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  MAX FREI was once a loser. He’s a big sleeper (during the day, that is; at night he can’t sleep a wink). A

  hardened smoker, an uncomplicated glutton, and a loafer, one day he gets lucky. He discovers a parallel world where magic is commonplace, and where he fits right in. This is the city of Echo of the

  Unified Kingdom, a land where a social outcast like Max can be remade as “the unequaled Sir Max.”




  In this upside-down universe, Sir Max’s deadpan humor and newfound talent for magic soon earn him a place in the secret police—night shift only, of course. As Nocturnal

  Representative of the Most Venerable Head of the Minor Secret Investigative Force of the City of Echo, Max’s job is to investigate cases of illegal magic and battle trespassing monsters from

  other worlds. With his occupation comes an unusual band of colleagues—the omniscient Sir Juffin Hully, the buoyant Sir Melifaro, the death-dealing Sir Shurf Lonli-Lokli, bon vivant and master

  of disguise Sir Kofa Yox, the angelic Tekki, and the captivating sleuth Lady Melamori Blimm.




  Plunging back into the threatening and absurd realm first portrayed in The Stranger, Book One of the Labyrinths of Echo series, and The Stranger’s Woes, Book Two, The

  Stranger’s Magic follows the new adventures and misadventures of Sir Max and his friends in this enchanted and enchanting world.




  





  ONE




  GUGIMAGON’S SHADOW
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  I MUST ADMIT THAT THE WEATHER WAS NOT ENTIRELY SUITABLE FOR A PLEASure ride on the motorboat—or, rather, on the water

  amobiler, which looked very similar to a regular four-seat pleasure boat.




  The fierce river wind—too cold for the mild Uguland autumn—whipped up the waters of the Xuron so that the first ride I took down one of the finest rivers of the Unified Kingdom on my

  own was more like riding on the back of a giant kangaroo. The ride wasn’t just bumpy; I was shaking so much that I kept kicking my chin with my knees. The ice-cold wind brought tears to my

  eyes. They flowed down my cheeks, mixing with splashes of river water and tiny droplets of drizzling rain. No idiot but me would willingly submit himself to such torture, especially at the very

  beginning of the Day of Freedom from Care, which Magic had bestowed upon me.




  I was completely happy.




  I had been meaning to get the hang of the local water transportation. From the very beginning, my reckless driving of regular land amobilers had become one of the capital’s most cherished

  subjects of gossip. I never thought that I deserved that fame, though: any countryman of mine who could more or less manage to drive a four-wheeled buggy with an engine would be a celebrity here. I

  had been meaning to get behind the lever of the water amobiler for quite some time, partly because in my previous life I had never driven a motorboat. Nevertheless, I had mustered my courage and

  taken a few lessons from old Kimpa. I wasn’t too keen on losing my authority in the eyes of the junior employees of the Ministry of Perfect Public Order, and Sir Juffin Hully’s butler

  had been looking after me back in those days when I couldn’t even manage unfamiliar cutlery.




  Now I was gliding headlong down the dark waters of the Xuron in my own motorboat in complete solitude, soaking wet but very happy. The fact that I had managed to pick the only day of bad weather

  in the late sunny autumn just added fuel to the fire of my new passion: the riot of the elements turned the innocent pleasure ride into a small local apocalypse—exactly what I needed.




  I had needed a good shake-up: the preparations for my accession to the throne of Fanghaxra were underway. My humble abode, the Furry House, former library of the Royal University, had once stood

  derelict, dusty, and somewhat mysterious. Now it was quickly turning into a vulgar bulwark of luxury and bliss. Even the floor of the small watchtower at the very top had been decorated with

  horrible carpeting that clashed with my taste. I had to enter it from time to time, if only to indulge Gurig, whose servants had wasted a great deal of money and time remodeling my would-be

  residence. At these moments, the reality that I had barely begun to get used to started feeling like another strange dream—not a nightmare, mind you, but a rather tiresome dream. The only

  thing I took solace in was that His Majesty Gurig VIII had sworn up and down that not a single dratted high official would ever make me stay there between the receptions when I granted audiences to

  my subjects, which, according to my calculations, would not happen more than a few times a year and would last no more than a couple of hours. His Majesty had given me his word, and one must

  believe the word of a king.




  Yet while I was riding my flimsy vessel over the frothy waters of the Xuron, jumping over the crests of springy dark waves, those problems simply didn’t exist. I was not remembering

  anything, nor was I making plans for the future. There was only here and now, and the here and now were too wet and too cold for my liking.




  Are you busy right now? The polite voice of Sir Shurf Lonli-Lokli’s Silent Speech rang in my head. It was so sudden that I came to an abrupt stop. The tiny water amobiler tossed about

  helplessly on the waves of the Xuron.




  I guess you could say no. Has anything happened? I answered.




  I don’t think so. Still, I would like to discuss one peculiar event with you. It has to do more with my private life than our duties.




  All the better, I said. In any case, I need to change into something dry and try to get warm. Just drop by Tekki’s, I will be there soon.




  I am very sorry, Max. You know how much I love the Armstrong & Ella, but I would rather not discuss my problems in the presence of Lady Shekk. Matters of this kind call for confidentiality.

  Would it really disappoint you if I suggested we meet at some other place?




  A hole in the heavens above you, Shurf! You know that I love mysteries. Then come to my place on the Street of Yellow Stones. If you get there first, just come right in. The door is unlocked; no

  one would dare break into my house of his own volition. Oh, could you also order a whole tray full of various hot stuff from the Fat Turkey?
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  I quickly steered my new toy to the Makuri Pier, where I had had my own mooring since yesterday. A phlegmatic, mustached old man came out of his shed, seemingly annoyed, to help me tie up my

  nifty little water transport. He looked at me with almost superstitious horror, not because he had recognized the “horrible Sir Max”—after all, I wasn’t wearing my Mantle of

  Death—but simply because any human being bold enough to take a pleasure ride down the river in this weather deserved to be viewed with nothing less than superstitious horror, at the very

  least, if not to be locked away in the nearest Refuge for the Mad.




  I gave the doddering old fellow a crown, which probably made him doubt my mental state once and for all: the pay was far too high for such a small service. Such incongruity threatened to destroy

  his notion of the world—the dismal yet precious result of several hundred years of life. Yet the old man was a diehard: he batted his eyes, discolored over the years, mumbled the few words of

  gratitude that we’ve all known since childhood and save for such occasions, and hurried back inside his little hut, where I am sure a brazier with hot kamra was waiting for him.




  I followed his stooping back with an envious gaze: a short but unpleasant trip back to the New City lay ahead of me. My freezing looxi would slap relentlessly on my back like a cruel wet bed

  sheet.




  I climbed inside the amobiler and sped off as if an entire family of hungry werewolves were chasing me. Two minutes later, I dashed inside my living room on the Street of Yellow Stones.




  Lonli-Lokli was already there. He sat motionless in the middle of the room. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that he had carefully measured the room to calculate its exact center. I

  couldn’t help but admire my friend. His snow-white looxi flickered mysteriously in the dark; his death-dealing hands in their protective gloves lay on his knees. He looked more like the Angel

  of Death than a human being.




  “You beat me to it,” I said with sincere respect.




  “This is not surprising: I sent you the call when I was on the Street of Forgotten Dreams. I thought I would find you in the Armstrong & Ella. I could not imagine that you had gone for

  a walk in this weather.”




  “That’s me all right: mysterious and unpredictable,” I said, laughing. “Would you be so kind as to wait a few more moments? If I don’t change right away, I will

  definitely catch a cold, and I don’t even want to begin to remember what that is.”




  “Of course you need to change. And if I were you, I would also consider a hot bath.”




  “I have already considered that. It won’t take more than a few minutes. You know that I do everything fast.”




  “Yes, I know,” Shurf said with a nod. “Perhaps I should send a call to the owner of the Fat Turkey and ask him to add something stronger to my order.”




  “That won’t be necessary,” I said as I ran down the narrow winding stairs. “It’s not so bad. I don’t have to get smashed.”




  “My experience suggests that intoxication brings more pleasure and goes away faster than a cold, and you can trust my experience,” said this magnificent fellow.
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  I returned to the living room in the best of spirits. I had thawed out, put on a warm house looxi, and accepted a petition from my stomach claiming that it was fit enough to digest an entire

  herd of elephants, if need be.




  The dinner table was chock-full of trays and jugs. For starters, I poured myself a full mug of hot kamra.




  “Now I’m back,” I said after a few cautious sips.




  “If you say so, it must be true. Well, this is not bad news at all,” said Lonli-Lokli.




  I took a good look at his serious face, trying to catch the traces of a fast disappearing smirk. This game of catch, however, was not mine to win. As usual.




  “By the way, at my place you can safely remove your gloves,” I said, pulling my plates closer. “Or do you prefer to keep them on in case I start telling stupid jokes so you can

  make me shut up once and for all? I’m going to have to disappoint you: some people say that my chatterbox mouth won’t close even after my death. So killing me is not the

  solution.”




  “What a strange idea! I do not consider your life to be so meaningless as to require snuffing out due to such trifles. There is another reason for me to keep the gloves on.”




  “Are you sensing danger?” I stopped eating and attempted to pull a serious face. Danger that threatens Lonli-Lokli himself definitely deserves to be taken seriously.




  “No, Max, I am not sensing any danger. At least, not here and not now. I’m not taking off the gloves because I left the box I keep them in back in my office in the House by the

  Bridge. Did you really think that a weapon such as my gloves could simply be kept in my pocket?”




  “I guess that would be against all safety codes,” I said, laughing. “All right, to Magicians with your horrifying mittens. Tell me what happened to your ‘private

  life.’ I’m dying to know.”




  “Nothing really happened,” said Shurf. “Nothing that one should confide about to strangers. Nothing that people should worry about. Yet I feel somewhat uneasy about it. Max, do

  you remember how you once took me into your dream?”




  “Of course I do. It was when we were on our way to Kettari. We had to sleep in a really small bed, and you offered me ‘the possibility of using your sleep,’ to borrow your own

  bombastic expression.”




  “That is correct,” said Shurf, nodding. “Yet that was not what happened. Instead, we traveled to some amazing places from your dreams. Frankly, what happened didn’t look

  like an ordinary dream. I have always suspected that the nature of your dreams deserved a most thorough study. But I digress. Do you remember that among other visions there were endless sandy

  beaches at the shore of some strange motionless sea? Quite a hostile place, although in your company I enjoyed the trip very much.”




  “Sure, I remember that. But how come you’re bringing this up now?”




  “Simply because the time has come to bring this up,” said Shurf. “Recently I have been dreaming about that place too often. Without your intervention, as far as I can tell. And

  I no longer think that it is a place I enjoy visiting, be it in a dream or otherwise.”




  “Definitely without my intervention,” I said. “For one thing, you and I sleep on different pillows.”




  “Well, in theory, the distance between the heads of the sleepers only plays a role for such novices in these matters as myself. And if my estimation of your abilities is correct, you are

  quite capable of making me contemplate your dreams remotely. I am certain, however, that this was not your doing. I would have felt your presence had they been your dreams I was dreaming. Yet never

  once have I felt your presence in them, of that I am sure. I have always felt someone else, however. Someone whom I can never see. I do not like his presence, even though it is barely noticeable.

  What’s more, I think I know him.”




  “Well, I’m outraged,” I said. “Some strangers have been wandering around in my favorite dream without my knowing it. I’m glad that you have reported the situation

  to me. Trust me, I would never intentionally drag you into my dreams, even if I could. And I can’t. At least



  I’ve never tried. I haven’t seen these beaches in my dreams for a long time myself. The last time I walked along those beaches was when I spent the night in the bedroom of Sir

  Melifaro’s grandfather. To be frank with you, I even began to forget about them. It’s not entirely surprising though. I forget about things that are much more important than dreams on a

  regular basis.”




  “You are underestimating the situation, Max. Nothing is more important than certain dreams. I am surprised that I have to tell this to a man who gains his power from dreams,” said

  Lonli-Lokli, shaking his head in disapproval.




  “You’re right,” I said, ashamed. “It’s just that recently reality has been playing a lot of practical jokes on me. In any case, what you’re saying is exactly

  what I have suspected all along.”




  “I wanted to find out whether something similar was happening to you,” said Lonli-Lokli. “Apparently nothing is happening to you. Tell me, before, when you dreamed about those

  beaches, did you ever meet anyone there? Or perhaps you, too, felt someone’s ominous presence there?”




  “No, I never felt anything like that. I’m very fond of that place, and have always thought that it belonged to me and me alone. You know how you sometimes have a strange, vague

  feeling of being absolutely sure about something, which is not based on anything concrete?”




  “Absolutely,” said Lonli-Lokli. “In my view, one should trust such a feeling. Oh well, I guess you are of no help in this matter then.”




  “What do you mean ‘no help’?” I said. “I’m the one who lured you into that unwholesome spot. Naturally I had no idea what I was doing and all that, but it

  doesn’t relieve me of responsibility for the possible consequences. After all, it’s my dream. Who else is supposed to take care of it but me?”




  “And how are you going to ‘take care of’ the dream that you stopped seeing a long, long time ago?”




  “I have to think about it.”




  I put aside the plate, which was now empty, and gave a loud, resonant sneeze. The cold was definitely standing on my trace. It was licking its lips, anticipating how it would gobble me up.




  “Perhaps you should put aside your childish belief in your invincibility and have a glass of hot wine. It is a tried-and-true method,” said Lonli-Lokli in the tone of a lecturer.

  “Authors of numerous books on medicine support the common notion that this beverage has a positive effect on those who have fallen victim to exposure to cold.”




  Without waiting for an answer, he put the jug of wine on the hot plate.




  “Well, perhaps from your holey cup. Do you have it on you?” I said. “Maybe this magic ritual will not just rid me of my cold but also help me collect my thoughts.”




  “This is quite possible,” said Shurf, producing his ancient bottomless cup from the folds of his looxi. “This ritual will be no less effective on you than it was on the former

  members of my Order. It certainly won’t make matters worse.”




  “They can’t get any worse,” I said as I discovered that I had become the proud owner of a few tons of fresh snot. “A hole in the heavens above my nose! This cold sure

  isn’t wasting any time.”




  “Here you go.” Lonli-Lokli, his hand in the enormous protective glove covered in old runes, handed me the cup, one quarter full of hot wine. “I think this should be

  enough.”




  “I sure hope so,” I said, snuffling, and carefully accepted the holey vessel.




  I was worried that it wouldn’t work this time. When you have a cold, it’s difficult to maintain faith in your own powers. The powers were still with me, though: the liquid remained

  in the holey vessel as if I had spent half of my life as a novice at the Order of the Holey Cup, side by side with my magnificent colleague.




  I drained the hot wine with one gulp and almost swooned with relief. I still had the cold, but it didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered: I felt so light on my feet and indifferent that even more serious inconveniences wouldn’t have mattered.








  I returned the magic cup to its owner and became very still, listening to the special broadcast coming from within the depths of my body. The cold retreated first. A slight but persistent pain

  in my throat increased momentarily and then abandoned me for good. Finally I coughed, but the bout was gone as soon as it had started. It turned out that I had come down with a cold, but this

  existential experience lasted little more than a minute rather than your usual dozen days or so.




  “Well, I’ll be,” I said when I regained the ability to speak again.



  “That was awesome, Shurf! Your holey cup works a little differently every time. It’s as if it knows what I need from it. Now you and I won’t have to rummage through my house

  looking for a handkerchief, which I’ve never had to begin with. Instead, we can take on the case of the empty beaches.”




  “Are you really willing to get down to the bottom of my dreams?” said Lonli-Lokli. “I am very honored to receive your magnanimity—although, knowing you, I will be so bold

  as to surmise that your primary motive is curiosity.”




  “That’s as good a reason as any to begin an investigation,” I said, embarrassed.




  “What is it that you’re going to do? Perhaps I should offer to share my dream with you again as I did when we were on our way to Kettari. But in this case we might lose a great deal

  of time, as I do not dream of your beaches every single day. The last time it happened was, in fact, last night. Who knows how long we will have to wait for the next opportunity? Three days? Five?

  A dozen? Besides, you still work nights, which complicates the task at hand even further.”




  “Normally I work around the clock, praise be Sir Juffin Hully. There’s never a dull moment with him,” I said with a sigh. “You know what I think, Shurf? I think for

  starters I should pay a visit to the Melifaro homestead. It’s a piece of cake to control one’s dreams in the bedroom of his grandfather. Tell you what, I’m going there today. Not

  sure if the trip will turn out to be useful, but there’s no doubt that it’s going to be pleasurable. Darn, I sure know how to seize an opportunity, don’t I?”




  “Do you have any reason to believe that my problem requires immediate action?” said Shurf.




  “Do ants in my pants count as a reason? Just yesterday, Juffin was needling me about why the heck I demanded two Days of Freedom from Chores instead of one. He insists that R & R is

  not my area of expertise. According to him, I have absolutely no talent for it. As far as I’m concerned, our boss is right. It’s not even sunset and I’m already moonlighting, if

  you’ll pardon the pun. Speaking of the boss, why haven’t you told Juffin about your terrifying dreams? He is old and wise and knows almost everything there is to know about the dark

  side of life. I know that those dreams are something I dream from time to time, but everything else about them is beyond my ken.”




  “That is an amusing way of putting it,” said Shurf, approvingly.




  And that’s just quintessential Shurf. You never know which one of the silly things I say is going to fly in one of his ears and out the other, and which one he will jot down in his

  notebook.




  “As for Sir Juffin Hully,” said Shurf, putting his terrifying notebook back under the fold of his looxi, “you see, Max, this matter concerns your dreams, not mine. If a third

  party is to learn about them, you should be the one to divulge this information. In theory, every person has the right to keep private secrets. It says so in the Code of Krember.”




  “It says a lot of things,” I said, smirking. “I’m afraid Juffin knows more about my ‘private secrets’ than I do myself. But you’re right, let’s

  not pester the boss with trifles. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out what’s wrong with my empty beaches on my own, and then we’ll see. I’m sure Melifaro will be on cloud nine

  if I take him to his parents’ estate on the spur of the moment. At least some good will come out of our undertaking.”




  “I admire your determination, Max,” said Lonli-Lokli. He placed the empty cup on the table and stood up. “Thank you. I hope you will not be offended if I tell you that I have

  some other unfinished business.”




  “I have been told more than once that hope is a darn-fool feeling. On the other hand, being offended is also a darn-fool feeling, an even greater one. And so I’m not offended. If you

  give me a few moments, I can change and give you a lift to Headquarters. Does this unfinished business of yours glumly hang around outside the doors of your office, by any chance?”




  “Thank you, but that will not be necessary. My business usually hangs around in other places,” said Lonli-Lokli, nodding. “I must hand it to you, sometimes you combine words in

  a very eloquent manner. Good night, and please keep me posted.”




  As he was heading toward the exit, I admired his upright stance. People as tall as he have a natural inclination to stoop. But Sir Shurf Lonli-Lokli broke the laws of gravity, as well as other

  laws of nature.




  “Thanks for dumping your troubles on me,” I said to his back. “Compared to my recent enthronement, this sure smells like a good adventure.”




  “I would like it very much if it didn’t smell like anything of the sort,” said Shurf, turning around. “But as Sir Aloxto Allirox used to say, there are very few creatures

  in this World whose desires really matter. He was a particularly observant person, that sad Arvaroxian war chief, don’t you think?”




  Without waiting for my answer, Sir Lonli-Lokli went out the door, leaving me with the lightest imaginable load on my chest. I shrugged it off, kicked it as far as it would go, put on the first

  warm looxi I could find, and left for the Armstrong & Ella.
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  On my way there I sent a call to Melifaro.




  You might like my plans for tonight.




  Have you finally decided to open an imperial brothel? said Melifaro. It’s high time that you did.




  After my colleagues—at the cunning suggestion of Sir Juffin—had watched Caligula with Malcolm Mc Dowell and had more or less recovered from mild culture shock, they wouldn’t

  get off my back. They said that now they knew exactly what methods I was going to employ to enforce the policies of the Unified Kingdom in the poor Lands of Fanghaxra. Little by little, I had begun

  to feel that they were going a bit too far with this. I had even resorted to threatening that I would send the video collection they had grown so fond of back into the bowels of the place from

  whence it had come. Alas, no one fell for my empty threat.




  Actually, I was thinking of starting small and practicing in the company of your venerable folks, I said. Would you care to join me, buddy? You’re going to love it, I promise.




  What royal impudence! said Melifaro. What disrespect for the private lives of ordinary citizens! This nutcase of a barbarian king is going to introduce my folks to the inhumane customs of his

  boundless steppes. Verily, you are a great man, O Fanghaxra!




  Quit being such a show off. As if I have nothing better to do than listen to your Silent Speech. It makes my head swell. What if it gets too big for my crown? I’m going to be in trouble.

  Just meet me at Tekki’s. Once you have thoroughly licked my boots, I will condescend to take you to your parents’ house. Then, in the morning, I will deposit you back at the House by

  the Bridge. And here’s the best part: this whole thing is not going to cost you a penny. Now who’s going to make you a better offer?




  No one, said Melifaro. But you could’ve just swallowed your pride and admitted that you were dying to curl up in a dark corner of the mysterious bedroom of my legendary grandfather. All

  right, all right. I’m coming. But you owe me one, mister.




  Over and out, I said. But if you’re not here in thirty minutes, I’m going to draw and quarter you.




  It was a good time to end our silent conversation. I had just arrived at the Armstrong & Ella.
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  “My goodness, Max! You were supposed to be soaking wet and miserable, yet here you are, dry and smiling from ear to ear. Pretty suspicious, if you ask me.” Tekki did her best to try

  and look fierce. Still, if there was anyone smiling from ear to ear, it was none other than Tekki.




  “What are you so surprised about? After all, I am a powerful sorcerer. All it takes is the nine hundred ninety-ninth degree of Purple Magic, and a miserable, soaking-wet person becomes dry

  and happy in an instant.”




  “Why Purple?” said Tekki.




  “I don’t know. It’s a pretty color. You can’t limit yourself to just Black and White Magic. It’s so conservative.”




  “Sir Shurf dropped by,” said Tekki. “I told him that you had gone to take a pleasure ride down the Xuron, but I think he thought I was joking. In any case, he honestly tried to

  smile. By the end of the third minute, he had almost succeeded.”




  “Consider yourself lucky—that is a rare feat. On second thought, maybe not that rare, at least not recently. He’s tried to pull it off a couple of times today. I already saw

  him. On top of that, I also managed to take a bath, change my wet clothes, have lunch, get a cold, get rid of the cold, go insane, offer Sir Melifaro an all-night trip to the country, and get him

  to agree to it. Would you say that I lead an eventful life?”




  “You can say that again,” said Tekki. “Are you serious about that night trip with Melifaro?”




  “Sure. By the way, you don’t have to take such candid delight in the prospect. I am a wicked man, and I would like to think that my absence makes you unhappy.”




  “If you stayed, I’d have to babble on for hours about how I hate to walk around town in this weather. Besides, just this morning, Sir Juffin told me that he had dug up some

  incredible movie from your collection,” said Tekki with downcast eyes. “He says I’m definitely going to like it even though it’s full of ‘nonsense.’ You know,

  the usual deal with him.”




  “Oh, what’s the name of it?” I said. I had to know what movie that scoundrel Juffin had recommended to my girlfriend. After all, one could expect anything from him.




  “It has a very strange name: Played Runner.”




  I almost choked on my hot kamra. The title had been garbled almost beyond recognition, and Blade Runner was one of my favorites.




  “Juffin’s right. It’s a great movie,” I said. “No objections to that. By the way, you didn’t have to take such a gloomy view of your prospects for the

  evening. I’m no monster.”




  “Sometimes you’re worse,” said Tekki with a dreamy smile.




  “Right you are.”




  I have no idea when that son of a gun Melifaro had appeared behind my back. Lucky for him, it had taken him less than thirty minutes, so I didn’t have to draw and quarter him.




  “You are a monster,” Melifaro began his old refrain. “Dragging me off somewhere in the middle of the night. I was going to take your girlfriend to your place to see a movie

  tonight. We could have been making out in the dark, with just a bit of light flickering from that funny box with moving pictures. Am I right, Tekki?”




  “Sure. The only other light would have been Sir Juffin’s fangs gleaming in the dark. He’s recently been known to grow them occasionally. I’m sure he saw them in one of

  those movies. It even scared me.”




  “He’s just flirting with you,” said Melifaro. “Well, that’s too bad. Looks like he’s not going to let us make out in peace. He’s such a meanie.

  Although, compared to this monster”—he made a mocking bow in my direction—“Juffin is as mild-mannered as a saint.”




  Having discussed me and Juffin, they started picking on other mutual friends. According to them the entire city of Echo was full of evildoers and villains. The only true angel was Melifaro

  himself. And Tekki, too, of course, what with her being the daughter of Loiso Pondoxo—although I couldn’t agree more with that last opinion.




  “All right, let’s go,” I said half an hour later when I realized that those two could mock and scoff till the cows came home if nobody stopped them. “As I understand it,

  Tekki, you’ve already decided about your plans for tonight. I mean, it would be useless for me to crawl at your feet, choking on my own tears, and beg you to come with us, right?”




  “Choking on your own tears, huh? Tempting, very tempting,” said Tekki. “But I think we can put this orgy off until some other time. There is no hurry. Keep in mind, though,

  that in the morning I’ll begin to miss you. Don’t make me regret the chance I let slip, okay?”




  “Never, my love,” I said. “In any case, early in the morning I’m going to have to take your spurned lover to work. So please try not to entertain too many naked men in my

  house, and generally be a good girl.”




  “All right,” said Tekki, giving me a hug. “I’ll bring over just a few naked men, if it matters so much to you. Just five or six. I want you to be happy. Will you be

  happy?”




  “I will.”




  “Sinning Magicians, it takes so little to make some people happy,” said Melifaro, laughing.




  “Yep, I’ve always been an ascetic,” I said.
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  When we arrived at Melifaro’s family estate, we were still in high spirits. I had almost forgotten why we were taking the trip in the first place. I was about to inquire of Melifaro why he

  had invited me to visit his parents, but thankfully I remembered why we were there myself.




  In the spacious den of the mansion, we found an idyllic, unworldly scene: Sir Manga, quite content, was sitting comfortably in a large armchair. His better half was braiding his long red hair.

  She had just managed to finish half the braid when we arrived. She had a lot of work ahead of her.




  “Sinning Magicians, what a surprise!” said Lady Melifaro.




  “This is no surprise. It’s just our son and Sir Max,” said Sir Manga. “These gentlemen will live to see far scarier things, so do go on please.”




  “I’d rather you had a harem,” his wife said, sighing. “At least I’d have someone to do all the dirty work for me.”




  “A hundred and fifty years ago, dear, you had a completely different opinion on this matter. That you have changed it now is not my fault. Boys, will you excuse me if we skip the

  passionate embraces this time?”




  “If you were to rush up and gave me a passionate embrace, Dad, I’d cry bitter tears and haul you off to the nearest Refuge for the Mad,” said Melifaro.




  “Do you get so lonely there that you need company?” said Sir Manga. “But never mind. I think you’d better put something in your mouth and start munching right away.

  Otherwise I’ll never be able to look Sir Max in the eye, after all the nonsense we’ve been spewing out in his presence.”




  “Frankly, I don’t see how you can look me in the eye after spewing out this nonsense, once upon a time,” I said, pointing my finger at Melifaro Junior. “However did you

  manage that, Sir Manga?”




  “For your information, I wasn’t home at the time. Kindly address your complaints to my wonderful wife,” said Sir Manga, giving his wife a scornful look. “What can you say

  in your own defense?”




  “Mom, don’t listen to these ridiculous people,” said Melifaro. “You did a great job. In any case, I’m very happy with the results.”




  “At least someone is,” his mother said. “All this notwithstanding, your father’s offer still stands: you should have something to eat. It’s not often that such

  brilliant thoughts occur in Manga’s head.”




  “You’re quite wrong there, my dear. Thoughts about food occur to me on average six or seven times a day,” said Sir Manga. “How’s my hair coming along, by the

  way?”




  “You’ll know that it’s done when you hear a loud sigh of relief escape my lungs,” said his wife.




  I was enjoying the scene. The more members of the Melifaro family gather in one place, the more kicks I get from it.




  “Where has my brother Baxba disappeared to?” my colleague said, sitting at the table.




  “Magicians only know,” said Sir Manga. “If I recall correctly, in the morning he mumbled something about a trip to Landaland. He said he was going to the fair in Numban to buy

  some household junk, but frankly I wasn’t paying much attention.”




  I imagined the gigantic Baxba “mumbling something” and couldn’t contain a smile. The Melifaros would make a great soap opera that should air around the clock. It’s too

  bad that none of the many powerful Grand Magicians who have inhabited Echo since the foundation of the Unified Kingdom have thought to invent television.




  My indefatigable colleague was the first to turn in that evening. Muttering something about his working schedule for the coming day, he deserted us and retreated into his

  bedroom.






  “Oh, dear, dear me!” his mother said. “It was no more than a hundred years ago that my little boy swore he would refuse to sleep when he grew up.”




  “Ah, so he’s also a perjurer,” I said. “What a nice young man.”




  “It runs in the family,” said Sir Manga with pride. “Granted, Anchifa is the crowning glory of my upbringing methods. The first real pirate in the family. That’s quite

  something, I’ll tell you.”




  “If I understand correctly, he’s already left?” I said.




  “Of course. Anchifa has never stayed home for more than a couple dozen days.”




  “Good for him,” I said in a dreamy voice. “You know, I sometimes think I should quit my job and ask him to hire me as a regular sailor on his ship.”




  “I’d advise you not to. A shikka isn’t exactly a resort for a sailor: a barbarian Ukumbian contraption, no magic, and—as a result—too much work for everyone,

  including the captain. And I wouldn’t say the passengers fare much better: the vessel is subject to violent rocking. Yet my son wouldn’t hear of buying a new ship, even though he could

  easily afford one, and then some. The boy tries to imitate his mentors in every possible way. This is a case of typical Ukumbian bravado. The local pirates believe that a man can only be considered

  a true captain if he has sailed the same shikka for no less than five dozen years.”




  “What’s a shikka? A kind of a ship?”




  “Indeed. The swiftest and most maneuverable there is, and not quite what one would consider a pleasure boat, believe me. I once had the misfortune of hiring a Ukumbian shikka, and I lived

  to rue the day I decided to go on an around-the-world journey. If I hadn’t managed to transfer to a regular three-mast karuna equipped with several magic crystals when we reached the next

  port, this World would have lost four of the eight volumes of my sinning encyclopedia, and myself to boot.”




  “All right then. I guess I won’t try to hire myself out as a sailor to your Anchifa after all,” I said. “Thanks for warning me. I think I’ll go to sleep instead.

  After all, it’s the cheapest way to travel in comfort.”




  “If you are referring to the bedroom of my prodigal father, Filo, you couldn’t be more correct. As for the other bedrooms, I’m not so sure. Do you remember where it is, or do

  you want me to show you the way?”




  “Do you think my feeble intellect would suffice to find anything in the endless labyrinth you call your house? You’re flattering me, Sir Manga.”




  “Oh, but of course I am,” the greatest encyclopedist of the World said with a yawn. “All right then. Let’s try to find that sinning door together, shall we?”




  For some time, we wandered through the spacious hallways of the mansion. Sir Manga did his best to play the part of a lost child. It wasn’t very believable, but I was noble enough to play

  along, insofar as my humble acting abilities allowed.
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  At last I was alone in the small dark bedroom I was already so fond of. When I’m there, I always think that Filo Melifaro, the famous grandfather of my colleague and one of the powerful

  Elder Magicians of the Order of the Secret Grass, had me in mind when he built his wonder-working bedroom. He somehow knew that his efforts would benefit more than just his own kin. Hey, if you

  think about it, it’s quite possible that such a great man could sniff out in advance my eventual presence on his territory. For instance, I could have appeared to him in a dream. Why not?

  People are known to have all kinds of nightmares from time to time.




  But none of this really mattered. It was just another fairy tale, the kind it’s nice to tell yourself before you fall asleep while staring, enchanted, at the ancient crisscrossing beams of

  the ceiling somewhere above your head in the darkness of the room.




  This time I crossed the border between reality and dreamland so slowly that I probably could have marked the path I traversed with white pebbles, like Hansel and Gretel. In this dream, however,

  I didn’t have any white pebbles with me.




  First I wandered around in a few blissful dreams, not fully understanding who I was or what I was doing there. Only when I ended up on the barren sandy beach—which, after all, was the goal

  of this journey—did I begin to remember myself as I was in real life. This was not as easy as one might think, but in certain fundamental dreams, recurring dreams I’ve had since

  childhood, it always happens in the end—of its own accord, without any apparent effort from me.




  The difference this time around was that I was returning to myself very slowly and painfully, as though I were trying to recall what I had done while drunk. I was able to recollect the evening I

  had spent in the company of Melifaro’s parents, the trip through the twilit countryside, Tekki’s “promise” to bring home naked men, and then, finally and very unclearly, the

  conversation with Shurf Lonli-Lokli that had worried me. Then I looked down and saw footprints in the sand.




  The footprints, somewhat akin to those of sneakers, had been left by someone wearing soft Uguland shoes. I concentrated, and it suddenly dawned on me that the footprints belonged to Sir Shurf

  himself. I didn’t guess or deduce it by any clues—I simply felt it. I knew it in my heart (and it was clear which one of the two). This had happened to me more than once in real life,

  too. Recently I had noticed a kind of one-way connection between my colleagues and myself, the nature of which I did not fully comprehend. Moments before one of them appeared, I would begin to

  detect a faint scent only emitted by that particular person. And if I happened to enter a room where one of my crew had just been, I would know without the shadow of a doubt who had been there.

  Maybe that’s how loyal dogs anticipate their master’s return, I explained to myself. No, that’s ridiculous. Dogs use their sense of smell, and I was using . . . I was using . . .

  Gosh, I had no idea what it was.




  Neither had I the time to think about man’s best friends. My head began to spin. No wonder: my mind had just gotten a good kick. In my dream, I had just found actual footprints of another

  person who had recently seen this very dream. It looked as though we had both walked along the sand somewhere on the shore of a very real, wet, and salty sea, each of us following the footsteps of

  the other.




  I decided that the best thing to do would be to scream and wake up—the sooner the better. It was all too much for me.




  “Shut up,” I said to myself. “After all, you’re here on business.



  You can have a tantrum in the morning in Sir Manga’s bathroom if you so choose.”




  My stupid habit of talking to myself often proves to be very helpful. Having yelled at myself, I realized that I was quite capable of putting off my hysterics until later. Not until

  morning—in the morning I would still behave myself. I would hold off on my hysterics until I was in Juffin’s presence. The boss would probably bestow upon me two or three of his highly

  theoretical yet thoroughly pacifying explanations. I would then pretend that I understood them, and I would feel great.




  I found the courage not to wake up. Instead I walked for a long time up and down the barren beach, trying to find any trace of the presence of the evil stranger Shurf had been talking about. I

  had found nothing and I was already dead tired. Each step required an enormous amount of effort. I don’t recall ever experiencing anything more dispiriting in any of my dreams than what I

  felt on this walk.




  Having expended all my energy, I woke up. Peace and quiet reigned in the cozy bedroom built by the magical hands of Filo Melifaro. Outside everything was dark and quiet—even the birds

  hadn’t woken up yet. The runes on the beams in the ceiling were doing their magic: it took them only a few seconds to calm down my restless hearts, and then a few minutes more to lull me to

  sleep. This time, the switchman angels that watch over dreamers as they arrive at their destinations took mercy: I dreamed some meaningless but very sweet nonsense. I couldn’t ask for

  more.




  I woke up at dawn, happy and content. Unsolved mysteries did not spoil my mood. It was even pleasant to think that the barren sandy beaches that I had grown to love did indeed exist, and that I

  might have the chance to see them in real life one day. Something similar had once happened to me: while walking around the mountains near Kettari, I discovered the town from my childhood dreams.

  It turned out that the sandy beach was good news rather than bad—that is, if the news was ever amenable to such primitive terms, and the usual morning grogginess notwithstanding.




  “Sir Filo,” I said in a tender voice, addressing the ceiling, “I adore you. I don’t know what I would do without you, and so on and so forth. Just keep me in mind when

  you begin recruiting new grandchildren.”




  Naturally, the ceiling was silent, yet after this insane tirade, my mood improved even more. I had to go down the narrow stairs leading to the bathroom sideways—otherwise my smile

  wouldn’t fit.
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  Moments later, I was flying down to the dining room. I had the rare opportunity to have breakfast alone, then wake up my colleague and observe his suffering, deriving a sadistic pleasure out of

  it. Generally, Sir Melifaro Junior was no keener to get up in the morning than I had been as a schoolboy. That was strange, though, considering he was going to be spending another great day in the

  House by the Bridge rather than meeting the principal.




  Today, however, my colleague had gotten up all by himself and was feeling not too bad, to put it mildly. I had the presence of mind not to be upset about it.




  “Well, does everything please Your Majesty?” he said when he entered the dining room.




  “Yeah, I think I’m not going to execute you this year,” I said. “After that, we’ll see about it.”




  “Dream on. I’m not one of your subjects yet, praise be the Magicians.”




  “We’ll see what tune you’re singing when my boys are galloping down the streets of Echo on their antlered nags. I’ll let you in on a big secret: my personal plan for the

  unification of the Barren Lands and the Unified Kingdom differs somewhat from the official one. I figured it’d be better if I annexed the lands of His Majesty Gurig VIII to mine rather than

  the other way around.”




  “Is that so?” said Melifaro, shoving an enormous sandwich in his mouth. “I think I’m going to denounce you then, if that’s okay with you. I’ve never done this

  before, but better late than never, I guess.”




  “Please don’t. I’ll make you my prime minister.”




  “Tempting, very tempting. Fine, give me a ride on your amobiler for starters, mister. Then I’ll think about it.”




  “Can do. At your service, sir.”




  “This has been the dream of my miserable life—to make you my personal chauffeur,” said Melifaro with a sigh. “You should give this lengthy consideration. It’s the

  only talent you have that’s worthy of the name, anyway.”




  “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, snorting. “I know how much a chauffeur makes. I’ve already been poor once, and didn’t like it one bit.”




  “You? Poor? When?” said Melifaro. “All right, let’s go. I’m really running late for work now.”




  “That’s what I thought,” I said. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been standing in the doorway shuffling my feet for thirty minutes already.”
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  We were tearing along toward Echo through the sleepy suburbs on this gloomy morning. Melifaro, who loved sunny weather, looked visibly downcast. At one point, he demanded that I entertain him,

  but I said I had to keep my eyes on the road. He calmed down and even began to doze off from boredom.




  I was completely entranced by the beautiful gloomy morning. Each raindrop on the windshield looked like a tiny inimitable wonder. Just recently, I had noticed that even rain in this World was

  different from the usual precipitation I had spent my first thirty years soaking in. Sure, it was just water, but the sweet scent of the pollen, the barely noticeable purple tint of the streaks of

  rains, the . . .




  It was nice to remember that I still was a newcomer in this beautiful World. Deep inside, I hoped that this feeling would stay with me a lot longer. So many new ways to get myself in trouble, so

  many opportunities to be amazed over trivial things. The latter—the blissful opportunities to be amazed over trivial things—filled my life so fully that I could almost afford not to

  wish for anything else. Frankly, that morning, I didn’t wish for anything else.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Once I had dropped off my daytime half by the House by the Bridge, I decided it was a good idea to drop by myself. I had to tell Juffin the mysterious story of my silly dreams.




  Sir Juffin had not yet arrived. I guessed that at that time of the day I could probably find him on the Street of Old Coins: he still hadn’t sated his craving for late-night movie

  screenings. I carefully weighed the options and decided that Shurf’s (and, by extension, my own) problem could wait until the evening—unlike Tekki, who had probably begun tossing and

  turning by now. Yesterday she had said she might regret the chance she had let slip. I couldn’t allow my beautiful lady to fall so low. From time to time, I discover that I have principles

  that I simply cannot forego.
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  I returned to the House by the Bridge only an hour before sunset and went straight to the office that I shared with Juffin. Kurush was the only occupant. He sat on the back of the armchair with

  an allimportant look.




  “Where’s the boss, O wise one?” I said.




  “I don’t know,” said the bird. “He came and went, came and went. People, as you know, are known to be somewhat restless.”




  “That we are,” I said, sighing, and sent Juffin a call.




  It’s the second time I’ve come to the Headquarters today and not found you here.




  It’s your own fault. You should work on your sense of timing, said Juffin. It’s high time that you learned to come exactly when I’m in. More to the point, however: What on

  earth are you doing there? As I recall, I gave you two days off—at your own persistent request, may I remind you. What happened? Couldn’t bear the life of a loafer?




  Nah, loafing wasn’t the problem. It’s my absentmindedness—I thought it had already been two days, I said. Then I added with a sigh, Juffin, to be honest, I have a few questions

  that you’re the one most likely to have the answers to.




  Well, I’ve had a rough day, so if your confession can wait, let’s put it off until tomorrow, said Juffin. Otherwise, you can come to the Street of Old Coins tonight. You’ll

  definitely find me here. It won’t even matter if your sense of timing is off.




  Thank you, Juffin. I’ll do that.




  Good. Now get out of my office. I know you all too well. First you’ll drink two or three mugs of kamra, and then you’re going to say that you had to work overtime.




  Hey, it’s my office, too! I said. All right, all right. I’m gone already.




  Liar!




  You can’t fool the boss, I thought. I gave a loud, deep sigh, rose from the armchair where I had just curled up, and went to the Hall of Common Labor. Shurf Lonli-Lokli wasn’t there,

  so I decided to take my chances and look for him in his lair.




  He wasn’t in his huge, almost empty, and sterile office either, but I sensed that he would show up any minute now. I had gotten so used to trusting my instincts that I didn’t bother

  to burden myself with Silent Speech. Instead, I grabbed a random book from a small white bookshelf over his desk, sat on the only (and very hard) chair in the room, and prepared to wait.




  The book was The Pendulum of Immortality. I had seen Shurf reading it many times already. I didn’t have the chance to dip into this literary monument, however. Moments later, the door at

  the far end of the office opened with a quiet creak. I’m a fast reader, all right, but not that fast.
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  “You came even sooner than I expected,” I said, getting up from the owner’s chair. I rushed to put the book back on the shelf—I knew what a pain in the neck Shurf

  was.




  “I am happy to see you, Max,” said Lonli-Lokli. His stone face looked almost friendly. “But I should be very much obliged if you returned the book to the place you took it

  from.”




  “Wait, what did I just do?”




  “You put it on the shelf—you didn’t return it. The book was the third from the right, and now it is the rightmost item on the shelf. Do not get me wrong, Max. I am all for

  changes in general, yet untimely changes do not facilitate a good mood.”




  I submitted without a murmur and returned the book to its original place. Then I couldn’t contain myself and laughed. “Oh, this is just brilliant, Shurf! Sometimes I think that the

  World stands on your back.”




  “It may well be true,” said this wonderful fellow in an indifferent tone. “Do you have any news for me, or have you just decided to pay a visit?”




  “Yes and yes. But my news requires a more intimate setting: a candlelit dinner and whatnot. Got a minute?”




  “Must it be candlelit?” said Lonli-Lokli. “There are not many taverns in Echo that use candles, you know. Illuminating gas is much more practical.”




  “Fine, we’ll do away with the candles,” I said in the tone of a person who was willing to sacrifice the most sacred principles in the interests of business. “To be

  perfectly straight, we can do away with the dinner, too. I don’t have much in terms of news. I just like to combine business with pleasure.”




  “So do I,” said Shurf, grinning. “And since you mentioned candles, we could go to the Vampire’s Dinner. Their cuisine is not bad, and I think they still don’t have

  too many customers there. They even have candles. Would this be agreeable to you?”




  “The Vampire’s Dinner is a marvelous place. I had no idea you ever went there.”




  “At one time, it was one of my favorite taverns, and I still find it pleasant. I used to dine there almost every day.”




  “‘Used to’? Was it during your Merry Fishmonger days, by any chance?” I said.




  “Oh, no. Much, much later. Incidentally, it was there that I met my wife. She caught my fancy by ordering precisely the dishes that I found virtually inedible. I thought that studying that

  woman would grant me access to a new side of human life that hitherto had been unknown to me. A side that does not find the taste of Kuankulex wine or Loxrian xatta revolting.”




  I shook my head, bewildered. This fellow baffled me every now and then. Sometimes I thought he did it on purpose, and not entirely without ulterior motives. I’m sure he keeps a special

  notebook at home where he writes down how many times a day he has baffled me. He then rubs his hands together in his fancy laced gloves and chortles when nobody can see him.
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  The interior of the Vampire’s Dinner was as dramatic as its name: candles, semidarkness, and tabletops with splashes of red paint suggesting blood. A large but friendly fellow was dozing

  off behind the bar. He had gone through the trouble of putting on some evening makeup, whitening his face, blackening his eyebrows, and painting some fluorescent formula around his eyes. Gobs of

  red lipstick were supposed to create the impression that this nice guy had just quenched his thirst with a few glasses of blood from his innocent victims.




  I shook my head in amusement. The first time I had walked into the Vampire’s Dinner had not been the best day of my life. Yet even then, the place had lifted my spirits. Now, when I was

  feeling so wonderful and so complete, I couldn’t have asked for a better place to be.




  Shurf and I were the only visitors in the tavern. We sat down at the table farthest from the door. The proprietor, happy with the sudden arrival of customers, promptly brought us the menu. He

  was friendly and courteous. Neither the protective gloves covering the death-dealing hands of Sir Lonli-Lokli, nor my Mantle of Death—both well known in the Capital—seemed to bother

  him. On the contrary, they seemed to complement the mood of the place.




  “I remember once having a Breath of Evil here,” I said. “An excellent treat, I must say, Shurf. I highly recommend it.”




  “Strange. I do not recall seeing it on the menu before.”




  “That’s because you used to come here back in the unpalatable times right after the ratification of the Code of Krember. I came here in the good old days when every chef was ordered

  to wear the Earring of Oxalla and allowed to cook whatever he wanted.”




  “Oh, I see. It’s one of the dishes of the old cuisine. Indeed, I have not come here at all since Sir Juffin solicited a relaxation of restrictions for the chefs. Still, Max, you are

  exaggerating, as usual. Last time I was here was not more than four years ago—not a hundred and seventeen, as one might assume based on your unreasonable assertion.



Well, I should not pass up the chance of becoming acquainted with the dish you have recommended. Perhaps I should try the Breath of Evil.”




  Shurf spoke in such a serious tone that it sounded as though he was talking about choosing a weapon that would (or wouldn’t) save our lives.




  After the small pieces of cake on our plates had “blown up” like popcorn on a hotplate, and Sir Shurf Lonli-Lokli had deigned to approve my choice of dish, I decided it was time to

  talk business.




  “I was there last night, Shurf,” I said. Shurf raised his eyebrows in perplexity, so I had to clarify. “In our dream—yours and mine. I went to sleep in Filo

  Melifaro’s bedroom and found myself on that sinning beach. I didn’t find any strangers there, though. The beach can still hold the title of Most Desolate Place in the Universe. What I

  did find there, however, was your footprints in the sand. Frankly, it shook me to the core.”




  “It did, did it not?” said Shurf. “Are you sure those were my footprints and not someone else’s?”




  “Positive. If I weren’t, I’d have told you that I found footprints that could be yours, but I’m absolutely certain those were your footprints. By the way, the footprints

  were made by boots. Do you keep them on while sleeping?”




  “That is nonsense. Naturally I take my footwear off before I go to sleep. Yet in my dream, I was wearing boots, that is true. Hold on a moment, Max. Are you saying that you always walk in

  your dreams naked?”




  “Uh, no, of course not,” I said, taken aback. “But this dream . . . See, Shurf, this beach isn’t just a dream—it’s a real place. I’m sure of it now. I

  wish I knew which World it was in. Also, you know what I think? I think there are no people there. Not just people—there is no living soul at all. I’ve had dreams of empty places

  before, but not so empty that they gave me the willies. The other places had some kind of fathomable ‘human’ emptiness, so to speak. I mean, the assumption was that there was someone

  there, just somewhere far, far away. And let me tell you, I was pretty happy in those dreams. So I thought that my desolate beach was someplace like that—abandoned, but fathomable and

  safe.”




  “And you do not think that anymore?” said Lonli-Lokli.




  I shook my head. “I’m telling you: for starters, it’s real. It isn’t just part of some kind of dream you can discard and forget while you’re brushing your teeth.

  Second, that place is absolutely empty now. And it wasn’t before. See, before, I wasn’t scared of that place—I liked it. I’m not such a complicated person that I love

  something I fear. Long story short, I don’t want you to go there anymore, Shurf. But it’s not up to you, if I understand it correctly?”




  “It is true. I, unfortunately, have no control over the situation,” said Shurf. “What are you going to do about it? I have studied you long enough to know that you are not

  going to leave this alone. Am I right?”




  “I wish I could just leave it alone,” I said, sighing. “I just don’t think I can.”




  “Then I guess I am lucky,” said Lonli-Lokli with a barely noticeable hint of doubt in his voice. “I presume you are going to discuss this with Sir Juffin.”




  “Of course I am. Even if you didn’t approve of it, I’d have to. All my problems have something to do with or somehow affect Juffin. I think it’s just one of

  Nature’s laws. And at this point, it’s the only thing I can do. I don’t know where to begin such an investigation. Maybe he knows.”




  Shurf carefully picked up a small cup of kamra, took a sip, and put it back on the table. I still can’t figure out how he manages to do this without taking off his massive protective

  gloves. I guess I never will.




  “Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t. Why, by the way, did you think I might not approve of it?” he said.




  “I don’t know. Just a thought. In any case, you’re a free man and you have the right to have personal secrets. And I’m not the one to pry into them. Then again, I’m

  not too eager to obtain your permission to do so either.”




  Lonli-Lokli gave me a long, piercing look. His gray eyes, which usually radiated icy calm, lit up with such blinding fury that I almost choked on the air I was inhaling.




  “I am not a free man. I am the Master Who Snuffs Out Unnecessary Lives. ‘Death in the Service of the King,’ as you put it. Therefore I have no right to personal secrets. Such

  luxuries may come at too high a price for those who have no obligation to pay for me.”




  The oratorical fury of my ferocious friend extinguished itself as suddenly as it had ignited. His eyes dropped, and he continued in a quiet voice. “I am telling you this only because you

  and I are in the same situation. We should not entertain meaningless illusions about our freedom and ‘right to have personal secrets.’ This is not a tragedy—simply a certain

  period in our lives. Perhaps one day it will end, but for the time being we must play by the rules. It is imperative that you tell Juffin this story, no matter what I think about it.”




  “Has something happened, Shurf?” I said, taken aback. “Is this conversation bothering you? I’ve never heard you speak with such passion before. Even the Mad Fishmonger

  that I had the pleasure of meeting in Kettari wasn’t such a passionate speaker.”




  “Something has happened,” said Lonli-Lokli, nodding. “And the sooner I find out what it is, the better. This conversation is indeed bothering me because there is a part of me

  that does not want you to talk to Juffin. So I was talking to myself, rather than to you. It would pain me deeply if I learned that I had offended you.”
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