearing from the world.

			This is my record of the time I spent with Kalyna Aljosanovna. I only knew that odd child of the Tetrarchia for a short time, but in those months, she changed the course of history on both sides of our border. I am both excited and scared to see what else will come of her work.

			But before we meet Kalyna herself, we must understand the precari­ous days in Quruscan that ultimately led me to her. So, Abathçodu.

			

			Abathçodu really was a wonderful city. I say this even now, despite the harrowing way in which I left it. Though the city was almost entirely Quru, with hardly any dwellers from the other Tetrarchic kingdoms (Masovska, Rotfelsen, and Skydašiai, respectively), it gathered together inhabitants from throughout Quruscan’s mountains and steppes. This was thanks to its wonderful library, the school that sprang up around that library, and the artistic works that bloomed from said school.

			The art was the biggest surprise to me. Not the plays and dances and poetry readings—I had expected those—but the statues. A friend of Akram’s was a distinguished professor called Crybaby Vüqar, and he told me that the Quru people on the steppes loved statues. They, apparently, had statues everywhere: of generals on horseback, of unnamable gods dispensing laws, of famous ghost hunters and mystics, of anyone they could immortalize in stone or metal. But up in mountainous regions like Abathçodu, these sorts of displays were unpopular.

			“The slanted ground and the wind, you see,” Vüqar had explained over mugs of kumis, idly pulling at his mustache.

			Akram then smiled ghoulishly and pantomimed something falling and crushing a person. To this he added an imitation scream under his breath.

			Vüqar nodded intently, flourishing a hand toward Akram in emphasis.

			But as Abathçodu grew over the last century or so, as the school drew in Quru from the rest of the kingdom, some had in them the steppe-born need to make and admire statues. An artist named Alfia had been the first to build one from hay, depicting an old, pre-Tetrarchic Quru king. The statue proved to be very popular, and so, after it was blown down the mountain, to the great confusion of the town below, Alfia built another. Embracing her material’s transitory nature, she chose to portray a much less dignified subject: this statue was a self-portrait, showing Alfia bent over in an awkward position as she wove hay. I only know of it from contemporary descriptions, as the figure didn’t last long—although there are many sketches in the library of her later works.

			Alfia died less than a decade before I came to Abathçodu, and she was still beloved and venerated for having begun a local tradition that saw the city positively dotted with statuary. Just about every empty spot sported a figure crafted from temporary materials that would not cause too much harm if they became unmoored. Many were by known artists (like Doctor Eldor’s husband, Big Rüstem), featured historical personalities, and were unveiled with dedication ceremonies; others appeared quietly in the night, depicting subjects of lesser grandeur, such as a favorite of mine: Alimjun the Feckless Grocer, Ejecting Me from Her Store, as Rendered in Twigs and Curtains.

			Once, about a month into my stay, I was caught by a small gust of wind that sent me stumbling into a statue. It fell, its plaster cracked, and the head of the depicted laundress careened off a cliff, twirling wildly. I was mortified. But then everyone around me cheered and clapped. Vüqar explained to me that the destruction of an Abathçodu statue was as much a part of the art as anything else.

			Naturally, this whole trend got me thinking about traditions that use effigies or dolls as stand-ins for those who are to be cursed or blessed. It’s supposed to be a popular method far south in the Bandit States, with some scattered adherents in Masovska, but unheard of in Quruscan or further north. I began to absentmindedly compose the volume I would write for the Loashti Cultural Exchange Authority, which would entirely justify my choice to make this research trip to the Tetrarchia. How naïve that feels, looking back now.

			The Library of Abathçodu had much on such dolls, although, upon further reading, it appeared this method was fading from use due to its, well, ineffectiveness. Curses mostly work through imitation, and it seems a doll is too dissimilar from its subject, which can move and think and react. It fascinated me nonetheless, and I made assiduous notes in my Commonplace Book on this, and on many other rituals and magics. In those library shelves I found the worldliness that the city itself lacked, as I immersed myself in every language I could read (which are quite a few, I must say).

			

			The library had begun as the personal collection of some petty local prince in the days before Quruscan became its own nation, let alone part of the Tetrarchia. At that time, Abathçodu, the prince’s capital, had been all yurts, although Vüqar told me this had already been but a vestige of nomadism. The prince loved to collect books and scrolls, despite reportedly not being much of a reader, and he began to create a library within the series of great, fur-carpeted yurts that made up his palace.

			When Abathçodu was taken from him, his collection was left untouched, and his Library Officials became the city’s librarians. Over the years, the library expanded into more yurts, and wooden buildings as well, until it sprawled throughout the streets like stalls on a market day. It twisted and turned, following its own strange logic, sometimes completely encircling the generational homes of families with no connection to the library or the school. To study in the Library of Abathçodu was to move throughout the city, dodging laughing children and men coming back from the hunt. Half the year, up in the mountains, the air was so dry that the yurts and buildings could be left open all day long, allowing in sunlight and the sounds of the street, while leaving the texts in good condition. Somehow, despite the seemingly haphazard nature of the place, the librarians always kept a watchful eye on what was taken, or damaged, and by whom.

			

			The only reason that I, a Loashti, was able to peruse this magnificent library was due to the so-called Blossoming of good feeling between our nations. Or, if not good feeling, then comfortable acceptance and some cultural exchange.

			Why did the Tetrarchia suddenly turn so favorably toward us? If our spies knew the answer, that knowledge was not disseminated to the masses. For centuries, the Tetrarchia had treated us as the great threat looming in the north, waiting to swoop down and . . . well, honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea what we were expected to swoop down and do. If Loasht had truly wanted to conquer the place, I suspect our armies and guns could have done so.

			But what would the Grand Suzerain have wanted with the Tetrarchia? It would have been an expensive place to conquer, an unruly place to govern, and then our southern neighbors would have been the Bandit States, which were even more vicious and sectarian.

			The Tetrarchia, however, needed a common enemy in order to convince itself it was not a fragmented homunculus of a country. (I call it this with love.) As far as I knew, the Loashti government and its Grand Suzerain were more than happy to let this young country of “squabbling children” to the south have its way, so long as it did not bother them. When the Tetrarchia troubled our borders—particularly in places like the ziggurat city of Galiag—our rebukes were swift and violent, but those rebukes were never followed up with conquest.

			Such was the way of our countries until, mysteriously, the strongest anti-Loasht voices to our south—specifically, the nationalistic and isolationist factions in Rotfelsen, that most insular kingdom of the Tetrarchia—seemed to simply vanish. Overnight. Again, the reasons for this were never made clear to the normal citizens of Loasht, if even our leaders knew them. (Strangely enough, I would soon learn something of what had so altered Rotfelsen.) But a year later, the Blossoming officially began.

			This meant Loasht now had a Cultural Exchange Authority, and that I was among its first applicants for a meager dispensation to study in the Tetrarchia. Did I overstate the usefulness of what my travels would teach me? Of course I did, but that had always been the way of my career.

			Nonetheless, it was an exciting opportunity, as Loasht’s libraries had suffered from centuries of our on-again, off-again war with what some termed “the occult,” meaning any ritual that the one using the term did not like. At many points in our history, anything deemed “occult” was considered both unforgivably evil and entirely ineffective.

			You see, Loasht, despite its varied peoples, was always terrible at ambiguity in certain things. There was right and wrong; there was true and false; there were exactly Eighty-Three gods; and you could practice your own culture so long as it did not conflict with the Grand Suzerain’s will.

			In my life to this point, the slow pendulum of Loashti policy and opinion had swung away from hatred of the “occult,” and toward embarrassment at the past’s purges and angry mobs. Magic was still considered, at least in academic spaces, to be categorically false, but not evil, which was why I’d been able to have a career at all. Curses, my specialty, are like any other rituals—for the most part—and have such a low success rate that I could easily claim, and sometimes believed, they were as ineffective as everyone else assumed. (I don’t believe so now, and by the time you’ve finished reading this, I hope you won’t either.)

			But in the fractious, superstitious Tetrarchia? Ah! There they had “sorcery,” “witchcraft,” and a hundred other overlapping terms to describe harmful magics, alongside many more that did not assign moral values at all, such as “wizardry” or “psychicry.” This was because, refreshingly, their many belief systems—countless gods, all with clashing desires and domains—left plenty of room for the unknown. Those people could have a beautiful flexibility in what they thought possible.

			This meant the Tetrarchia’s jumbled and forgotten libraries housed many volumes that Loasht had burned, in an orderly manner, centuries before my birth. For all my home nation’s pride in its millennia of knowledge, the children nipping at our heels had caught the bits and pieces we wrongfully discarded.

		
	
		
			When I Left Yekunde

			“Must you look so happy to leave me?” asked my spouse, Silver Petals Alight on Sand, on the day I left Loasht.

			“You know I’m not happy to leave you,” I laughed. “And what’s more, I am both happy and terrified.”

			We stood outside the doorway of our home: a squat little thatch-­roofed stone building that was older even than Loasht’s dominion over our lands, abutting the larger and slightly newer house where Silver’s parents still lived. I had already shared my goodbyes with all three of them, but I could hear Silver’s other father puttering in his garden.

			Silver looked down at me and smiled sadly from their round face. They reached out a large, soft hand to stroke my hair—only just long enough for someone to grab it—which they did, playfully. 

			“Terrified?” they echoed. “Of those barbarians?”

			“Now, that isn’t nice.”

			“They call themselves that!” Silver replied, letting go of my hair and batting my shoulder lightly. “At their rulers’ conference: the ‘Council of Barbarians.’”

			“Well,” I offered, “its real name is actually ‘The Divine Monarchic Council of Pure Blessed Blood for the—’”

			“I don’t care, Radiant. The Council of Barbarians, which only this year deigned to receive our ambassadors.”

			“‘Our’?” I raised an eyebrow. “Are we sending Zobiski ambassadors now?”

			“Perhaps soon we will,” said Silver, with a shrug. “Our great-­grandparents’ generation would be dumbfounded at the simple fact that we have official papers now, which say ‘Zobiski’ and—”

			“And have their own color, yes,” I laughed. “We’ve come so far. And yet our great-grandparents’ ancestors would be shocked at how they had to suffer!” I shrugged. “It’s a cycle, but the Grand Suzerain’s rule keeps it from going too far.”

			“In either direction,” Silver sighed.

			“Oh, certainly. But you see, Silver Petals Alight on Sand,” I liked saying their full name in Zobiski, when I had the time; it was so beautifully sibilant, “that’s why the Tetrarchia’s prejudice will be novel! They won’t fear me for being Zobiski; they’ll fear me for being Loashti. Imagine being mistaken for Loashti!”

			“We are Loashti.” 

			“You know what I mean!” I grinned, and they couldn’t help smiling back. “Anyway, the Tetrarchic peoples call themselves barbarians ironically.”

			Silver snorted.

			“I love you too,” I said. “And I love your meanness.”

			“So long as it’s never aimed at you, my little weakling.”

			“I couldn’t survive it.”

			They kissed me then, crushing me to them, as was their way: making me feel small and slight and helpless, almost squeezing the breath from me. Their strong arms, almost never covered in Yekunde’s heat, were wreathed with tattoos of human footprints, in the shape of an old Zobiski prayer-dance that was seldom performed anymore as it was deemed to be “occult” and “atavistic.” The fronds of our door rustled pleasantly.

			“I’ll miss your face,” they said, lips inches from mine.

			“Still?” I couldn’t help replying. “It isn’t quite so pleasing anymore.”

			“Stop that.”

			“It’s just a—”

			Silver broke our embrace. “Stop that.”

			“But—”

			They gave me a look. Of course, I continued nonetheless.

			“But I used to be beautiful,” I said.

			They held the bridge of their nose between their thumb and forefinger, eyes closed. “I do not want this to be our last conversation before you leave.”

			“But—”

			“Please, Radiant.”

			I stopped. In the following silence, I looked over their shoulder at the heavy trees bordering the distant swamp. At the western end, I could just barely see where the mire opened up into the mouth of the south-flowing Lanreas River; where the great river boats of dark wood and lightly faded reed were stationed, tied casually to the shore but held fast by the mud of the swamp, as still as if they sat on land.

			“This is all hard enough,” said Silver, “with you leaving for at least a year, and everyone going on about whether or not this ‘Blossoming’ is viable. And not to mention Aloe Pricks a Mare upon the Mountain Bluff, and everything he is whipping up. And then for you to keep harping on about—”

			“I know,” I said. “Silver, I stopped.”

			They looked at me for a long time, silently. We weren’t silent often. I studied Silver as I waited for them to find—or not find—whatever they were looking for. Personally, I was just marveling at how beautiful their plump face still was: warm, brown skin they’d never chosen to tattoo, still perfect and soft, with the lightest dusting of fuzz above the upper lip that had been there almost as long as I’d known them. Mesmerizing. Particularly when compared to the unfortunate crags and dents that I felt were accosting my face in middle age, leaving nothing to be proud of but my stubbornly high cheekbones.

			Yes, I took Silver’s heartfelt silence as a chance to indulge in exactly what they had forbidden me from saying aloud. To wonder why they, or anybody, would want to be around someone who could no longer use beauty to offset his tiresome nature.

			We made our goodbyes. And as I walked away, out of our small community in Yekunde and away from my spouse, I called back over my shoulder:

			“Don’t sleep with anyone I wouldn’t!”

			They shouted back, “I will!”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two
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			When Everything Went Wrong in Abathçodu

			One afternoon during Abathçodu’s mid-spring, I was sitting in the yurt that I rented from Alimjun the grocer, right behind her shop. Despite the statue depicting her, I had not (yet) found her to be at all feckless. Spring up there was still cold, to me, and I was wrapped in a beautiful Quru blanket of prismatic colors woven in a swirling pattern—I did not even have the Yekunde clothing I had come with anymore, as I’d sold them all to a collector of “oddities.” Sitting there, I could smell the earthy fresh vegetables and pungently fermented hot peppers that sat in buckets at Alimjun’s store.

			I was bent over a beaten copy of The Miraculous Adventure of Aigerim, a rather silly old romance set mostly around the border of Quruscan and Skydašiai, back when they were separate countries. According to other sources I had read, this fanciful story contained scenes of magic that were very instructive as to how curses and blessings were carried out in the area a few hundred years ago. I was flipping through page after page of weeping maidens, tyrannical fathers, five-day sword fights, and many other things that would tell me quite a bit, were I studying Tetrarchic ideas of family, gender, history, or escape. But I was looking for the magic bits—and real magic, not the kind allowing characters to fly through the air or see for a thousand miles. And certainly not the great beast whose “flatulent death throes” created a gorge supposedly known “to this very day” as “The Thrashing, Bone-White Tail.”

			When I found a useful bit, I would copy it into the current volume of my Commonplace Book, which I’d kept since late childhood, and in which I jotted down quotations I came across in my reading, often with commentary, and small reminisces of my life. In my absence from Loasht, Silver became the keeper of its volumes, save for the three most recent, which I had brought with me to Quruscan.

			Mindaugas the Sorcerer cackled with great malice as he watched his underlings carry out his orders. One henchwoman, a sad and gnarled old thing, was dressed as a mockery of Fair Aigerim herself, in a tattered headscarf of faded forest green. Mindaugas’ second-in-command, the nefarious Romualdas, was swathed in wooden armor, painted silver in imitation of Aigerim’s great love, Sukhrab, the Knight of the Moon. The two twisted doppelgängers spun in circles, at Mindaugas’ insistence, to further muddle their minds and allow them to become mere vessels, able to dictate the actions of the True Great Lovers. In addition, Evil Mindaugas wafted toward them the smoke from his fetid mixture of—

			This is what I was copying down when I heard excited speech outside my yurt, in a different tenor than the constant, pleasant chatter of the grocery. That normal background of small talk had been interrupted by near silence and a series of harsh whispers—a sudden drop in volume as jarring and abrupt as any loud noise would have been.

			I could not help straining for a moment to listen; who would not? I’m glad I did, as they were not hiding their words half so well as they thought.

			“You should do it, Alimjun,” someone was whispering.

			“Me? Why me?” Alimjun’s voice cracked out of its whisper for a moment. “Why must I when you are all right here?”

			I wondered how many “you all” was but did not yet realize how rele­vant this was to me.

			Another voice replied to Alimjun, this one too low-pitched for me to make out.

			“That’s right,” said another whisper. “Because you have been sheltering him.”

			“Sheltering? Renting out to him, you mean.”

			I sat up.

			“Aiding and abetting.”

			“He’s on your land. In your old yurt.”

			More voices I couldn’t understand.

			“No. Renting. Have you gone mad?”

			“Perhaps we all did, to allow him here. Some communal madness.”

			“Yes, yes! Like the Teneszca Dancing Hysteria.”

			“Mad or no, he’s paid me, and you’re here for him. You never said anything about ‘colored papers’ when he arrived, so I certainly never looked for them or . . . or noted their hue! You go get him.”

			I had thought, for a moment, that Alimjun was defending me, but she had only been defending her right to not “go get” me.

			I heard no more after this, because, before I had even thought about it, I threw on a coat and bolted out the door of my yurt. I carried with me only the volume of my Commonplace Book that I had been filling with Aigerim pabulum, because it had not occurred to me to put it down. The pen I had been using lay on the floor of the yurt, staining Alimjun’s rug.

			I was at least three streets away before I fully realized what had happened, and I did not know whether I’d been seen or heard in my escape—whether I was being followed. I had stopped thinking and simply followed deep-seated Zobiski tradition and memory, passed down by our grandparents in terrified whispers.

			I had never needed to run from enraged and whipped-up Loashti neighbors who were convinced that the Zobiski in their midst were practicing “blood magic” (which categorically does not exist). In my parents’ generation, only a few had personal memories of fleeing mobs. But cultural memory is long in Loasht, for everyone. At various times, the Zobiski were seen as incorrigibly, dangerously “occult” people, even though our traditions simply involved a little more dancing, a different sort of chanting, and symbolic sacrifices a shade closer to the real thing. So when Loashti public opinion moved in certain directions, we were often on the wrong side of it.

			

			It was this Zobiski history that had me stumbling through the streets of Abathçodu, trying desperately to not look like myself, as though I did not have tight curls, which had now grown three or four inches out from my scalp, and obviously ornamental tattoos. I tried to walk as fast as possible without looking like I was trying to escape anything. The spring sun was shining brilliantly that day, reflecting off the wetness of the streets, coaxing up flowers between the flagstones and making the gold threads of my Quru coat glimmer. I covered the markings on my hands and neck as much as possible, but was almost certainly, clearly, the “foreigner,” because who else would be so fully covered in spring? Most Abathçodu citizens already had their coats open in this weather.

			And I was cold even for me, with my teeth chattering and my fingers numb. Where was I even going, I wondered. I suppose many people would have gone to the authorities for protection, but Zobiski memory told me the authorities were never my friends. I hated myself, at the time, for my inability to go ask for help, to “save” myself. But I still refused to do so.

			I stepped wrongly on my way up a steep hill lined with scent shops and began to tumble backward. I was self-possessed enough to not cry out and so spun silently back down the way I’d come. My quiet fall ended when I slammed bodily into a statue.

			This must have been the loudest statue ever erected in Abathçodu: it was made of dried, crackly twigs hung with tens upon tens of little bells. I tumbled right through it, breaking it apart with much noise, until I lay in the center of its remains, with a great rock in my back and a small crowd of Quru faces looking down at me.

			None of them cheered this time.

			Then, in the sea of faces, I picked out Akram’s. I called to him and tried to reach out toward him, but I was tangled in the twigs of the broken statue, and I could hardly move. With each try, the bells jingled about me. Everyone stared silently, so my weak cries of “Akram! Manti Dumpling Akram!” accompanied by the ringing, were the only sounds beside the wind, which further disturbed the bells.

			Finally, Akram smiled and made his way toward me, quietly mollifying those he was walking past. He patted an old lady’s hand and said something reassuring to her that I did not catch, before bending over to help me up. I gained my feet to more crackling and ringing, and the noises only sped up as he vigorously cleared the remains off of me.

			“Why did no one cheer?” I whimpered.

			“Eh?” asked Akram, still smiling at the crowd.

			I realized I had said this in Zobiski and so repeated it in Cöllüknit.

			Akram patted my back. “Let’s discuss it later, friend.” His voice did not sound as though he was smiling, even though he was.

			Akram walked me through the crowd, telling the people, “It’s fine! It’s fine. I’ll handle it! Nothing to worry about!” as he continued patting my back. I coughed and looked sheepish.

			“Was that a special statue?” I gulped once we were out of the crowd.

			“We both know you’re smarter than that,” he replied. “You are trying to will that to be the case. To convince yourself.”

			I said nothing. He was right, of course.

			“But you’re too smart to outsmart yourself that easily,” he continued. “Yet not smart enough, it seems, to avoid speaking Loashti in public just now. Don’t do that again.”

			I opened my mouth to tell him I’d been speaking Zobiski, not Loashti Bureaucratic, but decided this wasn’t the time for a pedantic correction.

			

			Akram took me back to our favorite bar, a small wooden place on a winding little street. He had taken me there the day we met, and since then, he and I, often with Crybaby Vüqar and others, had spent many nights trading drinks and stories. I still thought of it as partly my bar, which was both sad and so very presumptuous of me. I still, right now, can remember the place well enough to navigate it with my eyes closed, avoiding the torches and the strange half-wall, winding toward our regu­lar table. That table was situated so we were always in view, allowing Akram and his friends to reap the social capital of being seen with the talk of the town. This day, however, he led me to a different table: smaller and mostly hidden in the back. He sat me down and told me not to move—his smile still on his face, but fading.

			I sat for a moment and began to worry that I was being set up for something, but just as I readied myself to run, Akram returned. He had a mug of kumis for himself and a brandy for me.

			“You have an adventurous palate,” he said, “but I think right now you could use something more familiar to you than our drinks. And stronger.”

			I nodded numbly and took a drink. It was not a particularly Loashti brandy, but it burned like what I was used to, and that was enough. I realized that even here in the warm bar, in spring, under my coat, I was shivering. Questions filled my head, but I just stared at Akram silently, imploringly.

			He sighed, slowly turning his mug with one callused hand and laying the other across the top of the table. Finally, he looked up at me.

			“This is a real mess, friend,” he sighed.

			“What is?”

			“You know.”

			“I certainly do not, Akram.”

			He blew out a long breath. “But you’re Loashti.”

			“Yes, Akram, we’ve been over that.”

			“So you must’ve heard about the Council.”

			“Of Barbarians?”

			“Don’t ”—he slammed his hand on the table, then seemed apologetic as he finished his thought—“call us that. If you please.”

			“I’m sorry, Akram, it’s just what—” He was glaring, so I cut myself off and started over. “Did it just take place? Did something happen?”

			“Of course it did, friend. It’s spring, isn’t it? And yes, ‘something’ happened. How can you not know?”

			“Akram,” I pleaded, “I’m the same man you’ve known these past seasons. I spend all my time studying old books. Anything I learn about the world outside, any news, comes from you.”

			That made him stop and think a moment. I took another drink.

			“I suppose that’s true,” he sighed, before intently fixing his eyes on mine. “Honestly, no one in town knows the specifics. By the time outside news gets to Loudmouth Zhyldyz, and she runs up here from Boloida to tell us, it’s always a garble.” He shrugged and tried another smile, which I weakly returned.

			“Well, what did she say?”

			Akram looked up at the ceiling, putting a callused finger to his chin. “Something like, ‘The Loashti delegation told the Council that those whose identification papers are pink, sky blue, mottled orange, and . . .’ I think, chartreuse? ‘Are trouble.’” He chewed his lip. “Now, how a normal person is supposed to know chartreuse from another green is—”

			“Trouble? Trouble how?”

			“I rather hoped you could enlighten me, friend.”

			“I am just a scholar, and not a very important one. No one sends me . . . sends me new policies by bird, smoke, or . . . or magic mind power. I certainly don’t know what the Grand Suzerain—”

			“Don’t say his name so loud.”

			“I didn’t say his name.”

			“And stop doing that,” he snapped. “Always correcting. I am trying to help you.”

			I finished my drink, and Akram beckoned someone over to refill it. The attendant did a very good job of not looking at me; even though I knew his name was Granny’s Favorite Dren, and just last month he had told me all about that same granny’s declining health. Akram and I drank in silence for some time.

			“Understand,” said Akram, finally, “that this is all very confusing for us. Why, we’ve never had papers that say we’re so-and-so from such-and-such, and we certainly can’t read your Loashti ones. But yours are pink, yes? I recall you showing them to me.”

			“Yes.” It hardly seemed worth lying about that now. “I think, Akram, that it’s all much more confusing for me than it is for you.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. You’re Loashti, after all.”

			“Am I? If my papers are invalid, perhaps I’m not.”

			“Well then, that may be the problem!” He clapped his hands together, as though we had solved everything.

			I looked into my drink. “Akram, am I in trouble because I am Loashti? Or because I’m not Loashti anymore?”

			“Trouble? No one’s in trouble, friend. But folks are scared, you see. You must understand, in Abathçodu, we’ve always been scared of . . . your home.”

			“Yes, the Tetrarchia—”

			“I only know from Abathçodu,” he cut in. “We were happy to have the Blossoming, happy to talk with you, to try not being scared. But even when you were here, being your charming self—”

			(Even in the midst of all this, I felt myself preen a little, deep down.)

			“—many were scared of what you might be up to. Of what you might be. Of how you might think of us. Be studying us.”

			“I wasn’t studying you!” I wondered whether this was entirely true. Perhaps I had been, a bit. Idly. “And what do you mean about what I might be?”

			“I don’t know!” Akram seemed to be getting testy now. “Some kind of a . . . I don’t know, Loashti sorcerer!”

			“Sorcerer?!” I knew I should not have argued, should not have raised my voice in indignation, but I couldn’t help myself. “I’m a scholar! And Loasht is even more irrational about supposed ‘sorcerers’ than the Tetrarchia.” 

			“Don’t call us irrational!”

			Cowed, I moistened my lips and continued in a lower voice. “Loasht isn’t the den of dark magics and sorcery that people here seem to think it is. Quite the opposite. Why, belief in magic is much more common here than it is up there.”

			Akram shut his eyes and tried to swallow his anger. “Please, I’m only trying to explain the mindset of the average mountain Quru. Is that also the mindset of your average Tetrarchic citizen? I cannot say.”

			I sighed for a long time and must have started on yet another drink. I was trying to digest all of this, and to marshal my thoughts.

			“You know, Akram,” I managed after some time, “many of those Loashti you’re so scared of don’t much like me because—”

			“I know.” He rolled his eyes. “You are Zerbenzi or—”

			“Zobiski.”

			“—what have you.”

			“The Tetrarchia is not the only place with a divided populace, Akram.”

			“So you’ve told me.”

			“If you are scared of Loasht,” I offered, “then perhaps—”

			“I didn’t say that I’m scared of anything. But, among some, there may be a feeling that you’re . . . well, so wrong that even Loasht doesn’t want you.”

			“Wrong how?”

			“Loasht has always been a mystery to us.”

			“But—!”

			“Radiant!” He hit the table again. Akram rarely used my name, and in Cöllüknit there was a harshness to it. “I tell you again that I am trying to help you. People are scared, and one nice man is not enough to wipe away centuries of overwhelming fear expressed in hushed voices.”

			We were quiet again for a long time. I finished another drink, which Dren immediately refilled at a gesture from Akram. I felt I’d had enough, but I appreciated his care for me.

			“Thank you,” I said at last, “for the drinks, and for trying to make sense of all this. I know you mean to help me, and I don’t wish to be difficult.”

			He smiled and leaned in closer. “You aren’t being difficult, Radiant. You’re confused. I understand.”

			I nodded. “I just wish I knew exactly what was said at the Council about my papers. And why.” 

			“Well then,” he said, putting both hands on the table, as if to stand. “Why don’t we go see the city Headwoman, yes? She’ll certainly have a better idea about all of this, and can likely protect you.”

			And just like that, I felt all of my gratitude, all of my esteem for Akram, and what little comfort he had helped me feel, drain away. I realized, then, that I had been allowing the perceived warmth of both the brandy and Akram’s friendship to permeate me, to let me feel just a touch safer, as though things were under control.

			Surely, Akram must have thought, an appeal to the local authorities would have sounded good to me. Even if I was then held in a cell, or in a nice room, it would be for my safety, would it not?

			But Akram had not considered that Zobiski memory I have mentioned. “Go see the Headwoman” may as well have been “walk into prison, where you will be killed, and your land given to your killers.” This had not happened in my lifetime, but it was endlessly impressed upon me by my elders.

			Trust the state only when the state trusts you was a well-known Zobiski aphorism.

			A cold fear cut through me, filled me, and though it was terrible, a part of it was also gratifying. It blew icicles onto my warm tipsiness, banishing it entirely and bringing me to the present with great clarity. And, whether or not this was fair, I now saw that Manti Dumpling Akram was not my friend. Not anymore. He had been once; why, he had gone so far as to tell me his family name! But even if he still thought of himself as my friend, even if he truly believed my best and safest choice was to turn myself in, I knew better. No matter how he saw our relationship, he was now only a danger to me. An enemy to be avoided.

			I did not know what had happened in Loasht, or at the Council of Barbarians; how, or if, I had been outlawed, but it hardly mattered. I was not safe in Abathçodu.

			I set down my mug and cleared my throat. I was not sure how I would use this new understanding. I was not a great liar; I liked to think it was my honesty and straightforwardness that had endeared me to Akram and the others in the first place, aided perhaps by the remnants of a faded beauty.

			“Yes. Yes,” I finally managed. “Maybe you’re right.”

			“I am,” said Akram. “You’ll see.”

			I nodded, because I could not bring myself to even pretend to agree more than that. (Had Kalyna yet entered my life, she would have been aghast at my inability to manipulate this man.)

			Akram stood and looked down at me, smiling. The attendant, Dren, who had been dutifully refilling my mug, was also standing by our table, looking down at me. He was not smiling. I gulped audibly. My throat was so dry I almost took a little more to drink, but I could not count on being scared into sobriety a second time.

			I fixed my eyes on Akram’s thick midsection and hoped that he wouldn’t know I was purposefully avoiding eye contact.

			“May I,” I croaked, “stop by my yurt and get a few of my things first?”

			There was silence for a moment, and I could not bring myself to look up and see how this was received. My hope was that it was a reasonable enough request, and that they would now think I was resigned to some degree of imprisonment.

			“Of course,” said Akram. From his voice, I could tell he was still smiling. “I will go with you.”

			“No, thank you. That’s—that’s—that’s not necessary.”

			“But I want to keep you safe,” he said. “Safe from the unreasoning fear carrying away some of our good neighbors.”

			So he did not trust me and wanted to keep me in his sight. Or he did not trust his neighbors. Or, even worse, he did trust them to string me up.

			I looked up at Akram, finally. It was amazing how quickly I had stripped that face of anything resembling friendliness or affection—much quicker than he could have, I’m sure. He was, after all, still trying to be friendly.

			“So,” I said, “you are afraid my presence will force them to make mistakes? Are they not full humans, possessed of a will of their own?”

			His smile faltered. “What did I say about your endless corrections, Radiant? Come, let’s go to your yurt.”

			I stood. My knees were shaking. “Are you worried I’ll run?”

			“Perhaps.”

			“Akram, where would I run to?” Though I did intend to run, I meant this question. I had no answer. Perhaps I hoped he did.

			But all I could see was an enemy unnerved at such a naked show of fear and anguish.

			“Come now, friend.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s not make a scene. It was embarrassing enough when you fell down out there. You know we don’t love great, ah, outpourings.”

			I nodded and walked out into the street. My eyes burned. In fact, my body was heating up: cold fear was being replaced by something else, although I knew not what. Dren did not follow us, at least. Out in the empty little side street, it was just Akram and me. It had already gotten dark.

			“Now,” he said, “let’s go get some of your things. Don’t worry about your library books; I can return them for you.”

			Akram was my enemy now, but the way he said this last part made it clear he didn’t know it; he really did feel he was doing me a great kindness. To him, in my hour of need, his role as my friend, and as a reasonable resident of Abathçodu, was to help me turn myself in and keep me from incurring library fines. I looked in his eyes and saw a genuine feeling of care. 

			So I hit him. It was all I could think to do. I had not hit anyone since I was a child, and I mostly threw myself awkwardly at Akram and flailed wildly for his face. I doubt I hurt him much, but I did knock him over. (He had had a few drinks himself.) Akram sat on the ground and stared up at me with a look of stunned betrayal.

			“Radiant!” he yelled. I don’t know if it was imploring or angry, if he wanted me to be sensible, or if he had been convinced that all Loashti were indeed evil. Whatever his feelings, I ran from them.

			Soon after, I wondered whether doing what Akram wanted would have been the better choice. If turning myself in and accepting mild imprisonment would have been perfectly safe and uneventful. But for all that I loved (and still love) Abathçodu, I could not be sure that I wouldn’t be accused of something impossible and executed. Even beyond that, having it decided for me, and being forced to put my life in the hands of the authorities, felt unfair and insulting.

			So I ran, although I did not know where to. Not back to Alimjun’s store and my yurt, though I could not bear the thought of leaving my Commonplace Book volumes behind.

			At some point, as I ran aimlessly, I began to be chased. I still don’t know if Akram raised the alarm, or if he still considered himself too much of a “friend” to do so. But soon enough, disparate groups of people were looking for me and shouting. I didn’t understand what they were shouting, and this is likely for the best.

			Abathçodu, like most Quru mountain cities, did not have a real guard or garrison: just its citizens stepping up when needed. This lack of guards had been one reason I chose the place—it felt safer to me. And perhaps it still was, when compared to the capital and other great steppe cities, or the border-fortress cities in the mountains through which I had initially passed.

			So it was groups of concerned citizens that hunted me through the streets as I felt my chest ache and my breath grow short. I am not someone who has spent much of his life running or otherwise exerting himself. What’s more, I no longer recognized the streets I ran through, as the city I had known by heart became a dark, harrowing maze.

			I heard, “Over there!” repeated many times, from different directions, followed by boots thudding toward me. I looked behind me and felt tears sting my face, obscuring my view so that all I saw was an indistinct mass of people.

			As I looked back, I came to a jerking stop when something crashed into the front of my right shoulder. It was the strong hand of someone standing before me.

			“Hey,” said a gruff voice. “Hold still.”

			I turned and saw a cloaked figure taller than me. Between the darkness and my tears, I couldn’t see the face. I began to try thrashing out of its grip.

			“Stop that,” the figure said, gripping me tighter. I realized that the street beyond this person was empty. But pursuers were still barreling down behind me.

			I thrashed again, hoping to get behind this tall person.

			“I said, stop that!” They sighed. Then: “Get behind me.”

			Smoothly, as though rather than a struggling man I was a chair on casters, I was simply placed behind the figure. I heard a sword drawn from its sheath.

			I decided then that perhaps I should not keep running but stay behind the tall person with the sword. I was entirely out of breath, anyway. I wiped the tears from my eyes.

			There was yelling when the pursuers—some five people, but mostly unarmed—encountered my savior. One of them lunged forward, and was repelled by a cut raking, not too deeply, across the right arm and chest. Some more words were yelled, and then the concerned citizens ran off for more help.

			I knew then who my savior was before they turned to face me. Her easy violence, lanky height, and uneven straw-colored hair in the moonlight made her unmistakable. This was the sellsword who had seen my way to Abathçodu the previous summer. A Rotfelsenisch woman named Dagmar Sorga.

			She sheathed her sword and stood staring at me for a moment. Then she slapped my face, but not hard.

			“Hey, smart boy. Get moving, will you?”

		
	
		
			Excerpt from My Wondrous Travels, the Second Part: Outside Loasht by the famed Loashti merchant Dust in the Air Is Not a Cloud

			There is simply no reason to visit the Tetrarchia for one who is not a merchant, or a dragoman escorting a merchant. Its wonders—such as the great rock of Rotfelsen and the congested forests of Masovska, home to a temple even older than Loasht—are so normal to the locals that they never think to treat them as attractions. They are such a simple group of peoples that they fail to understand how strange their lives and homes are.

			What’s more, for a merchant such as myself, there is hardly ever a reason to go beyond Skydašiai. I had hoped that in visiting the other three Tetrarchic kingdoms, I would find stranger textiles and produce, new dyes or spices. But perhaps the Tetrarchia’s only great accomplishment is how seamless and easy trade is within its borders. In this one way, perhaps, Loasht could even learn from the Tetrarchia. (Loasht is, of course, much larger.) Anything interesting that can be bought in the Tetrarchia can be bought in Skydašiai: at a slight markup, yes, but you will save much by avoiding travel through inhospitable lands inhabited by unhelpful people.

			Honored Reader, you may take it from me, who has traveled to all of the farthest places: there is simply no reason to visit Rotfelsen, Masovska, or Quruscan.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three
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			How I Left Abathçodu, with the Help of Farbex the Good Donkey

			“Get moving where?” I asked breathlessly as Dagmar began to push me down the street, away from my pursuers. My pursuers who had been my neighbors for nearly a year.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “Away. You’re the smart boy.” Her Cöllüknit was halting but did the job.

			“Why—?” I took a deep breath and tried again. “Why are you here? I’m glad to see you, of course, but it’s been three seasons.”

			She moved to the next intersection, looked down every street, and then seemed to pick the left turn at random.

			“Thought you could use some help,” she said. Then she stopped so abruptly that I bumped into her. She rounded on me. “You can pay?”

			I blinked. “I . . . What will you do if I can’t? Un-save me? Throw me back to them?”

			“No. No. But we will go our separate ways.”

			My mouth went dry. I must have looked very strange, standing in the middle of the street, slowly licking my lips as I stared fervently at nothing.

			“I can pay,” I finally said. “If we can get my things.”

			Dagmar looked thoughtful for a moment, tapping a long finger against the side of her nose.

			“Do you . . . erm,” she began. “Do you speak Rotfelsenisch?”

			I shook my head and then offered, “I can read it decently.”

			Dagmar groaned and stared off into space, as though she would see the words she needed there. She spat some sort of Rotfelsenisch oath or insult. There was still shouting in the distance, and it sounded as though the chorus was growing.

			“Do you have,” she began again, “anywhere safe you can wait? A friend or, ah, ally?”

			I thought about this, as the voices clamoring for me got louder. Dagmar did not seem particularly worried, which I took as proof that we were, for now, safe. I felt like a child relieved that an adult was now here to fix everything, even though she was younger than me.

			My one-time friend, Manti Dumpling Akram, was of course right out. Certainly, I could hope that my terrified flight had shaken his resolve—perhaps even shaken his trust in the fairness of authority—but I was not about to turn right around and ask for his kind of “help.”

			“Think faster, smart boy,” urged Dagmar, as she grabbed me by the collar of my jacket and dragged me around a few corners, into an empty yurt. We were at the base of a hill covered in yurts, like friendly little mushrooms, right where the wooden buildings ended in this part of town. Dagmar deposited me onto a stranger’s bedroll.

			“What would you have done if someone was home?” I asked, feeling surprisingly mild about everything.

			“No one is,” she replied, standing by the entrance. “Lucky them.”

			Would the librarians help me? I had become familiar with a number of them, and perhaps those who spent all day buried in old texts would better understand the historical context of my situation. Or, as the guardians of the Library of Abathçodu’s system, integrity, and order, they would prefer that things go back to the way they had always been. Either way, I had never spoken much with any of them outside of searching for books. That was the way of the library.

			“Find the Loashti!” came a voice from outside. It sounded like the person yelling was running right past us and up the hill.

			Dagmar grumbled something at me in Rotfelsenisch, which I assumed meant “hurry up” or similar. At some point, she had silently drawn her sword.

			I remembered the temporary, and clandestinely placed, statue I had seen some months ago—Alimjun the Feckless Grocer, Ejecting Me from Her Store, as Rendered in Twigs and Curtains—and wished I’d known the name of its sculptor. Perhaps that person would have hidden me, purely out of spite, as Alimjun was my landlady. 

			“Maybe Doctor Eldor?” I finally asked.

			“Sure,” Dagmar hissed.

			“Do doctors in the Tetrarchia have any . . . code about how they help people? The dictates of which can, sometimes, supersede the government’s wishes?”

			Dagmar’s passable Cöllüknit broke down at that question, so she stared at me as though I had babbled hidden oaths in the Words of the Gods. Backward.

			“Let’s try Doctor Eldor,” I sighed.

			“Sure,” she repeated. Then she peered out of the yurt and beckoned to me.

			

			The bottom of the hill was quiet now, and I did not even hear yelling in the distance. Had they given up? Had the whole city been roused against me, or just a small, angry aberration? Perhaps there were even competing groups, and Akram and Vüqar were leading a faction that wanted to keep me “safe” in official custody.

			Whatever the case, I felt safest with Dagmar and her sword. She was not bothered by my being Loashti, because she hardly ever seemed bothered at all.

			I managed to get my bearings and lead us to Doctor Eldor’s without incident. The streets were mostly quiet now, which, given the bustling school and its merry students, was worrying. It was dark, but not that late yet. Dagmar flattened herself against the wall of the doctor’s wooden house, and I knocked on the door.

			Doctor Eldor opened the door slowly, cautiously, with warm candle­light radiating from behind her. She was a stout, gray woman who always looked inquisitive. When she saw me, she stopped opening the door and left it halfway.

			“Is it an emergency?” she asked. “Did they hurt you?”

			This moment of seemingly genuine worry, even if it was purely professional, made tears come to my eyes for the second time that night. I very pathetically wiped them away on my sleeve.

			“Not yet,” I whimpered. “Will you let me hide here?” My voice cracked. “Just—just for a little while?”

			Eldor only hesitated a moment, but in that time, I fancied I saw a thousand calculations and emotions cross her eyes. Then she opened the door fully.

			“Come in. It isn’t illegal to harbor you yet. Just frowned upon.”

			I rushed in, and Dagmar appeared behind me, like a looming death spirit with her sword a pale glint angling out of her cloak. She followed me in before Eldor could fully react.

			“Who is that?” she asked, as Dagmar kicked the door closed.

			“My protector,” I said.

			Eldor nodded at the bare blade. “And that is for . . . ?”

			“You, had you turned him down,” said Dagmar, as she sheathed her sword. It did not sound like a threat, just a fact of life.

			Eldor, in the most classic Quru fashion, asked no further probing questions. She led us through the small front room of her home, which was where she treated patients, complete with a small couch and a number of strange instruments.

			Off to the side of the doctor’s office, there was an open door into the workshop of her husband, Big Rüstem, where we could see piles of hay and cane, plaster heads for temporary statues that had not yet been constructed, and small models no more than a foot high. Dagmar craned her neck for a closer look into the artist’s domain.

			Meanwhile, Doctor Eldor took us into a different, smaller back room, which contained a low table, with sitting pillows on the floor; a multicolored lamp hanging from the ceiling; and wall shelving stacked high with jars. She closed the door and sat on a pillow, and I joined her nearby. Dagmar put her left boot on the face of the table, leaning forward, resting her left elbow on her knee and idly dangling her hand. That this was extremely uncouth could be read in the slight curl of Eldor’s lip.

			I could now see Dagmar’s face fully in the light from above, refracted through red, green, blue, and yellow glass. The sellsword looked just as I remembered from the previous summer: a lean, pale face, with brown eyes searching suspiciously even while she seemed unbelievably calm. She was less sunburned than she had been, and I think she had a new scar: a nick below her jaw.

			“Only one exit,” she said.

			“Either you trust me, or you do not,” said Eldor, looking up at her. “In here, if anyone comes to the door, they will not see you. If Rüstem’s workshop door was closed, it would make them suspicious.”

			“I,” replied Dagmar, shrugging, “am just being observant.”

			The Rotfelsenisch woman leaned down and elbowed me in a way that was meant to be chummy. I went stiff and nearly screamed in fear. Dagmar gingerly removed her hand and stood up straight.

			“So, smart boy,” she said, “where is your . . . um . . .”

			“Things?” I offered.

			“. . . money,” she finished, at the same time.

			I stared down at my knees, took a deep breath, and tried again to be still.

			“No . . .” I gulped, then tried again, closing my eyes. “No money if you don’t get my books.” It was not courage—only the thought that going through all of this and losing my Commonplace Book volumes would be too great a calamity.

			“Yes, yes, I’ll get your things. I just forgot the”—she spat out a Rotfelsenisch oath—“Cöllüknit word for ‘things.’ Why must such a simple word have six syllables?”

			Doctor Eldor opened her mouth to answer, but I shook my head at her, and she decided against it.

			I, with Eldor’s assistance, tried to give Dagmar directions to my rented yurt behind Alimjun’s shop. When she didn’t understand, we rearranged some jars on the table into a quick, makeshift map, which she grasped instantly.

			“And when you smell fermented peppers,” added Eldor, “head toward the scent.”

			“Why didn’t you start with that?” sighed Dagmar.

			She finally removed her foot from the table and then shook herself out of her cloak. Underneath, Dagmar was wearing thick leather trousers and a blue, billowy blouse, with a number of small red feathers sewn onto it. The specks of red rippled as she rolled up her sleeves. Dagmar’s arms were long, wiry, muscular, and absolutely etched with scars: nearly as covered as mine were with tattoos. Some of those scars were still red, and the doctor widened her eyes at them.

			“You should take your cloak,” I said. “It gets cold up here at night.” It was a stupid thing to say.

			“Cute,” replied Dagmar. Then she was gone.

			

			After a few minutes, I felt I had to do something, so I got up to inspect Doctor Eldor’s jars. She watched me quietly, and seemingly dispassionately, from her seat on the floor.

			“Are you a doctor of some kind?” she finally asked, as I gazed at a jar of dried mushrooms. “Or a scholar of healing? I would be very disappointed if now I learned that you had been a fellow doctor, or whatever the Loashti version is, and we had not discussed it.”

			“No, no. I’m not. May I smell these mushrooms?”

			“Yes, but don’t take in too much vapor.”

			“I am a scholar,” I continued, “of folklore and—ooh, what a smell!—rituals, and the like.” Now was certainly not the time to say that I studied curses. “Many of these mushrooms are used in ceremonies I have studied.”

			I could positively hear Doctor Eldor raise a suspicious eyebrow at this.

			“Loashti sorcery?” she asked.

			“Why would I study that in the Tetrarchia, Doctor?”

			She made a vague noise of labored assent, which turned into a long throat clearing.

			“Well,” she said, “that is why people here fear you. Loashti sorcery.”

			“Meaning what, exactly?”

			“I don’t really know,” she admitted readily. “I think that if my neighbors out there did know what that meant, they might not fear you so much.”

			“Our neighbors,” I muttered, because I could not help myself.

			“What was that?” she asked. I don’t know if she actually didn’t hear me or was politely giving me a chance to rethink what I’d said.

			“Loasht,” I began slowly, “is much more virulent about stamping out what it considers to be ‘sorcery’ than the Tetrarchia has ever been.” 

			She made a thoughtful, but not at all assenting, grunt. I went back to fawning over her collection in an attempt to stop worrying about my predicament.

			I got the feeling that, regardless of my area of study, or my origin, mine was simply a personality that Eldor would never have liked: chatty, fanciful, and argumentative. And yet, she was protecting me while Akram, who did like me, had not. He may have thought he was, but that was beside the point.

			I next browsed the doctor’s collection of preserved cacti, and we had a nice, long silence, until she said, “They are not bad people, you know.”

			“Who?” I asked. I still faced the jars but no longer saw them.

			“The people here,” she said. “In Abathçodu.”

			“I am sure some of them are bad, and some of them are not bad,” I replied. I did not turn to face her, but scrupulously inspected labels. “Just like anywhere.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“You mean, the people who were chasing me through your streets—”

			“Yes.”

			“—because of some faraway change in policy—”

			“Yes.”

			“—that no one here can fully articulate—”

			“Yes!”

			I had never heard her yell before, so I quenched whatever I had meant to say next. I took a deep breath instead.

			“They’re scared,” she said.

			I wanted to tell her that I was scared. That I was alone in a foreign place, hunted by those with the luxury to be “scared” in packs. To chase down and overpower the unimportant, isolated, powerless scholar who “scared” them so. But I said none of that. Instead, I walked back over to the table, sat down on a pillow, and looked at her.

			“All right,” I said. “They’re good people. They’re just scared. What do you wish me to do with that knowledge?”

			“Just—don’t judge them too harshly.”

			“I hardly see how my judgments of them will matter.”

			“I respect you,” said Doctor Eldor. “You are clearly learned, and it must have taken great courage to come study here in the first place.”

			I sucked my teeth audibly.

			“And so,” she continued, “I wish you to have a little mercy in your consideration of my neighbors.”

			At least ten possible responses came to my mind, but I imagined each one would have made Doctor Eldor angry, sad, or more argumentative. I wanted her to keep sheltering me, but I could not bring myself to concede that I was in any place to have mercy.

			She continued: “I would simply hate to think that you, or anyone, was viewing them unfairly. They are not hateful, violent people, deep down.”

			I was about to say that their “deep down” had nothing to do with me. Thankfully, Dagmar returned before I got myself kicked out of the good doctor’s home.

			

			My mercenary savior now sat on the small table, with her dirty boots on the floor. (She almost stepped on a sitting pillow, but I saved it.) Her sword was sheathed, her elbows rested on her thighs, and she was sweating and breathing hard. In front of her, on the floor, sat two of my packs.

			“I grabbed all I could.” She winked. “I hope it was the right yurt.”

			It was. Inside were some Quru clothes, most of my money and valuables, every volume (Thank the Eighty-Three!) of my Commonplace Book not back in Loasht, and a few of the other books I had brought with me. Not all, but I wasn’t going to be picky: my own volumes contained everything I’d recorded of my research thus far, alongside anything else that caught my eye. Dagmar had not brought, however, any of my glass bottles or dried gourds, which contained what I used to keep my skin and hair as soft and beautiful as was possible in this dry climate. (The typical Quru hair texture is so different from mine that they sold nothing up there that would be helpful to me.)

			Also in the packs were a few library books, as of course Dagmar had not taken the time to pore over what was mine and what was borrowed before throwing things in the bag. These I left with Eldor to return.

			“And please do,” I added. “I won’t have it said that I stole your books, besides.”

			Doctor Eldor nodded sagely.

			As I handed her the last one, The Miraculous Adventure of Aigerim, Eldor stopped just short of taking it. I looked down and saw a splatter of fresh blood on the cover. The doctor looked up at Dagmar.

			“What?” asked the sellsword.

			“They are just scared,” Eldor repeated, as though Dagmar had been present for our conversation. Or as though I directly controlled her.

			Dagmar grinned. “They are now.”

			Eldor trained a withering look on me.

			I readied myself to leave, and Eldor insisted I keep the stained copy of The Miraculous Adventure of Aigerim. I didn’t want to waste space on a light, romantic adventure—which was, crucially, not light to carry—but I was beginning to wonder what might set the doctor off and cause her to throw us to her neighbors. I like to think that she was too good a person to do such a thing, but I had no way of knowing for sure.

			“So,” said Dagmar, “how do we get you out of town?”

			“I . . .” I gaped. “I thought you had a plan?”

			“I don’t know the city,” she said. “And I’m not much of a planner.”

			“It’s still dark,” said Doctor Eldor. “Maybe you can sneak out?”

			“Someone will be watching the borders,” said Dagmar.

			“Abathçodu doesn’t really have set borders,” I added.

			“Well,” the sellsword replied, “someone will be somewhere. And I can’t cut through everyone.”

			Eldor’s eyes widened, and her jaw clenched. Dagmar did not seem to notice.

			“There must be a way we can sneak out,” muttered Dagmar. “What are those . . . uh, silly sculptures all over the place?”

			“You mean the statues my husband makes,” said Eldor.

			“Yes, exactly! Those daft things of sticks or mud or hay that break, or go tumbling down the mountain, if you so much as look at them.”

			Eldor pressed her lips together angrily. I must admit, in that moment, I felt more of a kindred spirit with the doctor, and with the city that was persecuting me, than I did with my brutish, indelicate savior. There is a lot to consider there, another day.

			“Maybe we can do something with them,” said Dagmar. She mumbled for a bit in Rotfelsenisch and then added in Cöllüknit: “What would that one do?”

			At the time, I did not know who “that one” was, or even their gender, thanks to Cöllüknit’s single, universal pronoun.

			“Doc,” asked Dagmar, “which cliffs offer the softest landing?”

			“Well . . .” began Doctor Eldor.

			“Wait . . .” I begged.

			“You know,” Dagmar continued, “with a lot of, um . . .” She mimed something unintelligible. “With a lot of little bumps rather than a long drop. Preferably with some nice thickets as a cushion.”

			“A cushion?” I asked.

			“But not too soft!” added Dagmar. “Some sharp bits would be good. Bits that catch and cut down on the . . . the, ah . . .” She mimed some more.

			“Momentum?” offered Eldor.

			Dagmar nodded and looked relieved.

			

			According to Dagmar, what “that one,” whoever they were, would have done was mad, senseless, and dangerous. But it was also the only idea that anyone offered.

			And so it was that Doctor Eldor, Big Rüstem, and their “large assistant” (Dagmar in a cloak and hood) trudged through Abathçodu carrying a new work of the artist’s. This statue was made of hay and held together by the hoops and planks of an old barrel: it depicted Farbex the Good Donkey, a popular character beloved for his jolly rotundity. Big Rüstem spent the whole way grumbling that anyone who got a good look would be disgusted at how bad a job he had done—but of course, this was because he had thrown Farbex together at the last minute, with myself bundled inside the friendly animal’s straw guts.

			What a terrifying ordeal this was. I was encased in a prison weak and pliable enough that I fancied I could be seen and heard, but stiff enough that I could not move. The beloved Farbex had been chosen to give me lots of padding, but the reason I needed such was particularly ghastly.

			From what I heard on the way, many residents of Abathçodu did in fact see Big Rüstem’s statue of Farbex, but no one saw it very well. They were all quite busy looking for the Loashti sorcerer.

			After some particularly harsh and violent words about me from a passerby, I heard Dagmar whisper, so quietly that I’m sure no one else could hear her: “Don’t cry now.” There was no harshness or judgment in it—simply a warning.

			It must have looked like she was speaking into merry Farbex’s much-­celebrated rump, and that image did stifle my tears.

			Once the statue of the Good Donkey was placed in its spot, Doctor Eldor’s large, clumsy assistant bumped it.

			“Oops,” said the large, clumsy assistant.

			

			All was spinning and falling, bouncing and cutting, terror and pain. Finally, I lay curled up in my hay prison, not even attempting to free myself. Hours later, I was wrenched out of whatever thicket I had ultimately landed in, and then Dagmar eviscerated poor Farbex, freeing me.

			“No more lazing about,” she said, throwing down my bag. “Is anything broken?”

			“I don’t know,” I said as I tried to stand. It took three attempts, but I managed. I was bruised and shaken, with my clothes torn, and my skin lacerated all over. Certainly, neither of my arms felt as though they were quite correctly fitting in their sockets, but they could move, at least.

			“You seem whole.” Dagmar clapped her hands loudly and grinned. “Looks like the burrs and spines of the Quru stinkbrush did their work!”

			“At least I was in there so long I can’t smell it anymore,” I sighed.

			“How lucky!”

			“Oh yes.”

			“Because you smell like shit!”

			“Yes.”

			“Well. Let’s go, smart boy!”

			“Where?”

			“Away. Then we figure out the rest.”

			I nodded numbly, for I was numb all over, and followed Dagmar down the steep rocks. It was morning now, and Quruscan’s springtime sun was just peeking over the mountains in pink lines. I could smell the flowers around us, and even hear chirping and movement nearby. There was no path here, just gnarled beige trees, low gray brush, and blooms of every color I could possibly imagine. When I looked behind me, the cliff face above was angled such that I could not even see Abathçodu.

			

			“So, how did you know to come save me?” I finally asked, after we’d traveled for perhaps an hour.

			Dagmar, walking in front of me and cleaving the brush with a long dagger, grunted back, “I saw that things are going bad for some Loashti. Remembered I dropped you there.” She shrugged. “Thought you might need help.”

			“Going bad how? I still hardly know myself.”

			“What I heard was that Loashti with papers colored . . .” She took a moment to grasp for the words, snapping the fingers of her free hand as though it would help. “Loashti with papers colored pink, robin’s egg blue, orange marble, or lime are no longer Loashti. Ex-Loashti.” Dagmar kicked over some sort of small dirt mound that must’ve been a creature’s home. “I knew some people here would take this chance to . . . oh . . . you know . . .”

			“Act upon their worst impulses?”

			“Yes! I think. My Cöllüknit is still not . . . good.”

			“Wait. How did you know my papers are pink?”

			“Went through your . . . your . . . things while you slept.”

			“Of course.”

			“‘Things,’” she muttered. “What a word to make so . . .”

			Dagmar stopped moving for a second and turned back to look at me. Her expression seemed almost . . . plaintive.

			“Smart boy, do you speak Skydašiavos?”

			“I do.”

			“Oh! Thank the gods!” she shouted in that language. “I have much more of this than Cöllüknit.”

			Quite pleased, Dagmar went back to cutting our way through the brush.

			“I should have asked you that months ago, when we first met,” she said, partly to herself. “Been more inquisitive. That’s what she would have told me to do.”

			I did not ask who “she” was.

			“Anyway,” Dagmar continued, “I came to find you because I know it’s easy to make Tetrarchic folks turn on Loashti. Some of us, anyway, and I should know: I’m from Rotfelsen, and most Rots don’t like anybody.”

			“Is the whole Tetrarchia now hostile to me?”

			“You’d have to ask the whole Tetrarchia.” She looked back at me over her shoulder and winked. “Not everyone is as reasonable and tolerant as I.”

			“What a pity,” I murmured in Zobiski.

			To her credit, Dagmar did not demand to know what I had just said in my native tongue. Whenever I would speak in that, or Loashti Bureaucratic, she acted as though I had said nothing. I did the same when she let Rotfelsenisch words hack their way through her throat.

			Dagmar seemed to hold no great animus toward Loasht, or indeed anybody. She was evenhanded and nonplussed with everyone—and also willing to kill everyone. (Or most everyone.)

			“Do things in the Tetrarchia,” I asked, “usually change so suddenly after every Council of . . . well . . .”

			“Barbarians? Say it if you mean to say it.” She cut her way through another thicket. “But no. I’ve guarded Prince Friedhelm at  . . . five or six Councils? I’ve lost track. Usually nothing happened that would . . . that would . . .”

			“That would change day-to-day life?” I offered.

			“Yes, exactly. Until the last one I attended. Since then, things have been much more . . . interesting.”

			“Was that last year? When the Blossoming started?”

			“No, no. Year before.”

			I nodded as though this explained much to me, and we trudged in silence for some time.

			“I don’t want to scare you off,” I finally said, “but you do know I have less money than when you last went through my belongings, yes? Those were savings. I’ve been studying in Abathçodu, not doing paid work.”

			“Well, I last went through your things when I retrieved them last night.” She laughed. “How much have you spent since then?” She then muttered, “Things. Things. Things. Two syllables; much better in Skydašiavos.”

			“It’s only one in Zobiski,” I offered.

			“My head won’t hold another language.” Dagmar destroyed a bush that puffed out dust as some sort of attempt at defense, causing her to cough. “Anyway, you can at least pay me all fifty of your remaining silver abazi when we part. Work has been slow lately—not many blood debts or duels in Quruscan. They are not the most martial of people.”

			“I know, that’s why I came here.” I laughed sadly. “I thought it would be safe.”

			It was true: Quruscan’s security lay in the difficulty of crossing its mountains and steppes, not in an ever-present army or an armed populace.

			“Well,” replied Dagmar. “It’s been too safe for me. I don’t know why I’ve stayed.”

			She finally cut our way to a path and cried out in joy, before spitting loudly on the ground. The path was small and winding, but it was something. We began walking side by side.

			“No,” she sighed under her breath. “I know why I’ve stayed.” She sounded disgusted with herself.

			“Why?”

			Dagmar’s back straightened, and her eyes widened.

			“Did I use Skydašiavos?” she asked.

			“You did.”

			“Huh.”

			“You don’t have to tell me why you stayed.”

			“I know I don’t,” she grumbled. Then a long sigh. “Because of a person.”

			“I see.”

			We were quiet for some time as we moved downhill along the path. Dagmar kept looking around to see if we were being followed, or were anticipated, but we seemed to be alone. I mostly tried to not think about how hungry I was becoming.

			“Do we know where we’re going?” I asked eventually.

			“Rather,” she said. “We’re looking for zip lines to the steppe. Down there we’ll find a place that may contain a person I know.”

			“The same person you . . . ?”

			“Yes.”

			“You don’t sound like you really want to find this person.”

			“I don’t know,” she said, stopping and turning toward me. “But did you like falling down the cliff in a roll of hay?”

			“Of course I did not.”

			“Well, that was the best I could do. I told you I am not a planner. I am a stabber. But I cannot stab your way back to Loasht. You do want to get back to Loasht, don’t you?”

			I hadn’t even considered it. I had been so caught up in escaping Abathçodu.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “If I’m no longer Loashti, can I even go back?”

			As this occurred to me, I was overwhelmed with a feeling of impossibility, of the insurmountable.

			And what of my family in Loasht? Were all Zobiski now exiled, or was something different happening to them? Something better? Something worse? I could not imagine I’d be allowed back into the country, but I also had to know what was happening in Yekunde, and I could think of no way to do that from the mountains of Quruscan.

			“I assume,” I said, “that the guards at the border will take one look at my papers and—”

			“That’s why we sneak you in,” said Dagmar.

			I moaned and realized how parched my throat was. I would die here in the Tetrarchia, hunted and despised. I would never again see the lands of my forebears, who had been forced to become part of Loasht, and whose descendants were now, it seemed, being forced to sever themselves from its embrace.

			“I suppose I have to go back,” I said. “See if this is all some bureaucratic mistake the Academy can fix for me.”

			It seemed unlikely, but once a teacher or researcher was fully in the embrace of the Loashti Academy, that body did what it could to protect them. It could at least be a safe place for a few days as I found out what had happened.

			“And if it’s not some mistake,” I continued, “I will have to find my family and . . . figure out what all we can do next.”

			“So, that’s a yes to getting back into Loasht?”

			“I suppose?” I croaked.

			“Then you need someone wilier than I,” said Dagmar. “I know what I am, Smart Boy.” Even in Skydašiavos, she continued saying that last phrase in Cöllüknit, as though it was now my name. “I’m a blunt thing to be pointed at whoever needs killing,” she continued. “You need a planner, like I said. Someone who is, you know, tricksy like. Erm . . .” She added something else in Rotfelsenisch, before saying, “A cutthroat, understand?”

			“Don’t you cut throats?”

			“Well, yes!” She threw up her hands, angry at her difficulty in communicating her ideas to me. (And not, thankfully, angry at me.) “But you need someone . . . someone cutthroat in the way they do things. The way they use things. And use people.”

			“No scruples?”

			“Yes.”

			“A scheming manipulator?”

			“Exactly!” She gestured broadly toward me. “Thank you!”

			I nodded to show her I understood, although I was confused. And worried.

			“What you need,” she said, “is that reason I stayed in Quruscan so long. She’ll figure this out!”

			“Oh. Good.”

			“Yes, yes,” Dagmar continued, beaming at me. “Not a scruple on that one. Not the ghost of the father of a scruple!”

			I stared down at the path and felt as though I would faint.

		
	
		
			Excerpt from The Miraculous Adventure of Aigerim

			It was not the great love between Fair Aigerim and her brave Sukhrab, Knight of the Moon, that broke them free from Mindaugas the Sorcerer’s foul curse. Even the greatest love of all past ages, and of all ages yet to come—Which is, Treasured Reader, exactly what the two of them shared!—could not have done such a thing. No matter the strength of a heart’s desire, no one person, not even steadfast Aigerim herself, has willpower beyond what a single human being can demonstrate.

			You see, Mindaugas, for all of his dastardliness, had help. Everyone within his Dread Fortress was in utter thrall to the sorcerer, who had led them to believe that everything he did, and everything he wanted, was in each of their own best interests. So when the entire population of the Dread Fortress reinforced his curse with all of their combined willpower, not even our heroine and her knightly love could save themselves. Not while the thralls chanted in unison and watched two of the sorcerer’s underlings, acting as twisted imitations of Aigerim and Sukhrab, begin to beat and berate each other.

			And when they did so—Woe of all Woes!—the true Aigerim and Sukhrab began to do the same.

			(The next three pages describe exactly how, and how badly, they beat one another, which, despite the flowery style, is uncomfortable to read.—R)

			The historic battle between a bewitched Aigerim and Sukhrab, spilt into the very throne room of Skydašiai, where the King and Queen cried out to them to stop.

			“You have been fighting for three days!” wailed the King. “Even as I am in awe of your great prowess, so too am I in mourning for your love, and for our fair country, across which your battle has been waged!”

			Upon hearing this, the Queen, who was herself familiar with sorcery, understood what had to be done. For, as the Attentive Reader will remember, she had been apprenticed to Mindaugas before being saved by Aigerim’s own mother!

			“They are ensorcelled!” shouted the Queen. “Let the very country come to their aid!”

			The word went out, and messenger birds were sent to every part of Skydašiai, North and South, bearing the message: “PRAY FOR AIGERIM AND SUKHRAB TO LOVE ONE ANOTHER.”

			(The fight continues for a fourth day. It becomes quite unpleasant.—R)

			And then, on that fourth day, once everyone in Skydašiai had received the news, the combined power of their earnest prayers, to whichever god each person chose, overcame even the power of Mindaugas. With all of that willpower, the spell was reversed, and Aigerim and Sukhrab found themselves in control of the bodies of Mindaugas’ two minions.

			Brave Sukhrab was disoriented and did not know what to do, but quick and clever Aigerim understood what was happening immediately. In one sweeping motion, the body of the gnarled old hag representing Aigerim snatched the dull sword from nefarious Romualdas, who had been acting the part of Sukhrab, and drove that sword, blunt as it was, into the chest of Mindaugas.

			(A lot about how painful and difficult this particular stabbing was, and then details of the Dread Fortress crumbling, crushing everyone inside, so on and so forth.—R)

			“Aigerim!” cried the King, as tears flowed from his eyes. “You have defeated Mindaugas and saved Skydašiai!”

			Aigerim, breathing heavily, bruised and bloody, grinned and shook her bouncing locks.

			“No, Your Highness. Skydašiai has saved me!”

			(Twenty pages of wedding details and children’s names.—R)
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