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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 this 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, 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, The Stranger’s Woes follows the new adventures

  and misadventures of Sir Max and his friends in this enchanted and enchanting world.




  
 





  ONE




  THE MAGAXON FOXES
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  “CONGRATULATIONS, MAX. YOU AND MELIFARO GET A HOLIday. One day

  for both of you.” Sir Juffin Hully was positively glowing with acerbity.




  “Big deal. Have the Secret Investigators officially earned the right to keep a harem? Has there been a special Royal Decree?” I asked indifferently. To be honest, I had been out of

  sorts since morning.




  “Even worse, boy. Much worse. It seems that the magnificent General Boboota Box is on the mend. Soon he’ll be up and about.”




  “Well, it was bound to happen sooner or later, much to the chagrin of his subordinates. I’ve even missed him. It’s so sweet to see him tremble in terror when I’m

  around.”




  “Is that so? Then you have reason to rejoice.”




  “Rejoice? Why?” I sensed a trap.




  “To this day Boboota can’t forget how you and Melifaro saved his precious backside from turning into pâté. The burden of his unexpressed gratitude has become too much

  for him. As a matter of fact, he sent you an official invitation. Tomorrow at sundown you are to cross the threshold of Boboota Box’s residence. Happy?”




  “Ouch, Juffin. What if I’m otherwise engaged tomorrow? I could deliver the head of some rebellious Grand Magician to you on a platter, or create a few new Universes. How about it?

  I’ll do it in the wink of an eye, honest. But I regret to say I won’t be able to make it to Sir Boboota’s party. How unfortunate.”




  “Dream on. No, my boy, you’ve got to pay for your mistakes. Since you and Melifaro saw fit to save Boboota’s life, you have to take the consequences. No need to pull such a

  long face, either. It will be fine. You just have to mention outhouses—Boboota’s favorite subject. Then you come back to me and report the gist of your edifying chat. You’re good

  at that. So you see, you’ll both be happy—just not at the same time. I’m the only one who gets to be happy all the time.”




  “Does Melifaro already know about the pleasure that awaits him?”




  “Of course, and he’s delighted. He says that imagining you at Boboota’s table sends shivers up and down his spine.”




  “Listen, Juffin, you’ve already done me in. You’ve knocked me flat on my back, wiped the wall with me, and rubbed my nose in the dirt. Now tell me, do I really have to go to

  Boboota’s?”




  “Well, I wouldn’t say that you have to, but the poor fellow suffered a real blow from the pâté incident. He’s been confined to his bed for days on end. And

  remember, he’s turned over a new leaf. So he’s counting on your visit. He’s a very sensitive fellow deep down in his heart.”




  “Right, but your hands come up covered in blood after you dig down that far,” I said. “All right, all right, I’ll go. Otherwise, Melifaro will cry all day in the Chair of

  Despair. What would people think of us then?”




  “Attaboy! But why are you so down in the dumps, Max? What’s the matter?”




  “Magicians only know,” I said, shrugging. “On the surface everything seems to be just fine—but it’s all wrong. Maybe it’s a seasonal thing, like the mating

  dance of the Sysoo bird. You know I’m a simple guy. My mind is a very primitive mechanism.”




  “Sysoo birds don’t do mating dances,” Kurush said. “People entertain such strange notions about birds.”




  I stroked the buriwok’s ruffled feathers. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m an ignorant alien, and you’re a wise Keeper of Knowledge. Forgive me.”




  “What’s this I hear?” Juffin said, shaking his head in surprise. “By the way, I hope you aren’t going to bed without the kerchief of the Grand Magician

  of—”




  “Of the Order of the Secret Grass,” I said. “I don’t forget anything at all these days. I turn off the bathroom light and don’t go outside in the nude. I do the

  famous Lonli-Lokli breathing exercises every morning and eat six times a day. Everything’s just hunky-dory.”




  “No, Max. Not everything. What about your dreams?”




  “That’s just it: I don’t have any at all,” I said. “The trip to Kettari wiped out my ability to dream altogether. They’re gone. Poof!”




  “Hmm. Now we’re getting somewhere. Don’t exaggerate, though. Nothing has been ‘wiped out,’ as you put it. It’s a good thing you have that kind of defense

  mechanism.”




  “Oh, you mean a horror film series has been scheduled for my personal movie theater?” I asked, showing some signs of life.




  “Be so good as to speak more clearly. Those metaphors of yours—”




  “I just meant to suggest that all the nightmares of the World might be after my scalp.”




  “I didn’t need you to tell me that,” Juffin said testily. “But don’t worry. They’ll grow tired of you. It will pass. It’s all for the best—you

  finally have some time to turn your attention to what happens when you’re awake.”




  “Like a visit to Sir Boboota. You’re right, Juffin. That’s a nightmare right there,” I quipped.




  “That’s better,” the chief said, smiling. “Much better. Don’t let any untoward wonders spoil your good nature.”




  “I have a good nature?”




  “Absolutely. Especially after your fifth glass of Elixir of Kaxar. Well, wonder boy, it’s time to get down to the task at hand.”




  “Did you send over to the Glutton for dinner?” I said.




  “For pastries,” Kurush corrected me.




  Juffin pulled his hair in mock despair, and I burst out laughing. My own announcement that everything was “all wrong” did start to seem like an exaggeration. I really was fine after

  all. But a dozen days without a single dream—I wasn’t used to that. I almost felt like a happy dead man who had managed to strike it lucky in the afterlife.
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  “I sense that we’re in for a sea of pleasure today! Even more. Oceans of it. In a word, I’d like to be a pirate crossing those oceans of pleasure.”




  Melifaro was stretched out nonchalantly on his own desk, feet crossed, staring at the ceiling. I was sitting in his chair. I couldn’t shake off the bizarre sensation that soon I would be

  sampling the festive delicacy that was laid out in front of me, elegantly wrapped in a bright turquoise looxi.




  “Did you know there are lots of jokes making the rounds about Boboota Box and his men?” Melifaro said.




  I shook my head no.




  “What an innocent you are, Mr. Nightmare! Didn’t your parents teach you anything? Shame on their bald and graying heads!”




  Melifaro was already tired of lying on the desk. He jumped down to the floor, covered the distance from one corner to another in a few determined leaps, and arranged himself comfortably on the

  windowsill.




  “Boboota and Foofloss are sitting in the outhouse in neighboring stalls, doing their respective business. Foofloss finishes, looks around, and sees there’s no T.P. So he knocks on

  the wall to get Boboota’s attention. ‘Hey, boss. You have any T.P. over there?’ And Boboota says, ‘What’s the matter, is your skaba too short?’”




  I snickered, a bit surprised. Could it really be just a coincidence?




  “Tell me another.”




  “Woo-hoo! I’m on a roll now! Go buy a ticket for the next show, first. Okay, okay, here’s another one. Captain Foofloss comes up to Boboota and asks, ‘What’s the

  deductive method?’”




  I started laughing, again taken by surprise.




  Melifaro went on: “Boboota puffs out his cheeks and turns red in the face, he’s thinking so hard. A half hour later he says, ‘I’ll make it plain and simple so even an

  idiot can understand. Did you eat yesterday? Yes, well then you’ve got a backside, too.’ ‘Goodness, boss. How did you guess?’ ‘I’ll explain it one more time,

  this time for total cretins. If you ate yesterday, that means you visited the outhouse today. If you visited the outhouse today, that means you’ve got a backside. And that’s the

  deductive method.’ Foofloss, very pleased with himself, runs into Lieutenant Shixola walking down the corridor. You realize, naturally, that the joke was started long before Shixola was

  promoted to captain. Foofloss asks, ‘Did you eat yesterday?’ ‘No, I didn’t have time.’ ‘Well then you have no backside!’”




  Amazing. I knew those jokes inside out. I had heard them many times as a kid in my own World. Sure, the characters had different names, but there was no mistaking it—the jokes were

  otherwise the same, word for word. Which just goes to show that peripatetic stories and jokes travel between Worlds far more easily than storytellers and jokers.




  “Whoa!” Melifaro said. “A delegation has arrived. The cream of the crop, the pride and joy of the City Police Department and our White List. Lieutenant Kamshi and Captain

  Shixola, heroes of the popular imagination. Well, this was predictable. So, fellows, have you brought a petition? Here’s your man, Sir Max himself. Grease his palm well, and he’ll spit

  at your boss right across his own dinner table.”




  “Dream on,” I mumbled. “I don’t take bribes like some—”




  “Like who?” Melifaro said.




  “I don’t know. I guess I’m the only one in the Universe who refuses them.”




  “No problem, mates,” my daytime half said. “He’ll wipe out your boss for free.”




  “You may think it’s funny, gentlemen, but we’re in a very difficult position,” Kamshi said. Shixola made a mournful face.




  “You’re not kidding,” Melifaro said in a jocular tone. “The Second Coming of General Boboota Box is nigh. If he’s already sucking up to this freak of

  nature”—here he jerked his head irreverently in my direction—“he must be on his way to the House by the Bridge. Your happy days are over, boys. I feel for you.”




  “It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Captain Shixola said. He looked like a prisoner waiting patiently on death row. “But it’s such an inconvenient time.”




  “Ahem, and when would it be convenient?” Melifaro asked. “Anyway, guys, what gives? Something exciting?”




  “Not exactly exciting. Let’s just say some old traditions are being revived. Outlaws are coming out of the shadows in the Magaxon Forest again.”




  “Again?” Melifaro looked surprised. “It’s only been thirty years since the World saw the last of Jiffa Savanxa and his henchmen. I guess a new batch of them is ready to

  roll. Their leader no doubt has a life-size portrait of Sir Jiffa in full outlaw regalia hanging above his bed. Charming. Well, is that all?”




  “Almost, except that now our chances of cornering him are very slim,” Kamshi said. “While Sir Boboota languishes at home in bed and his deputy Sir Foofloss goes pub-crawling,

  Shixola and I can act as we see fit. But what will become of our plans when General Box is back on duty? He’ll start barking orders that we’ll be forced to carry out. The gentlemen

  outlaws will be overjoyed, I’m sure.”




  “Hmm, I see.” Melifaro nodded. “But what can we do to help? Cast a spell on Boboota that makes him allergic to giving orders? I’m afraid that’s

  impossible.”




  “Of course. We were just thinking that hard work might undermine Boboota’s already delicate condition,” Kamshi said. “Perhaps you agree with us, gentlemen? And you could

  hint as much to Lady Box. Or, even better, you could inform General Boboota about your fears for his health.”




  “We’re so worried we can’t sleep at night,” Melifaro said.




  “I can tell Boboota that I spent all my free time learning the recipe for the pâté that poisoned him,” I suggested. “And the experiment proved that the unhappy

  victims of that—what was that stuff called? King Banjee, right—must under no circumstances overtax themselves. Otherwise they’re doomed. But why didn’t you try to bribe

  Abilat Paras? He’s in charge of healing your boss. A warning like that from him would carry more weight.”




  “He is incorruptible, like Sir Max,” said Lieutenant Kamshi, bowing to me ceremoniously. “I think the poor fellow is sick to death of being our boss’s healer.”




  “Poor little Bobooty, nobody wuvs him,” I said. “Should I adopt him? I can buy him candy and sit him down on the potty a hundred times a day. Wouldn’t that be

  sweet?”




  Melifaro turned aside and snickered quietly. That must have meant my friend was amused. The policemen looked at us almost in horror.




  “Okay, boys, we’ll do our best,” Melifaro said. “Boboota will be white with fear by the time we’re done with him. We’ll take a great interest in the workings

  of his long-suffering intestines, and Sir Max will lecture him on the dangers of overexertion. With the Dark Magicians as my witness, we’re on your side. Go forth, capture your brigands, and

  enjoy life.”




  The policemen left the office on wings of hope.




  “You know this Lieutenant Kamshi isn’t destined to stay too long with the City Police,” Melifaro said after our guests had closed the heavy door behind them. “Sir

  Marunarx Antarop is already very old, and the post of Warden of the Prison of Xolomi is an onerous job.”




  “You think Kamshi will be the one to fill it?”




  “Me? I don’t think anything. But Sir Juffin once remarked that Kamshi was just the one to keep an eye on the walls of Xolomi. Juffin says he’s made of the right stuff, heart

  and soul, and it’s lucky if someone like that is born once in a century. Who do you think appoints someone to the post?”




  “I don’t doubt for a second that it’s Juffin himself. And that’s all for the best.”




  “And how! Well, are you ready to party?”




  “No. And I’ll never be ready for a party like this one. But if it’s time to go, let’s boogie.”
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  Boboota Box’s mansion, the size of a stadium, loomed on the edge of the swanky Left Bank, where property started to get cheaper and neighbors were few and far between. The

  Left Bank was populated by those who didn’t deign to take an interest in the price of land, or prices of any kind. People who wished to economize were rare in these parts. Only one or two

  houses, surrounded by greenery, were visible from Boboota’s. This seemed to be where Echo ended.




  “The old man sure lives in a grand style,” Melifaro said. “This place looks like a fortress.”




  “Too grand for my tastes,” I said. “Do you remember my apartment on the Street of Old Coins? For me that was already on the large side.”




  “Is this your inner real estate agent speaking?” Melifaro said. “To hear you talk, one would think you preferred living in a closet.”




  “You may find it hard to believe, but that’s about what I was living in not so very long ago. How I managed to fit into it I can’t imagine.”




  “You were probably just skinnier back then,” Melifaro said, grinning. “And you slept standing up.”
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  General Boboota Box met us at the door. He had grown so pale and thin during his illness that he actually resembled a human being. He no longer looked like a charging bull. He

  might even have been able to maneuver in a china shop without any upsets.




  “Welcome, gentlemen,” Boboota said in his most genteel manner.




  His voice had become uncharacteristically mild. Melifaro and I exchanged wary glances. Was this gentle fellow the terror of his side of the House by the Bridge? What had happened to him,

  poor thing? Of course, as our host, he was obliged to be gracious and polite. Besides, we had saved his life, and he still feared me like he feared losing the spark, but this change in his demeanor

  was beyond comprehension.




  After we had exchanged a few pleasantries, we went inside, where we were greeted by Boboota’s wife. Strange as it may be, she was neither a harridan nor a doormat. As far as I’ve

  been able to judge, bullies like Boboota usually go for one extreme or the other when choosing a mate.




  Lady Box was a very sweet, still pretty middle-aged redhead. She managed to be hospitable and unassuming at the same time.




  “Thank you for saving my sweet dumpling, boys,” she said with a bright smile. “It’s hard to change your habits at my age, and I was already so used to falling asleep to

  the sound of his snores.”




  “Hush now, Ulima,” Boboota murmured in embarrassment.




  “Hold your tongue, worrywart! Have you forgotten our agreement? You invite the guests, and I amuse them, since the few times we tried to do it the other way around, it wasn’t exactly

  a success. This way, please, gentlemen.”




  We were shown into the living room, where I was in for yet another surprise.




  I was already familiar with the practice in Echo of cultivating luminous mushrooms in vessels that function as lampshades. These fungi are used to illuminate both streets and living spaces. When

  something irritates them, the mushrooms begin to glow. The light switch simply activates some bristles that gently but insistently tickle the caps of the mushrooms. General Boboota preferred this

  form of lighting, and it wouldn’t have surprised me, but . . .




  An enormous translucent vessel occupied the center of the living room. I suppose your average whale might have found it a bit cramped, but the whale still would have been able to fit inside it.

  The vessel contained a radiant mushroom of truly mammoth proportions. The ones I had seen before this were seldom larger than a three-year-old child. This enormous specimen not only cast a warm

  orange glow but also buzzed like an angry bumblebee. I was astonished. By the looks of it, Melifaro was as unsettled by the thing as I was.




  “Are you impressed? This is my pride and joy.” General Boboota was grinning from ear to ear. “I grew it myself. It’s so smart, you can’t imagine. You see,

  gentlemen, it began to glow as soon as we came in. And I didn’t even have to go near the switch. It just knows when to light up.”




  “I’m afraid that mushroom simply hates my husband,” Lady Box whispered to me. “When anyone else enters the room, glowing is the last thing on its mind. I always have to

  flick the switch.”




  “I believe my mushroom is the only one of its kind in the World,” Boboota said, glowing himself.




  “You, sir, are also the only one of your kind,” Melifaro said with unfeigned enthusiasm.




  “Thank you,” Boboota said, making a deep bow. “And here, gentlemen, is another family heirloom.”




  He gestured toward a huge canvas that covered almost the entire wall. It depicted a battle scene. The foreground was dominated by General Boboota Box himself, decked out in some bizarre uniform

  and dripping with medals and bric-a-brac. His manly chest blocked from view a smallish elderly man with a bright expression and wind-tousled snow-white hair. Some claw-like fingers on a pair of

  emaciated dark hands were reaching out toward Boboota from the nether regions of the painting, while the General threatened them with his broadsword. In the background, a flock of wholesome,

  fresh-faced youths were cheerfully vanquishing some unattractive, unkempt gentlemen.




  The painting struck me as horrible. It was pitiful to look at poor Melifaro, though—he was fighting a losing battle against his urge to guffaw.




  Our host, in the meantime, launched into a lecture.




  “This masterpiece is the work of Galza Illana himself. I was very lucky. Sir Illana was the Senior Master of Depiction at the court of His Majesty Gurig VII, may the Dark Magicians protect

  him. And who, if not he, could preserve the spirit of this outstanding and memorable event? It is an excellent rendering, is it not, gentlemen? Not like the work of our modern paint slingers. They

  may as well be smearing their backsides with their own crap.”




  The most striking thing was that good old General Boboota, our hospitable host, uttered this phrase in such a quiet and colorless voice that it sounded like an intelligent, even eloquent,

  critique.




  “And what are those medals?” I said, my curiosity getting the better of me. “Amulets?”




  “Right you are, Sir Max. Protective amulets made for us, the Royal Guard, by the Order of the Seven-Leaf Clover, the Single and Most Beneficent. In those days it would have been impossible

  to get along without them. We were up against the Orders of Magic! And a sharp sword and brave heart aren’t going to get you very far against an enemy like that. If it weren’t for those

  amulets, I wouldn’t have had the joy of—”




  “Joy of my heart,” Lady Ulima interrupted him gently. “Don’t you think it’s time to feed the guests? That is why they’re here, you know—to

  eat.”




  “Of course, my dear.” Boboota turned to us, somewhat abashed. “Do you like the painting, gentlemen?”




  Melifaro and I nodded silently. We were a hair’s breadth away from desecrating the idyllic vision with a most irreverent explosion of laughter, but we managed to contain our glee.




  For this we were rewarded with the call to dine. Dinner wasn’t as unexpected as the prelude to the meal. Everything was comme il faut. The presentation of the dishes was lovely,

  Lady Ulima’s society gossip was engaging, and the gallant Boboota deferred politely to her.




  Weary of suffering in silence, I sent a call to Melifaro.




  I wonder if he’s always so proper when he’s at home? Or could this be a lingering symptom of poisoning?




  With such a sweet and affectionate wife around, it’s possible he’s always like this at home, Melifaro answered in Silent Speech. The guy still

  can’t figure out how he landed such a paragon of womanhood. For Lady Ulima, Boboota will refuse to speak above a whisper. He’ll go down on his knees

  to put her dainty slippers on her little feet. At work, though, he cuts loose from the bottom of his soul, and it’s no holds barred.




  Here I was forced to admit that the harebrained Melifaro understood people far better than I did.
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  My body has its own notions of what constitutes good manners. For some reason that I can’t fathom, it feels that when you are invited to dinner, halfway through the feast

  it’s time to head for the john. Over the course of many years I struggled heroically against this urge, but I finally tossed in the towel. It was a losing battle.




  The formal dinner at General Boboota’s was no exception. In any case, I didn’t have to worry too much. In this house, a little detour of that nature could only inspire indulgent

  approval on the part of my host. I left the dining room without troubling to invent all kinds of excuses.




  Downstairs there was yet another surprise in store for me.




  I had long before grown used to the fact that every house in Echo has at least three or four bathing pools. Usually there are many more. This could turn bathing into a complicated affair.




  But a dozen toilets of various heights gurgling a discordant welcome to the visitor—well, this I was seeing for the first time. Even Sir Juffin Hully, the unsurpassed sybarite of

  all nations and epochs, gets along with just one, not to mention ordinary Echoers. I couldn’t deny that Boboota Box was one of a kind.




  I must have been looking somewhat bewildered when I finally returned to the dining room. My colleagues, especially the irreproachable Sir Lonli-Lokli, were always trying to persuade me to

  disguise my feelings, or at least not to wear them on my sleeve (right next to my heart). But my facial muscles gave me away every time.




  Lady Ulima threw me a sharp glance, then burst out laughing.




  “Take a look, dear! It seems that even gentlemen Secret Investigators can be caught by surprise.”




  “You’re bringing shame on our organization, Sir Max,” Melifaro said with a sniff. “Is this the first time it’s ever happened to you? Didn’t you know that all

  people do that sort of thing from time to time?”




  “Very funny,” I said. “Go have a look yourself.” Here I switched to Silent Speech. He’s got a dozen toilets in there, I kid you not!




  Melifaro raised his eyebrows in disbelief and shut up. Just in case.




  “No secrets, gentlemen,” Lady Ulima said, smiling all the while. “It’s a perfectly appropriate subject for conversation—even at the dinner table, by way of

  exception. Tell them, dear.”




  Boboota began his story as if on cue. “When I was a young lad and had just entered the Royal Guard, about two hundred years ago, I lived in the barracks. They were glorious times,

  I’m not complaining. But something happened once—”




  Lady Ulima chortled again. She clearly knew this saga by heart and was anticipating what was to come. General Boboota grew tongue-tied.




  “You won’t be shocked by hearing such an . . . unappetizing story during dinner, gentlemen? I can tell you the story later, over dessert, if you’d prefer.”




  Melifaro and I exchanged glances, then guffawed, unable to suppress our merriment any longer.




  “You see? No need to mince words with these boys,” Lady Box said, urging him on. “I’m not sure they’d be shocked even if you showed them. But do go on,

  please.”




  “Well, it wasn’t even something you’d call an event,” Boboota continued shyly. “I had a buddy in the service, one Shartzy Nolla, an excellent fellow. A real

  giant—a head taller than me, and with the physique to match. One day he and I received a Day of Freedom from Care and went to visit his aunt, Madam Catalla. Back then she was the proprietor

  of an excellent tavern, so our Shartzy was a lucky dog—and he was fed like a king. Since we were together that day, I lucked out, too. You might say we outdid ourselves, so much food did we

  consume. The next morning we returned to the barracks, and Shartzy made for the outhouse. He beat me to it, the old crapper!




  “Back then we lived in barracks. There were four of us to a room, and we all shared one outhouse, if you can believe it. Well, I held it in, and held it in. Half an hour. An hour. The

  joker still wouldn’t come out. He later claimed he was constipated, but I think he took his time on purpose. Anyway, holding it in any longer was beyond my control.”




  Melifaro made a terrifying spectacle. He was bright red from suppressed laughter. I even feared for his life, if not just for his sanity.




  “Just let it out, Sir Melifaro,” Lady Ulima said. “Why not? It’s a funny story!”




  “And that’s when I decided,” Boboota said in a solemn voice, “I decided that if I ever got rich, I’d have a dozen blasted toilets at my disposal at any given

  time.”




  Melifaro and I exploded into wild fits of laughter. We sounded like madmen. The General and his wife looked on benevolently. We were probably not the first guests who had laughed themselves

  silly after being regaled with this venerable tale.
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  The dinner finally came to an end. Out of the folds of the Mantle of Death I ceremoniously drew a box of Cuban cigars. I had come by these rare delights when I was in Kettari. I

  had fished them out from the Chink between Worlds, where up until then I had found only cigarettes. Since that day I’ve never known what I would find when I reach my hand into that sinning

  Chink. In any case, I’ve learned that everything comes in handy sooner or later. Well, nearly everything.




  To my shame, I had never liked cigars—or, rather, I had never really known how to smoke them. My coworkers had turned out to be even more clueless in this department than I was. Boboota

  was my last hope.




  “What are these, Sir Max?” Boboota said.




  “They’re meant for smoking,” I said. “I just received them from Kumon, the capital of the Kumon Caliphate. I’ve got kinfolk there, you see.”




  I was already in the habit of referring to the Kumon Caliphate whenever I had to explain the origin of the strange objects that turned up in my poor pockets more and more often. The Kumon

  Caliphate is so far away that the only person who might have caught me in the lie was Sir Manga Melifaro, author of the famous eight-volume Encyclopedia of the World (and of the infamous

  Ninth Volume, Melifaro Junior).




  “You don’t say! The Kumon Caliphate?” said Lady Ulima.




  “Yes.” I sighed. “Whenever I discover new relatives, it seems they always manage to migrate to the outer reaches of the World.”




  General Boboota, in the meantime, had lit up a cigar. “Sir Max!” The erstwhile victim of my cruel experiment gave a sigh of delight. “Even in my wildest dreams, I could never

  have imagined that such things exist. Are they really all for me?” His hands were trembling.




  “They’re all yours,” I said, nodding. “I’ll have my relatives send more if you like. They’re too strong for me, but it’s a matter of taste, of course.

  Glad you enjoy them.”




  “It’s . . . it’s . . .” He couldn’t seem to find an uncensored word to describe his euphoria. Neither could I. The scoundrel with a big fat cigar between his

  teeth—that was a sight to behold. And Melifaro’s restraint (he hadn’t said a word through all of this) deserves a special word of praise. That was what you call a surprise.
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  Just before we were about to leave, I recalled that the fellows from the Police Department had begged me to find something out for them.




  “Sir Box,” I began cautiously. “Have you fully recovered from your illness?”




  “Yes, Sir Max. Thank you for asking after my health. I’m in tip-top shape now.”




  I sighed. Poor gentlemen police officers—though Boboota seemed to have become quite harmless. “So you plan to return to the House by the Bridge soon?”




  “Yes, in a dozen days or so. Ulima, you see, thinks I should take it easy and not rush things.”




  I sighed again, this time in relief. Everything was sorting itself out without any help from me.




  “You’re quite right, Lady Ulima.” I could have kissed the General’s sweet wife then and there. “King Banjee is no joke. The slightest overexertion, or, let’s

  say, nervous strain, can lead to a relapse. I can vouch for it.”




  “Vouch for it?” Lady Ulima said, confused. “Did you eat some of that dreadful mess, too, Sir Max?”




  “Praise be the Magicians, no. But I have spent a great deal of time investigating the consequences of others’ misfortunes.”




  “Did you hear that, dumpling?” said this wonderful woman. “I don’t think you should return to work until Midyear’s Day, if not later.”




  Boboota nodded obediently.




  Kamshi and Shixola’s upcoming two-man antiterrorist campaign in the Magaxon Forest had been saved.




  [image: ]




  “Will you drop me off at home, Max?” Melifaro said, plunking down wearily in the back seat of the amobiler. “Juffin has no choice now but to free us from work

  for half a dozen days. I’ve never been so exhausted in my life.”




  “Really? What wore you out? Counting all Boboota’s toilets? That’s understandable—you don’t have enough fingers to count them on.”




  “Are you making fun of me? That’s not fair. I can’t bear these formal dinners. They drive me to distraction. In my family, everyone eats when they please, including guests. So

  there’s always someone at the table enjoying a meal or a snack, except at night, of course. That’s what I was used to when I was growing up. But here, you sit in one spot for three

  hours with your mouth full, making polite conversation. I thought our hosts would be amusing, but they turned out to be such bores. Although Lady Ulima, of course, is charming. And the

  mushroom—that was something else!” Melifaro livened up a bit just thinking about it. “Yes, that mushroom is something to write home about.”




  “And the portrait?” I chuckled. “And the dozen toilets? And the family lore about how the youthful Boboota filled his pants? Holy crap!”




  Melifaro brayed so violently that the amobiler jumped up and down.




  Fifteen minutes later I deposited him in front of his door on the Street of Gloomy Clouds, in the center of the Old City. I watched him with envy as he went inside, then turned toward the House

  by the Bridge. I still had to go to work.




  [image: ]




  The job that awaited me wasn’t an easy one. It consisted of arranging my posterior more on the chair than off, placing my feet on Sir Juffin Hully’s sacred desk, and

  imbibing an endless stream of kamra. The poor couriers would be running their feet flat, beating a path to the Glutton and back.




  Relief came just in time. Kurush was pecking listlessly at his third pastry. His fondness for sweets seemed to be diminishing. At about the same time, I was beginning to fear that I might

  explode. Just then, in the doorway appeared the object of my long-standing envy: the splendid nose of Captain Shixola. He was on tenterhooks, awaiting my detailed report about our visit to the

  deathbed of General Boboota Box, Chief of Public Order.




  I beamed at him. “Come in, come in. I can offer you a sea of kamra and some good news.”




  “You aren’t busy, Sir Max?” the owner of the nose inquired tactfully.




  “See for yourself,” I said, grinning. “I’m swamped. The kamra is tepid, the mug heavy, and there’s no end in sight to this hard manual labor. Don’t you feel

  for me?”




  Captain Shixola finally appeared in full. In spite of his unusual height and athletic build, he still seemed like an unnecessary afterthought to his own fathomless nose.




  “But where is Sir Kamshi? Maybe he finally wore himself out with worry and headed for the Xuron to put a watery end to it. Too bad. Hope is supposed to die last.”




  “He’s so tired after the last few days that he no longer cares. He just went home to sleep.”




  Shixola had the habit of responding to my wildest statements with a half-smile. It was universally applicable to all situations. If I was really joking—well, here’s a smile for you.

  But if that Sir Max uttered something unbelievably stupid or outrageous—well, it wasn’t a real smile after all.




  “Okay,” I said. “Let him sleep. Looks like you’ll be the one to get all the good news. And all the kamra, too. I can’t bear to look at it anymore, much less drink

  it.”




  “That’s what Max always says,” said Kurush. “Then he orders another jug of it. You people are extraordinarily contradictory creatures.”




  “You got that right, smarty,” I said. Then I turned to Shixola again. “You owe me one, my friend.”




  “Do you mean that General Boboota—”




  “You wouldn’t even recognize him! He’s the sweetest-tempered, most soft-spoken person on earth. He doesn’t speak above a whisper. Is he always like that at

  home?”




  “Quite the contrary. Lady Ulima is the only one who can tame him, and only half the time at that. But you know yourself how he treats us, Sir Max.”




  “Yes. What happened tonight was truly beyond belief. When the conversation turned to toilets, he inquired whether the subject was too shocking for us.”




  “That really is beyond belief,” Shixola said, looking bewildered. “Is it possible he has changed that much?” He clearly couldn’t believe his luck.




  “Well, if I were you I wouldn’t hold my breath. It might just be the consequences of the poisoning. And he has every chance of fully recovering. Be that as it may, for now the Dark

  Magicians are on your side. Boboota himself decided not to return to work for another dozen or so days. And after my little song and dance, Lady Ulima will keep him at home until Midyear’s

  Day, I think.”




  “Sir Max, it’s no wonder you’re the stuff of legend around here. You—”




  “What kinds of legends are they telling about me, Shixola?” I said, interrupting him.




  “Oh my, hasn’t Sir Kofa told you?” He was quite perplexed. “I can’t repeat these silly things in front of Kurush.”




  “Don’t worry. I’m asleep,” the buriwok said dryly.




  I laughed. Kurush may be the wisest of birds, but the things he comes out with sometimes! Too much exposure to people can’t lead to any good, it seems.




  “You see? Kurush is asleep. And I need to hear the bitter truth, so spit it out. Sir Kofa only wanted to spare my feelings.”




  “Well, they say you are Sir Juffin Hully’s illegitimate son,” Shixola said, after some hesitation. “But you must know that already without my telling you. And they say

  that you were imprisoned in Xolomi for five hundred years for the murder of the entire ancient royal dynasty that abdicated the throne in favor of the first of the Gurigs. That crime, by the way,

  is a historical fact, but the guilty parties were never found, no matter what people may think. They also say that you are the very first of the ancient Grand Magicians. You came back to life, dug

  your way out of the grave, stole one of Sir Juffin’s numerous souls, and—”




  “Wow, curiouser and curiouser!” The quote, which was known to me alone, sprang unbidden to my lips. “I see. What else?”




  “More of the same. They say you are even more powerful than Loiso Pondoxo, but that you haven’t yet come into your full powers since you first have to kill all the living

  Magicians—former Magicians, I mean. The ones that are left. That’s why you entered the Secret Investigative Force, they say.”




  “Yikes! More powerful than Loiso Pondoxo? Oh, come on! I’m such a fine, upstanding guy. Sweet and inoffensive as a stuffed animal. Not without my little eccentricities, mind you, but

  even those are completely innocent. Come on, do people really believe all that nonsense?”




  “Of course they do,” Shixola said. “There’s nothing they like better than being on intimate terms with a miracle, at least in their imaginations. Otherwise life is so

  monotonous, so dull.”




  “You’re all right, Shixola. You have a clear and simple explanation for everything. I wish I did.”




  “Are you making fun of me, Sir Max?” Shixola said guardedly.




  “Not in the least. But tell me about these outlaws of yours. Better yet, about their predecessors. Is it a tale of derring-do?”




  “It’s the stuff of romance and adventure, all right. Red Jiffa’s men were known as the Magaxon Foxes. Those fellows were determined to become legends right from the start. Take

  Sir Jiffa Savanxa. He hailed from a very distinguished family—distant relatives of the king himself. It’s not every day that gentlemen like him run off to become outlaws.




  “His story began during the Troubled Times, but things were different at first. Back then, the Magaxon Foxes hunted down Mutinous Magicians who were fleeing to Echo from the Residences of

  the provincial Orders of Magic. (These were the Junior Magicians, of course—the Senior Magicians were more than they could handle.) The Foxes were thus performing a service for the king, and for those

  who remained loyal to him.




  “After the Code was introduced, Sir Jiffa refused to return to the Capital to collect his laurels. I think he had simply found his true calling. That happens, you know.”




  “You got that right, Shixola,” I said grinning. “And what did these wholesome kids do next?”




  “That’s easy to guess. They kept on hunting. Only now they were more interested in ordinary people. Ordinary and rich. Merchants, for instance. At first the king tried to reason with

  Jiffa. Huntsmen from the Royal Court tried bringing him back into the fold for at least a dozen years. Finally the late king realized it was a lost cause. Jiffa and his brigands were declared

  outlaws, and the huntsmen had to try to chase them down out of other motives. Sir Jiffa was a master in the arts of secrecy and camouflage, and he taught his people all he knew. The Foxes knew how

  to make themselves invisible. Literally. Finally they were captured and their hideouts were discovered. You know, Sir Max, they hid underground, and Jiffa had his own palace down there. There was a

  whole system of passageways that led into the Magaxon Forest. The Foxes really did live like foxes, in lairs. It’s no wonder that the huntsmen gave chase for five dozen years.”




  “What did they do with the stolen goods?” I said, naively recalling the legend of Robin Hood I had been so fond of as a child.




  “They stuffed the corners of their lairs with the loot. What else can you do with treasure if you live in a forest? Actually, that slyboots Jiffa had the temerity to come sniffing around

  Echo. He managed to squander some of the fortune before they were hot on his trail. After that, Red Jiffa buried himself in his lair for good.”




  “Well, well,” I said. There was no hint in the account of anything that smacked of robbing from the rich to give to the poor. And even in Robin Hood’s case, I had my

  doubts.




  “During the reign of the old king, things stayed pretty quiet,” Shixola went on. “But when the present monarch, King Gurig VIII, took the throne, he decreed a Royal Hunt for

  the Magaxon Foxes. This time His Majesty enlisted the help of a bunch of former Magicians, though not Mutinous Magicians, of course. These fellows had their own issues with Red Jiffa. Back in the

  day he had cut down a number of their close friends. And so we add yet another detail to his portrait: he adored wielding cold steel. It made him dizzy with rapture.”




  “How vile,” I said sincerely, recalling my own meager but unfortunate experience with dangerous sharp objects. “So tasteless.”




  “You must admit, though, Sir Max, that there’s a certain fascination in it,” Shixola said.




  Touché! Live and learn, Max, I reminded myself. And don’t forget for a minute that you are surrounded by intensely interesting people.




  “So how did this tale of romance and adventure end?” I said.




  “The only way it could end. The Magicians received special permission to resort to some unheard-of degree of magic. So the foxcubs crawled out of their lairs at a whistle, ready to be

  shot. You have to hand it to Jiffa—he wasn’t an easy target. He and a few others held out till the end. Jiffa is a man of the old school, so he was able to counter every spell with one

  of his own. But there were many Magicians and only one of him. The fellows who held out with him were no great shakes. Capturing them was just a matter of time. In the end, they were able to lure

  Jiffa out of his den, too, but not before he killed four of the huntsmen. They did finally manage to quell his unruly soul, though.”




  “A happy ending for someone who wants to become a living legend, of course,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, though, it’s better to live a long and happy life,

  completely devoid of romance and adventure.”




  “It’s a matter of taste,” Shixola said. “Aren’t you being a tad disingenuous, Sir Max?”




  “Certainly not. I’m a cautious and practical individual, very typical as far as they go. Haven’t you noticed? Well, Captain, go forth and round up the Magaxon Foxes Fan Club.

  You won’t be bothered by the good intentions of Boboota the Terrible any time soon. And be sure to fill me in on new installments of the legend, all right? You’re quite a

  raconteur.”




  “Thank you, Sir Max. I’ll keep you posted on developments if you’re truly interested.”




  “I am interested in everything. Up to a point, that is. Good night, Captain. I see I’ve worn you out. You’re so tired you can barely stand up. Go visit dreamland and put life

  on hold for a while.”




  Shixola, considerably more cheerful now than when he had arrived, drank the last of my kamra and went off to get some shuteye.




  I looked at Kurush. “Did he tell the story right?”




  “For the most part,” the buriwok said. “Although he did leave out some important details.”




  “Details are the last thing I need right now,” I said. “I’m fine without them.”




  I spent the rest of the night even more idly. I couldn’t even get my hands on a fresh newspaper. For a dozen days I had been wondering which of the junior staff cleaned up the office. The

  fellow had a bad habit of chucking out the unread copies of the Royal Voice along with the trash. Of course, I kept forgetting to get to the bottom of it.
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  Just before dawn, Kofa Yox put in an appearance. This time, he had chosen such an absurdly round, snub-nosed face for his pub peregrinations that I couldn’t help laughing

  out loud.




  “Give me a break,” Kofa protested. “It’s a perfectly ordinary physiognomy. We can’t all look handsome and debonair.” Then he passed his hands slowly over his

  face, and his own countenance returned to where it belonged. “Go home, Max. Feed your cats, milk them, clip their fur—or whatever it is you novice farmers do to your farm animals at

  sunrise. I’ll be here until Juffin arrives, anyway.”




  “All right,” I said. “Whatever you say. You have secrets to tell him?”




  “No secrets. I’m just tired, that’s all. There’s a fury of a woman waiting for me at home. I’ve got to sleep sometime, somewhere, don’t I?”




  “A fury of a woman? At home?” I was surprised. I suddenly realized that I hadn’t the slightest clue about my colleague’s personal life. I knew about all the others, but

  up until then Sir Kofa Yox had been a blank spot in my personal gossip column.




  “That’s right. My cleaning lady. Yesterday I refused to marry her again. She claims my refusal was an anniversary—the sixtieth. Atili is a wonderful woman, of course, but I

  hate ceremonies. And some people are foolish enough to think they guarantee the longevity of feelings.”




  “Sir Kofa,” I said. “I’m on your side, believe me.”




  “I guessed as much. Aversion to officially enshrined customs is written all over your face. In letters this big.” Here he stretched out his arms to demonstrate. “Go home, Max.

  You’re a perpetual party in my uneventful life, but, honestly, I’m so tired.”




  “I get the picture. I’m gone.”
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  And I flew headlong out the door. Let him rest, poor guy. I had to catch my luck by the tail. Who knew when I’d get another chance to tidy up my own apartment?




  The need for a thorough spring cleaning was growing more urgent by the day. Armstrong and Ella, my cats, have a knack for turning everything upside down. Of course, I could have called in one of

  those unlucky people who have to earn a living by scraping the crap off other people’s backsides, but the idea didn’t sit well with me. Some mournful soul would traipse into my house,

  crawl around the living room on hands and knees, and slosh around a wet rag. I’d give instructions and then, feeling disgusted with myself, set out for the nearest tavern. After which the

  professional scrubber would breathe a sigh of relief, rummage through my desk and closets, throw away important papers, break a few things, and put everything else in places it didn’t belong.

  No thanks.




  Now the hour of reckoning had arrived, though. I’d have to pay for my convictions. You don’t want to keep a servant, you don’t have to, but keep your house in order, at least,

  I had told myself every morning since my return from Kettari. Then I would tell myself patiently, I’ll clean it up later, when I have a bit more time.




  In the meantime, the mess was entering a new phase. Chaos, plain and simple, reigned in my apartment. Life was becoming intolerable.




  So it was now or never. With this in mind I drove home more slowly than usual—even more slowly than the local speed demons. Eventually I arrived home, though. Some things just can’t

  be avoided.
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  I hadn’t been able to get used to my new apartment on the Street of Yellow Stones. There was too little of me for six huge rooms. One of them became my living room,

  another one—on the second floor—my bedroom, and the other four constituted a testing range for all manner of experiments involving my cats. After a time, I concluded that two well-fed

  one-year-old cats can remain in a state of constant rapid and random motion for up to a dozen hours. Strange, when we lived in two rooms on the Street of Old Coins, Armstrong and Ella had been

  inveterate couch potatoes. Apparently, limitless expanses really do lead to an increase in uncivilized behavior in living species. I even caught myself in the secret wish to play tag, but I lacked

  suitable like-minded anthropomorphic playmates.




  I took care of the empty rooms in record time. You get a real power surge when you’re armed with a wet rag.




  My bedroom looked fairly decent. That’s where I spent most of my free time, after all, so the malignant mess hadn’t been able to take hold there. I find that a small degree of

  disorder in my surroundings adds to the coziness. I just had to give the dusty windowsill a swipe and open the window to let in the fresh breeze . . . along with a million tiny particles of dust.

  It’s a vicious circle.




  I looked at the bed longingly, sighed, then told myself sternly, No you don’t, buddy. There’s still one more room in your palace. Have you forgotten?




  Shocked by my own cruelty, I headed downstairs to the living room, which was the initial cause of all this madness. Along the way, it occurred to me that a small but amply packed tray of

  delicacies from the Fat Turkey would provide sustenance for a weary hero, and I sent a call to the tavern. Strictly speaking, the Fat Turkey was still closed at this hour. What people

  won’t do for a regular patron, though, particularly if that patron had a habit of staggering down the street in the Mantle of Death.




  Speaking of my Mantle, it finally dawned on me that it wasn’t a bad idea to change my clothes if I was cleaning my house, so I had to go back upstairs. A thin everyday skaba decreased my

  discomfort considerably.




  In the living room, I was greeted by the forlorn spectacle of the traveling bag I had taken to Kettari. It was planted in the middle of the room, just where I had left it when I returned home

  from the trip. Armstrong was merrily chasing after my magic pillow, without the least concern for the powerful spells of Maba Kalox. Ella was intent upon shredding the edges of the valuable

  Kettarian rug (which, to my shame, was still rolled up in a corner of the room). This, of course, did not exhaust the list of my domestic misfortunes.




  The harsh working conditions at the Ministry had turned me into a real hero of labor. A few years ago I would have shuddered at the sight of this disorder and averted my eyes. Now I just swore

  under my breath a few times and got down to work. A half hour later, the table was as clean as a desert sky. This was a good start. Only minutes before, the surface had been evenly covered with a

  thick layer of debris. Since I lacked the courage simply to throw all the useless junk away, I had had to sort through it.




  There was a knock at the door. It was my breakfast, accompanied by a terrified, sleepy delivery boy from the Fat Turkey. I had the presence of mind to thank him, so he carried out his

  delivery without completely falling apart. That was a good thing—I’m very lucky to have a Fat Turkey as my only neighbor.




  After snacking a bit, I succumbed to another cruel onslaught of laziness. Then I gritted my teeth and started brandishing the rag again. I was waging the Battle for Cleanliness. Two hours later,

  when my work really was about done and I felt as though I had spent the past millennium voluntarily breaking rocks, there was another knock on the door.




  “Come in! It’s unlocked,” I shouted. “I’m not your doorman.”




  Physical labor had never been known to improve my character. Besides, what’s the use of being sweet and kind when the whole population of Echo takes you for an undead monster? The

  instructive chat with Captain Shixola had left an indelible impression on the tender surface of my soul. I heard the door slam, then the rapid clip of footsteps in the hall. In the doorway stood a

  strange creature. Even the heavy folds of an unseasonably warm looxi couldn’t conceal its penguinesque rotundity. A rather pleasant face looked out from under a dark blue turban. I had seen

  that face somewhere before . . . Yes, of course! The stranger bore a striking resemblance to the poet Apollinaire, whom no one in this World had ever heard of. I wonder whether he’s also a

  poet, I thought. Well, we’ll soon find out. The last thing I need is a poet around the house.




  “Are you in the service of Sir Max, young man?” my guest inquired amiably.




  Sinning Magicians, he had a French accent to boot! And it was rather charming.




  “How did you land it? Catch?”




  “Land what?” I said, then launched into the penultimate cleaning ritual of the day: a quick dash around the almost pristine room with the wet rag.




  “No catch? You don’t understand?”




  “Oh! I dig.”




  Now it was his turn to bat his lovely almond-shaped eyelids in consternation. This was tit for tat. Slang from two different Worlds, mutually unintelligible. I wanted to take my hat off to such

  a singular historical encounter, but, alas, I wasn’t even wearing a turban.




  “Who might you be, my dear chap?” I said, starting in on about the eighth windowsill. A hole in the heavens above this sinning palace of an apartment, and above Sir Juffin Hully who

  had found these “humble lodgings” for me!




  “I am Sir Anday Pu, senior reporter for the Royal Voice,” the stranger said. “Catch? Not from any old Echo Hustle and Bustle, but—”




  “You’re really a senior reporter?” I said, doubtfully. The last name wasn’t familiar to me. Considering my passion for accumulating newsprint, this was rather strange.

  But I did have a bad memory for names.




  “Well, one of the seniors. What’s the diff?” my penguinesque friend said with a shrug. “Our editor, Sir Rogro Jiil, has asked me to do a story on Sir Max’s cats,

  who will eventually become the parents of the first Royal Felines. I decided I simply had to meet Sir Max in person. My colleagues, those cowardly plebs, whisper terrible tales about your master

  behind his back. By the way, could you stand me a mug of kamra, pal?”




  When I paused in my chores and turned around, I discovered that he had already seated himself at my table and was distractedly rearranging my cups. Why did I even bother cleaning up?




  “Look in the jug,” I grumbled. “Maybe there’s something left, I don’t remember.”




  A soft gurgling sound ended my doubts. I sighed, then turned to face my final task. I started unfurling the weighty Kettarian carpet. If I had taken the trouble to lug the rug all the way from

  Kettari, I deserved the pleasure of seeing it unrolled, at least.




  “Will Sir Max be home soon?” Anday said with his mouth full.




  Drat, now he was scarfing down my breakfast.




  “I don’t know,” I barked out. “He’ll be back when he pleases. And I’m going upstairs to bed, so I’m afraid I’ll have to interrupt your

  meal.”




  “Take it easy, man! I’ll just wait for him in the living room. At the same time, I’ll get acquainted with his cats. Where are they, by the way?”




  “I guess they’re sleeping on the bed in my room,” I said. “Didn’t it ever occur to you to just come back later?”




  “You no catch,” Anday blurted out. “I have to show my story to the editor no later than tomorrow. If Sir Max doesn’t come home before evening, sound the alarm! And if I

  don’t even manage to see the cats—well, the dinner’s over.”




  His eyes were filled with such anguish that my stony heart started to crack ever so slightly. I shuffled the empty food bowls around on the floor invitingly, and in no time I heard the patter of

  their stubby kitty legs on the stairs. My furry beasties never turn down the opportunity for a little snack, no matter how often I feed them.




  “Here they are,” I said proudly, filling up their bowls. “Observe them, study their habits, but don’t take it into your head to eat their food. They might turn violent.

  They’ll go for the jugular, and it’s curtains for you.”




  “It’s what?”




  “Curtains. Like, you’re dead. Dig?”




  “Ah, like somethin’ bad’s gonna happen. Where did you go to school, anyway? In college we used to say ‘the dinner’s over.’ But I catch! By the

  way, is there anything to eat around here? I mean, Sir Max is a rich guy, and it’s not going to make a dent in his pantry if I—”




  “It’s definitely not going to make a dent in his pantry,” I said, laughing. “Only it’s unlikely you’ll find anything edible in this house. I’ve already

  eaten everything in sight.”




  Poor Anday looked so deflated it almost brought tears to my eyes.




  “Oh, all right. I’ll try to rustle up some food.”




  I thrust my hand under the table. This was a good excuse for me to try the trick with the Chink between Worlds, which still baffled me.




  The rotund Anday Pu turned out to be a lucky guy. This time I pulled out not a broken umbrella or yet another bottle of mineral water (which happened all too often) but an enormous frying pan in

  which some eggs, covered with a generous portion of melted cheese, were already sizzling. This was more than I had expected.




  “Be sure to clean up after your meal,” I said sternly. “When Sir Max sees a mess on his table, he spits poison first, then looks for the culprit later. My advice to you is that

  it doesn’t pay to wait. You were assigned to write a story about the cats? Well, here they are. Write to your heart’s content, and make your editor happy. Got that? I’m going to

  bed.” I didn’t have the strength to send him packing. I was too tired for words.




  “No catch! Where did this grub come from?” the flabbergasted visitor inquired of my weary back.




  “From under the table.”




  “Well, knock me down with a feather,” Anday exclaimed.




  Ignoring his dumbstruck fascination, I went up to the bedroom and wrapped the powerful “rag”—the kerchief of the Grand Magician of the Order of the Secret Grass—around my

  neck with habitual ease. I had been strongly encouraged not to fall asleep without it these days.




  Then it was lights out for me.




  Praise be the Magicians, I finally had a dream. A very somber and meaningless one, but hey, I was willing to take any dream I could get. After that I awoke feeling absolutely refreshed. I was

  the happiest man in the Universe. Everything had fallen into place again.




  I went downstairs in the most benevolent of moods. The absurd journalist, Anday Pu, was still sitting at the table. The mess I had banished just a while ago had been restored, despite my

  glowering threats. The coquettish Ella was purring tenderly in his lap. On the floor, Armstrong was tangling himself lazily in the hem of Anday Pu’s looxi.




  “Sir Max never came home,” Anday said sadly. “I might as well give up. It’s the absolute end of the dinner.”




  “You mean you’re finished?” I grinned. “You don’t know how lucky you are, buddy! He would have finished you off. What happened to the table?”




  “Take it easy, kid! I don’t know where to put all this stuff. That’s your job, anyway. I’m sure you get paid a pretty penny for it. Come on, it won’t kill

  you.”




  “I don’t get paid a thing,” I said cheerfully. “It keeps me alive, and that’s enough. You see that door? That leads to the hallway, if you remember. There’s a

  brazier in there, a big thing. Bring it here and dump everything you see on the table in it. It won’t kill you, either, I hope.”




  “No, no, no problem,” said the guest, formerly on the verge of rage but now nodding agreeably.




  I nodded back, then went off to bathe. My good mood was unshakeable.




  When I got back to the living room, my hapless visitor was piling up the dirty dishes on a large metal tray. His face wore an injured expression. At the rate he was going, he wouldn’t be

  finished before midnight. I sighed, and in one bold motion swept the remains of the disorder into the brazier. Then I snapped the fingers of my right hand jauntily. I had learned this trick not

  long ago, and I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to garner applause for it. The small mountain of junk rose up, turned a sickly shade of green, then disappeared altogether, to my

  indescribable relief.




  “There,” I said proudly.




  “Was that Forbidden Magic? Whoa! Now you’re really smokin’, man. Everyone might as well give up,” said the only witness of my modest wonder-working.




  “No catch?” I sniffed. “There’s nothing forbidden about it. Just ordinary manual dexterity.”




  There was a knock at the door.




  “Excellent,” I said. “That’s either Sir Max, which I doubt, or my morning kamra, which I very much hope. Let’s see.”




  My guest drew himself up, arranging the folds of his looxi.




  These journalists have a thick skin. They aren’t even afraid of a monster like me! I thought, going out to welcome my breakfast.




  Naturally, I had to share my kamra and cookies with Anday Pu. I didn’t actually mind. Ella seemed so fond of him already. But it began to look like he was planning to occupy my living room

  until kingdom come, and it was time for me to report for duty. Well, the poor sucker was just asking for a nervous breakdown.




  After breakfast I went back upstairs, where, not without a touch of sardonic anticipation, I wrapped myself in the Mantle of Death. If they make a monster out of you, you’ve got to derive

  the maximum amount of pleasure from it. These were my thoughts as I was going downstairs again.




  “Uh-oh, why didn’t I catch right away?” Anday Pu burst out with fearful enthusiasm. “So you are Sir Max? I might as well give up. The dinner’s over once and

  for all!”




  I laughed. His pet phrase about the end of dinner was wonderfully apt. Moreover, the comical brazenness of the journalist was balm to my heart, fed up as it was with the timid glances and

  fearful silence of the citizens of Echo.




  “Now do you catch?” I said, smiling. “Well, what was it you wanted to know about my cats? Hurry it up, though. I’ve got to go to work.”




  “The cats are to die for!” Anday said wistfully. “But I’ll be on my way, if you’re in a hurry. I’ve outstayed my welcome as it is. Forgive me, but I

  didn’t catch. I hope I haven’t caused you too much trouble.” His boldness was quickly diminishing.




  “Not too much,” I lied. “You can send me a call if there are any questions.”




  “May I? Thank you, Sir Max. I’ll definitely—”




  Anday ducked into the hallway and shut the door softly behind him as he left, so I never had the pleasure of finding out what he “definitely.” I shrugged and set out for the House by

  the Bridge. I still had time to run over to the Glutton and back with Juffin.
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  “You’re looking great, Max,” said Juffin. “Dining at Boboota’s has really done you good. Maybe you ought to visit him more often.”




  “I knew you’d say that. Make light of the state of my health—it’s all the same to me. Today I had a dream.”




  “A dream?” Juffin raised his eyebrows. “I wouldn’t be so eager to rejoice about that if I were you.”




  “Oh, a hole in the heavens above it all,” I said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “In the first place, it wasn’t a nightmare. In the second place, yesterday even a

  nightmare would have been welcome. Have you already heard about Boboota’s mushroom?”




  “Just don’t get it into your head to tell me about it.” The boss’s panic looked almost unfeigned. “I won’t survive it for the eighteenth time.”




  “Melifaro told the story just five times, Juffin,” Kurush interjected. “You sometimes have a tendency to exaggerate.”




  “No, joy of my heart, five times when you were here. He dogged my footsteps wherever I went, blathering on about that sinning mushroom.”




  “Melifaro beat me to it, the mangy dog,” I said. “Too bad for you, Juffin. I could have told it better.”




  “I don’t doubt it for a moment. But I’ve already had an earful of that story. Let’s go to the Glutton. I have something interesting to report.”




  “What a treat!”




  “No, not a treat. Just trivia. How you love your job!”




  “I hate it,” I said in a dignified tone. “It’s just that I’m a shameless careerist and I’m trying to suck up, isn’t that obvious?”




  The upshot of the matter was that after a hearty breakfast, I received orders to deliver a certain character to the House by the Bridge. Sir Kofa had been observing his antics at the card tables

  of the local taverns for several days now. The fellow indulged everywhere in his penchant for Forbidden Magic of the sixth degree, which furthered his success considerably. Sir Juffin was of the

  opinion that my participation in the arrest proceedings would make a bigger impression. Terrible rumors were making the rounds in the city, so hard-boiled cardsharpers were turning into innocent

  lambs right and left. For the next dozen days it was better than nothing, of course. It’s better to prevent petty crime than to catch someone at it.




  So as not to seem out of character, I turned up my nose fastidiously at the task and lectured my boss on the futility of hammering in a nail with a microscope. Sir Juffin heard me out with

  amused equanimity, then nodded toward the door.




  “I get the point,” I said. “I’m on my way.”




  “Don’t sulk, Max. You have to hammer the blasted nails in with something,” Juffin said. “Good evening, Sir Microscope.”




  I wasn’t sulking, of course. A pleasant meander through the taverns of Echo in the company of Sir Kofa was an enviable misfortune. It’s just that my feeling of contentment is only

  complete when I am slightly indignant about something. And praise be the Magicians when there’s a reason for it, even the most paltry one.
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  I returned to the House by the Bridge at around midnight. Not that arresting Toyo Baklin (he was the brazen card sharper) took so long. It’s just that my presence improves

  Sir Kofa Yox’s appetite, and the Master Eavesdropper wasn’t in too big a hurry to get rid of me. I returned to the House by the Bridge in the best of spirits. If someone had happened to

  want to pull my strings, this would have been the time to do it.




  I was about to turn the corner to our Secret Entrance when a painfully familiar penguinesque silhouette propping up a leafy tree by the visitor’s entrance caught my attention. I whistled.

  Anday Pu in the flesh! This was getting interesting.




  “Are you writing a crime story, pal?” I said. “What about my cats? Did you already finish that one?”




  “Good night to you, Sir Max,” Anday said in a gloomy voice. “I’ve been waiting here for three hours. I was beginning to think I might as well just give up.”




  “You’re in luck,” I said. “People usually have to wait much longer for me. We’re even considering installing a bed for visitors right by the entrance. But why are

  you waiting outside, anyway? We have a comfortable waiting room. You can sit in an armchair, smoke, and . . . well, that’s about all you can do there. But at least it beats waiting

  outside.”




  “I don’t like your Ministry,” Anday confided. “It’s packed with rodents.”




  “Come again?”




  “Rodents.”




  Finally it dawned on me. “Ah, coppers! Yes, there are quite a few running around in there. On the other hand, they’ve got to hang out somewhere. And if those fellows think they have

  something to do at the House by the Bridge, who am I to shatter their illusions? What’s wrong? You scared?”




  “I’m not scared. I just don’t like them. I’m no chicken, but . . . you no catch, Sir Max.”




  “I dig,” I said, laughing. “You may not believe it, but back in the day I couldn’t stand them either. And I was scared of them, too. One didn’t exclude the other.

  It wasn’t so very long ago, either. Let’s go, Fourth Estate.”




  “What did you call me?” The poor guy was almost beside himself with confusion.




  “Forget it. Let’s go to my office. We’ll drink some kamra and eat cookies. Am I making myself clear?”




  Anday cheered up considerably, and I went into the House by the Bridge. He followed close behind me, trying to hide from the stern gaze of Boboota’s subordinates behind my Mantle of Death.

  Curiously, he didn’t seem to be afraid of me at all.




  “Well, what happened to you?” I asked, closing the office door behind me. “Or were you just bored? Go ahead and sit down. Grab an armchair. Truth doesn’t hide in your

  backside—you won’t be covering anything up. Come to think of it, I wonder where in the body truth does hide? You don’t know by any chance, do you? You journalists are an informed

  bunch.”




  Anday sat down obediently, turning this way and that to see better. He glanced at Kurush, asleep on the back of a chair, and brushed my cigarettes off the table absentmindedly, not registering

  the slightest interest in what the stuff was or where it had come from. He didn’t deign to notice the couriers either, but when the jug of kamra appeared on the table, he immediately dropped

  back down to earth and filled up his mug. Finally Anday allowed himself to spill his troubles.




  “Sir Max,” he began solemnly. “My editor, Sir Rogro Jiil, doesn’t catch a thing. I think he’s lost his mind. The dinner’s over once and for all.”




  “Really?” I said. “What has he done? Did he kill and eat a dozen hopeful young journalists? Or something more original? In any case, no one at the House by the Bridge is going

  to help him. We could use a good doctor here ourselves. But that’s a state secret, you understand.”




  “I catch, Sir Max,” Anday said. “What a joker you are—sound the alarm!”




  “It’s nice to meet someone who appreciates me,” I said, grinning. “All in all, today I’m full, contented, and happy, so I’m not in very good form. Anyway,

  back to your editor.”




  “He doesn’t want to publish my article!”




  I laughed, mainly from surprise. “The article about my cats? What an insult.”




  “No, no. The one about the cats he liked, and even offered to pay for it—tomorrow or a year from now, you never know with him. Sometimes he drags it out, sometimes he doesn’t.

  No, no, it was another article he didn’t like.”




  “You sure do write a lot,” I said.




  That was really no surprise. All the bureaucrats and writers of the Unified Kingdom have self-scribing tablets at their disposal. Your head has to be very empty indeed not to produce something

  under those circumstances.




  “I wrote about you, Sir Max. It will be such a sensation that all those tabloid slaves might as well just give up.”




  “What kind of sensation is that? That I wash my own living rooms floors? For a lyrical outpouring like that, Sir Juffin Hully would bite your editor’s head off, and yours, too, while

  he’s at it.”




  “Oh, come on! As if I have nothing better to do than write about your floors.”




  Anday spoke with the intonations of a queen trying to insult a dozen stable boys. He pursed his lips, glanced haughtily at me, tossed his head, and turned his noble profile away from me. Then,

  just as suddenly as he had taken umbrage, he stared at me penitently.




  “It won’t kill you to take a look at it, will it?” he said, offering me two self-scribing tablets.




  I peered closely at it. The story was called “A Tête-à-tête with Death.” Simple and tasteful. The contents were completely in keeping with the title. The story

  implied that I had held the hapless journalist captive in my living room for a whole day. Enchanted giant cats guarded the prisoner, and I had to absent myself from the premises to perform my next

  murder. Anday didn’t skimp on the details, describing my evil cunning, the bloodthirsty roars of Ella and Armstrong, and his own stouthearted courage.




  “Take it away!” I threatened. “And destroy it. You’re a swell guy, Anday, but if this is printed in a single newspaper I will personally spit on you. If you spread this

  blizzard of blather to your girlfriends, I wouldn’t necessarily object, though.”




  “You no catch! I thought you’d like it,” Anday said. “I thought you’d send a call to Rogro and he’d have to just give up.”




  “You thought I’d help you publish this garbage?” I said. “What do you take me for, friend? Do you think I can’t read?”




  “I thought you’d like it,” Anday repeated, sighing. “But you no catch. Well, never mind. It happens. I’m sorry for bothering you, Max. Will you forgive

  me?”




  He made a pitiful sight.




  “Do you want some dinner?” I said, feeling generous.




  Anday brightened up immediately. The tragic depths of his eyes melted, until he was literally beaming.




  “Of course you do! What a fool I am to even ask.” And I sent a call to the Glutton.




  “Takeout from the Glutton Bunba?” Anday said with the air of a connoisseur, sniffing the contents of his portion. “Nice little place. How I used to live it up there back

  in the day. Sound the alarm! The crowns just spilled out of my pockets onto the floor, and I wouldn’t even bend down to pick them up. I left that to the sweaty plebs.”




  “Really?” I was surprised. The fellow didn’t look like a rich man, even a former one who was down on his luck.




  “Ah, Sir Max, how little you know,” Anday said, shaking his head. His face bore the mournful expression of a retired king. “Do you think I’ve been writing these blasted newspaper articles all my life? Give it up! I wasn’t even ninety when I became the Master of Refined Utterances at the Royal Court. I had just

  completed my studies, and I had real prospects. The werewolf lured me into a bout of drinking with that scoundrel from the Echo Hustle and Bustle. How we went to town that night. Sound the

  alarm! I just let my hair down and blabbed to him, friend to friend. I told him some Court gossip, and the next morning an article came out about it. The fellow didn’t hesitate to stir up a

  sensation. He stood the whole town on its ear for a dozen days! The dinner was over once and for all. You catch, Max?”




  “A sad story,” I said. “That’s how it goes. Don’t worry, Anday. You have a good career now, too.”




  “It’s not a career, it’s a bunch of crap!” said the courtier-turned-reporter. “Writing for any old stinky pleb who can’t even read without sounding out the

  words, if he can read at all. You think they pay me for that? You can forget about it. They just pay lousy rotten pennies, if they pay anything at all. I could be a real writer. Go to Tasher,

  and—”




  “Why to Tasher?”




  I knew about Tasher only from the account of my acquaintance Captain Giatta, who was forever in my debt for saving him from a most unpleasant and disgusting form of death. Sir Juffin had rather

  unceremoniously tried to liberate the poor guy from his valuable mother-of-pearl belt, a horrific bejeweled luxury item made by the mad Magician Xropper Moa. I stood by and, when it became

  necessary, was able to share the pain of the enchanted captain.




  It was harrowing, but we both remained alive. Finally unbuckled, Captain Giatta settled down in Echo. He announced that he was dutybound to repay my good deed with another. Until he repaid this

  debt of honor, he would live in the Capital of the Unified Kingdom so as always to be near at hand. I had tried thinking up a few trivial requests a few times, but the perspicacious Tasherian

  always responded sternly, “You don’t really need me to do that.” I had to admit, he saw right through me.




  The clever captain lived quite comfortably in Echo. Guys like him always land on their feet in life. So maybe it was all for the best.




  I never passed up an opportunity to collect information about this still unfamiliar World, so the Tasherian captain had to keep up with a barrage of questions when I was around. And his stories

  had not led me to believe that Tasher was a refuge for intellectuals—quite the contrary.




  “You no catch, Max! It’s warm there,” Anday said with a dreamy look in his eye. “Fruit grows in your backyard. And I’ve heard that in Tasher anyone who knows how to

  read and write commands a great deal of respect. All the philistines bow down before even a semiliterate person. They worship the ground he walks on. You catch? Think of how they must treat a

  writer! Sound the alarm!”




  “It stands to reason,” I said, laughing.




  “May I come in, Sir Max?” The impressive nose of Captain Shixola peeked in the door. “Oh, pardon me. Do you have visitors?”




  “It’s a friend. But we won’t be long. Come back in a few minutes, all right?”




  “Of course,” said Shixola, withdrawing his nose from my office.




  Anday’s almond-shaped eyes turned sad again. Apparently he had hoped our entertaining discussion would continue. Maybe he even supposed that the free dinner would seamlessly turn into

  breakfast. “Wait for me in the reception room, friend. I have to discuss some matters with my colleague, and then we can keep on shooting the breeze.”




  It was a long time since I had been so agreeable. Had he put a spell on me by any chance?




  “In the reception room?” Anday said gloomily. “Thank you, Sir Max, but I think I’ll be going. You are no doubt busy, and I want to look in on Chemparkaroke. I could do

  with a hefty portion of Soup of Repose right now. All these sinning memories, you know . . . By the way, Max, how are you doing for cash these days? I mean, could you lend me a crown? I hope Sir

  Rogro won’t forget to pay me for the story about your cats. Then I could pay you back tomorrow.”




  “I seem to have even more than one crown. How rich I am, unbelievable.”




  I fished out a few coins from the desk drawer. I’m not sure they were even mine. Juffin and I regularly emptied out the contents of our pockets in the drawer before we set out for another

  encounter with a lawbreaker. When loose change starts spilling out of the pockets of the looxi of a Secret Investigator at such crucial moments, it looks rather silly and undermines the

  criminal’s sense of awe.




  “Thank you, Sir Max. You sure do catch. Sound the alarm! Tomorrow I’ll . . . or maybe the next day . . .”




  “Don’t bother to pay me back. Consider it the fee for your rejected masterpiece. By the way, I advise you not to show up with it around here anymore. I’m a nice guy. You

  don’t even have to call me ‘sir’ if you don’t want to. But for publishing filth like that I might just kill. Do you believe me?”




  “Here, take my self-scribing tablets!” Anday thrust them at me. “Keep them in your office since you paid for the article. Don’t throw them away, though.”




  “Wonderful,” I said with relief. “That way everyone will be happy. Good night, Anday.”




  “Good night, Max.”




  My new friend abandoned the “sir” rapidly and easily, as one should always part with empty formalities. That approach to things always sits well with me. Anday Pu could hardly have

  guessed that he had found the shortest path to my heart.
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  The penguinesque wonder disappeared temporarily from my life, and Captain Shixola materialized in his place.




  “You really weren’t busy, Sir Max?”




  “Really and truly. What’s going on?”




  “Well, nothing worth taking you away from your work, but if you aren’t working on a case . . . I came to fill you in on a few rumors since—”




  “About me again?” I grinned. “You know, I think that’s enough for the time being. I’m very impressionable, and right now I have to think about others. In the

  interests of the common good and state security.”




  “No, Sir Max. This isn’t about you. It’s about those outlaws who are giving us the runaround just now. I know it will sound a bit crazy, but I think you ought to know about

  even this kind of nonsense. I first wanted to discuss the matter with Sir Juffin Hully, but I didn’t dare approach him with what are still just rumors. He’s a busy man.”




  Right, I thought. A “busy man,” Juffin is. Especially recently. First he yawns. Then he takes a sip of kamra. Then he has a little chat with Kurush. A very busy man, indeed. But my

  inner monologue didn’t bear repeating out loud, so I kept quiet and nodded solemnly.




  “I’m the one to bring your rumors to, you are quite right about that. Well, what are they?”




  “Lately Kamshi and I have had the opportunity to interrogate many of the victims. I mean those who were relieved of some of the burden of their wealth—sizable sums—by the

  Magaxon Foxes. And those lucky ones who managed to get away and keep their belongings, as well. They have given us mountains of evidence, some of it useful and some of it garbage. And you know, a

  good fourth of these people claim that the outlaws are still in the service of none other than the late Sir Jiffa Savanxa. Same red hair, same horrible scar running from the nostrils down the to

  the chest.”




  “A dead Sir Jiffa? Yes, that’s been known to happen,” I said, feigning wisdom.




  “I think the explanation might be quite simple,” Shixola said. “You see, all the victims noticed that the leader of the Fox gang bore a striking resemblance to Sir Jiffa, but

  he looked like a much older version of him. This is not unlikely. First, coincidences occur all the time. Second, it’s likely that the new Magaxon leader wants to imitate the old one in any

  way possible. Then only one mystery remains: the scar. You know, in the Gugon Forest during the Epoch of Orders, Gaganova the Lemming led a band of outlaws. The fellow lost both of his ears in a

  single skirmish. Later he was killed, and his son, Gaganova the Cardsharp, became the leader. He hacked off his own ears to look more like his papa. This history of outlaw leaders cutting off their

  own ears continued for several centuries. There were several generations of Gaganovas, and they all hacked off their own ears until a sheriff of Gugon got wise and put a stop to these antics once

  and for all. Our gentlemen brigands are a romantic bunch, and for them Red Jiffa is like . . . like Loiso Pondoxo, for your clients.”




  “I see. A symbol. Do you think he dyed his hair red, sliced his face, and all the rest?”




  “More than likely. Jiffa never fell into the hands of your department while he was alive. It’s unlikely he would draw attention to himself when he was already dead. And yet . .

  .”




  “What?”




  “I guess it’s better to tell all, even if it sounds utterly mad. All these guys who swear up and down that Jiffa is alive knew him well in their time. One of them Jiffa had robbed

  before. Others were wined and dined by him in the Golden Rams. The ones who say he only looks like Jiffa are just going on hearsay. I don’t like these coincidences, Sir Max. We really

  ought to tell Sir Hully.”




  “Can do. I’ll tell him in the morning. It’s no problem for me to wag my tongue. But are you sure that’s the only thing you want of him, Shixola? Be frank, now. It would

  ease your mind if one of us went with you, wouldn’t it?”




  Shixola shrugged. “Of course, but—”




  “But you don’t have the formal right to turn to us with an official request because when your boss is indisposed, only his deputy, Captain Foofloss, has that right. And you’d

  have to lure him out of the tavern and let him dry out a bit, which still solves only half the problem. Because then you have to explain to him a case that doesn’t hold water, at least not

  yet. And this task is too big even for fellows as clever as you and Kamshi. Am I right?”




  “You’re a visionary, Sir Max,” said Shixola, smiling broadly.




  “Yes, sometimes I even surprise myself.”




  “Can you help us?”




  “You know, Captain, if I had Boboota and Foofloss as my bosses, I would long ago have been slumbering in a hammock in a remote Refuge for the Mad. But not only do you not give up, you try

  to do some good. Shixola, I bow down before you. Oh, please don’t take that amiss. I’m not mocking you. It’s just a manner of expression. I mean it very sincerely. I’ll

  leave no stone unturned for you if it’s within my power. Sir Juffin, as far as I know, is already one of your biggest fans. So everything will be fine. When do you plan to start the spring

  cleaning of the Magaxon Forest?”




  “Oh, we won’t wait till spring.”




  “I was just asking when you were setting off to hunt down these Magaxon Foxcubs. Year, day, hour? It’s all the same to me, but Juffin Hully will be curious since he may be parting

  with his comrade-in-arms.”




  “Thank you, Sir Max. You think he’ll agree to it?”




  “Don’t you? Sir Juffin adores any flouting of official rigmarole and other acts of romantic daring.”




  “Kamshi and I planned to set out for the border of the Magaxon Forest tomorrow night, arriving there by next morning. The rest of the boys are already there. They left Echo one by one. Now

  they’re passing the night in neighboring villages, collecting information, keeping an eye on things. If two dozen brawny fellows descended on a tiny hamlet in a big pack, it would look pretty

  suspicious, wouldn’t it? But if there’s just one lone guy snooping around each of the surrounding villages, it’s not going to surprise anyone. Praise be the Magicians, they

  wouldn’t even recognize your face, much less those of the city policemen, in the outlying regions. We’ll all gather in force the day after tomorrow, early in the morning. Then

  we’ll get down to work with a vengeance.”




  “You’ve planned everything so well. But why morning and not night? Can’t your men see in the dark?”




  Shixola bristled. “Are you joking again, Sir Max? All Ugulanders can see in the dark, even policemen. It’s just that, as you know, these outlaws usually come out in the morning.

  They’ve only been seen once or twice at night.” Shixola waved his hand dismissively.




  I filled Captain Shixola’s mug with kamra and stared at him expectantly.




  “Well, what it comes down to is that Kamshi and I are leaving tomorrow night,” he said after a long pause. “It’s about a four-hour drive there. And if Sir Juffin agrees .

  . . You know, Sir Max, I feel awkward asking this, but Kamshi and I would feel more comfortable if you . . . well, if Sir Juffin would let you be the one to accompany us.”




  “Me? Why me? It seems to me that Sir Shurf Lonli-Lokli is the man you want. He’ll make you feel like you’re standing behind a brick wall.”




  “Of course, you’re right. But with a person who once saved the life of Sir Shurf himself, one can feel even more secure. And it’s very easy to get along with you, in spite of

  your—”




  “Warped sense of humor?” I gave a snort. Then I said, “Where did you get the idea that I saved someone’s life? More town gossip?”




  “Sir Shurf and I are neighbors,” Shixola said. “You know, maybe I shouldn’t spread this around, but his wife is my little sister’s best friend. By the way, I

  didn’t mean to criticize the way you express yourself. I had something else in mind. Namely, that when a person wears the Mantle of Death, it’s hard to expect him to act like a regular

  person. But dealing with you is pure pleasure.”




  “And that’s why you’re inviting me to the Magaxon Forest. For exemplary behavior.” I was flattered. “I think Juffin will let me go. He adores collecting adventures,

  especially if I’m the one going through them. And if I find one on my own, he’ll prepare us a basket with freshly baked pastries for the road, out of pure joy.”
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  Juffin was so happy to find out about my upcoming departure that I felt more like a mother-in-law than his loyal, beloved assistant.




  “Splendid, Sir Max,” the boss said with a dreamy smile. “Fresh air, the good men of the City Police looking timidly into your eyes. I’d like to be in your

  shoes.”




  “Fine, you’re welcome to them. What’s stopping you?”




  “They didn’t invite me,” Juffin said. “Those mean policemen forgot to ask me to their picnic. And I’m proud by nature, so I refuse to beg.”




  “What are you so glad about?” I said. “Are you that sick of me? I thought I cheered you up.”




  “That you do,” Juffin said. “It’s always a barrel of laughs with you. I was afraid you were going to ask for a vacation, but after fun and games like this, your

  conscience will never permit it. And I’ll have a good excuse for sending you to the werewolves when you come to me with all your summer plans.”




  “Ask for a vacation? Me? Magicians forbid.” I screwed my face up in disgust. “No way! I can’t survive more than three days without work. I start to suffer from imaginary

  aches and pains, and to bemoan my broken heart and wasted youth.”




  “All the better, then. I’m curious to know whether you’ll be singing the same tune a few years from now.”




  “It will be the same tune you’re singing. When did you last have a vacation? Five hundred years ago, when you were still young and foolish, I suppose?”




  Juffin harrumphed. “Oh, no, five hundred years would be . . . but come to think of it . . . In any case, be careful in that forest. If you really do come face to face with some species of

  the living dead, though, I know you can take care of yourself. You seem to specialize in that lately.”




  ““Thanks. It’s okay as far as jobs go.”




  Juffin smiled his caustic smile. Then he looked at me earnestly and shook his head. “Well, if things start going wrong, you’ll wriggle out of it, I’m sure. And if it’s

  your everyday band of brigands, they’ll just breathe fire, blow smoke out of their nostrils, and dive into the nearest trench. But I beg you, don’t show off. Don’t stand in the

  line of fire, and don’t lead a regiment of overzealous policemen into battle. You don’t know how to fire a Baboom anyway, and you’re as good a target as any other human being. But

  I have to admit, this affair smells strongly of Forbidden Magic.”




  “Why is that? Did you have a presentiment?”




  “None to speak of. But I’m familiar with Red Jiffa’s story. There was a time when he offered his services to me. Of course, it was back when they called me the Kettarian Hunter

  and not Sir Venerable Head. Jiffa had a very romantic nature—but not a shred of talent. Not cut out for this kind of work at all. So I sent him packing.”




  “I wish I could have laid eyes on the Kettarian Hunter at least once,” I said dreamily. “It’s hard for me even to imagine.”




  “There haven’t been any significant changes in me since that time, if you must know. Well, except that I look older. More distinguished. And I sleep more, of course. But it’s

  the unlucky victims upon whom I usually make the biggest impression, so you don’t stand much of a chance there, either.”




  “Okay, okay. I’ll get over it. But I keep interrupting you. You should give me a cuff on the ear or something. You were talking about the ‘talentless’ Red Jiffa.

  What’s the story?”




  “I’ll give you a cuff on the ear if it makes you happy. And as for Jiffa—you know, Max, people like him always come to a bad end. First he tried to do some conjuring, insofar

  as he was able. Then he realized he just didn’t have what it takes, and he completely let himself go. In his bitterness, he killed some Junior Magicians. Then some former Magicians who had

  survived the new order tried long and hard to do him in. It’s very likely there is an unfortunate coda at the end of his biography.” The boss gently stroked the feathery crest of the

  dozing buriwok. “Kurush, my clever fellow, what do we know about the death of Sir Jiffa Savanxa? Come on, time to wake up.”




  “You people are so impatient,” the wise bird said. “I want some pastry.”




  “All right, coming up,” Juffin said. “Max, you want a couple of pastries, too, I assume?”




  “A couple? I want three at least.”




  “They’re on the way,” Juffin told Kurush. “In the meantime, give me the low down, my sweet bird. I really only want to know one thing: the names of the ones in the

  punitive expedition who were connected with the Ancient Orders.”




  “Sir Pafoota Jongo, Junior Magician of the Order of the Holey Cup,” Kurush began.




  “Ah, a former colleague of our Lonli-Lokli,” said Juffin. “I’ll have to have a chat about him with Sir Shurf. Go on, my sweet bird.”




  “Sir Xonti Tufton and Sir Abaguda Channels, Junior Magicians of the Order of Time Backwards.”




  “Former young protégés of our friend Maba. Charming.”




  “Sir Pixpa Shoon, Junior Magician of the Order of the Barking Fish.”




  Juffin grimaced with displeasure but remained silent.




  “Sir Bubuli Jola Giox, Junior Magician of the Order of the Secret Grass. Sir Atva Kuraisa, Junior Magician of the Order of Grilles and Mirrors. Sir Joffla Kumbaya, Junior Magician of the

  Order of the Sleeping Butterfly. Sir Altafa Nmal, Junior Magician of the Order of the Brass Needle. That’s about all. Where’s the pastry?”




  “At the door, my dear.”




  The door opened as if on command. A sleepy courier placed a tray loaded with pastries and kamra on the table and disappeared into the darkness of the corridor again.




  “Well?” I asked with my mouth full five minutes later.




  “Well, what?” the boss said, starting in on his pastry again.




  “Does it make more sense to you now?”




  “It does and it doesn’t. Go on your picnic, Max. If you have any questions, any matters to discuss with me, that’s what Silent Speech is for. But first, you have to know

  whether there is anything to ask. Maybe there won’t be. Maybe Shixola’s imagination just ran away with him. It wouldn’t be the first time.”




  “Okay. If you don’t want me to know, fine. I’ll remain ignorant. You’re the one who has to put up with me. By the way, Kurush, what do you know about a gentleman by the

  name of Anday Pu? He’s a journalist, one of the senior reporters at the Royal Voice, if I remember correctly.”




  “People often tell untruths,” Kurush said. “I don’t think he’s a senior reporter since I don’t know anything about him. And I keep bits of information about

  all the notable people of Echo. You need to go to the Main Archive, Max. I don’t bother my head with trifles.”




  “What a self-important bunch you all are,” I groaned. “The Main Archive sleeps sweetly till noon, so I’m not likely to find anything there. I’m abandoning you for

  my pillow.”
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