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  MAX FREI WAS ONCE A LOSER. HE’S A

  BIG SLEEPER (DURING THE DAY, that is; at night he can’t sleep a wink). A hardened smoker, an uncomplicated glutton, and a loafer, one day he gets lucky. He

  discovers a parallel world where magic is commonplace, and where he fits right in. This is the city of Echo of the Unified Kingdom, a land where a social outcast like Max can be remade as

  “the unequaled Sir Max.”




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

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

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

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




  Plunging back into the threatening and absurd realm portrayed in the first three books of the Labyrinths of Echo series—The Stranger, The Stranger’s Woes, and

  The Stranger’s Magic—The Stranger’s Shadow follows the new adventures and misadventures of Sir Max and his friends in this enchanted and enchanting world.
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  “YOU KNOW WHAT, NIGHTMARE,” SAID MELIFARO, “YOU OWE ME A great deal of money. I’ve been keeping a tab. I take your wives— all three of them—out to the most

  exquisite taverns in Echo every day, sometimes several times a day. Now I’d be quite happy with just one, but she brings her sisters along with her on a regular basis. The girls, you see,

  think that the most horrifying thing that could happen to them is to be left alone with me in a well-lit, crowded room. I don’t know where they got their ideas about me. Long story

  short—pay up.”




  “Two words, buddy: dream on.” I thought I had gotten used to the antics of my diurnal half, but never in my wildest dreams had I expected such brazen impudence.




  “Oh, so that’s how you treat your old buddy now, your majesty?” said Melifaro. “Well, I’m offended.”




  “You’re offended? Did I hear that right?” I said. “Not only are you trying to make me a cuckold—completely unsuccessfully so far, by the way—you also

  demand that I finance this dubious enterprise out of my own pocket. You’d better thank me for not having a heart attack and dying on you after that statement.”




  “Thank you. A dead body in the office would be most inappropriate now. It’s a lot of fuss and bother, and I’m going out on a date.”




  “With whom?” I said. “Don’t you dare cheat on my wives. It’s a matter of honor in my royal family.”




  “With whom?” said Melifaro. “You have three guesses.”




  “You got that right. Three guesses,” I said. “By the way, I still don’t know which one of them you’ve set your heart on.”




  “What difference would it make? You can’t tell them apart.”




  “I can now,” I said. “Wait, let me guess. Xeilax has the same revolting taste as you. I saw her a few days ago wearing a bright-crimson looxi—you’d die with envy.

  But all in all, she’s a very serious lady. So I don’t think it’s her. How am I doing?”




  “So far so good,” said Melifaro. “Although someone who prefers the shades of fecal matter in his clothing should curl up and crawl into some dark corner instead of criticizing

  other people’s attire. Hold on, where did you see her?”




  “What do you mean? At home, of course. Besides three beautiful queens, my dog lives there,” I said.




  “Oh, okay then,” said Melifaro, sighing with relief.




  “Why are you so worried, if you’re trying to seduce another one anyway?”




  “Because they always stick together everywhere they go, that’s why. Plus, I still haven’t gotten used to the fact that you can tell them apart.”




  “Whatever. Moving right along. Kenlex seems the most mysterious of the three. A goody-goody with a strong gaze like Juffin’s. Nah, I don’t think she’s got what

  you’re looking for in a girl. So that leaves us with Xelvi. She’s the giggly one. I’m willing to bet she’s the one you’re working on. Right?”




  “Wrong,” said Melifaro. “You’re a lousy clairvoyant.”




  “Really?”




  “Really. Although you were spot-on about Kenlex having a strong gaze.” Melifaro jumped off the desk he had been sitting on, dangling his legs. “All right, I’m sick and

  tired of you, so I’m leaving. I’m going to try and seduce one of your wives. Maybe it’ll finally work. You know what? I think you put some nasty spell on them, being the trickster

  that you are. Ordinary girls would have already been all over me by now.”




  “You’re forgetting that they have a completely different notion of male beauty in the Barren Lands,” I said. “You and I just don’t cut it. I’m telling you,

  the girls are suffering from unrequited love for General Boboota Box. All three of them.”




  “Very funny,” said Melifaro. He stood in front of the mirror and straightened the folds of his new looxi. The looxi was bright green, like a lettuce patch in early spring. He was

  smiling.




  Finally the lover boy left his office. I dashed out, too. I had just gotten an excellent idea, and its realization required Sir Kofa Yox.
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  The Master Eavesdropper had just come out of Juffin’s office. Perfect timing.




  “I think you mistook me for someone else,” he said. “You’re looking at me as if I’m the girl of your dreams.”




  “You’re spot-on about my dreams,” I said. “I desperately need your Ukumbian cloak. Just for a couple of hours.”




  “Sure,” said Kofa. “I never thought you were going to take bread out of my mouth instead of dozing in your office. As far as I know, even Juffin hasn’t yet come up with

  any work for you for today. What’s gotten into you, Max? Whatever’s going to happen to your reputation as the star loafer of the Secret Investigative Force?”




  “I’m not the star loafer,” I said. “And I’m not taking bread out of anyone’s mouth. I’m just going to have some fun.”




  “Fun? What kind of fun? Maybe I’ll want some of it, too.”




  “You? I doubt it. Sir Melifaro is going out on a date with my triplets, and it dawned on me that I simply can’t skip the show. If they know I’m there, I’ll derive

  approximately a thousand times less pleasure from it. So I’ll take your cloak and—long live the Dark Magic of the Isles of the Ukumbian Sea! That is, if you don’t mind.”




  “I wholeheartedly support your endeavor,” said Kofa, nodding. “To violate your job description for the sole purpose of having fun is one of the pillars upon which our

  organization stands. I’m glad you’ve finally understood it.”




  “Thanks,” I said, carefully taking the piece of old fabric that could turn me into the most invisible person in the World.




  “Not at all,” said Kofa. “This isn’t my personal toy; it’s the property of the Ministry of Perfect Public Order. Tell me if you have too much fun.”




  “That I will.”




  Then I poked my head in Juffin’s office. Maybe the boss is simply incapable of living a day without admiring my countenance, I thought, and I’m off gallivanting about who knows

  where.




  “I am,” said Juffin Hully without lifting his head from stacks of self-inscribing tablets piled up on his desk.




  “You are what?” I said, taken aback.




  “Capable. Of anything. Including living a day without admiring your countenance.”




  “A hole in the heavens above you! Not only are you aware of the mess that constitutes my head, you can also keep track of my thoughts. I’m so embarrassed. They must be full of bad

  grammar.”




  “Not always,” said Juffin, yawning. “I mean I don’t always read your mind. Today, though, is a day you need to be taken by surprise. As far as I know, it’s been a

  few dozen days. This poses a huge risk. You might relax and think of yourself as an ordinary guy with an ordinary, successful life and career. Go ahead and have fun, Max. It’s your right. It

  looks like I’m going to be stuck here until midnight at least. The year has just begun, and the office is already full of paperwork.”




  “Anything interesting?” I said.




  “I wish. Reports by the Venerable Heads of the Secret Investigative Forces from our blessed provinces. What interest could they possibly have for anyone? And stop shuffling your feet in

  the doorway. Run away before I change my mind and dump this work onto your fragile shoulders.”




  “I can take a hint,” I said. “I’m good as gone.” I ran out of the office. I had to hurry if I didn’t want to search Echo high and low for my fantastic

  four.
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  I parked the amobiler in a small, cozy courtyard a few blocks away from the Furry House. The magic of the Ukumbian cloak did not extend to the vehicle it was worn in. And when you were about to

  spy on one of the secret investigators, you had to take extra precautions. I suspected that even in the fog of passion, Melifaro’s head was still capable of some sober deduction work.




  I walked the rest of the way to my royal residence. I lost a lot of time, but I was also hoping that the sisters enjoyed dressing up for a night on the town and dawdled while they were at it.

  There was only one problem that awaited me in the Furry House: Droopy, the huge, shaggy sheepdog from the Barren Lands. I was worried that he would sniff me out. Usually the four-legged genius

  started to squeal as soon as I even thought of visiting him, so I decided to wait outside.




  Melifaro’s amobiler, parked nearby, testified to the fact that I had gotten there in time. I even had to wait for almost a quarter of an hour. Finally they came out: Sir Melifaro and three

  unwitting knock-offs of Liza Minnelli. The splendid attire of the sisters made me feel sorry for the rapidly diminishing funds of His Majesty Gurig VIII, who was sponsoring the happy inhabitants of

  my palace.




  When they were getting into the amobiler, I felt like a complete idiot. How was I supposed to spy on them? Long-distance running had never been my forte. Fortunately, the triplets all got into

  the back seat. The front seat next to Melifaro was empty, so I stole in and bundled my behind into it. In theory, I knew that I was invisible, but it was still shocking to see that the lover boy

  was completely oblivious to my presence, even though I was sitting an arm’s length away from him.




  “Where to, your majesties?” said Melifaro. His tone struck a delicate balance between sincere courtesy and killing irony. Lucky for him, the sisters hadn’t had much opportunity

  to study their suitor in action, so they erred in their judgment on the side of courtesy.




  “To the Kumonian Honey!” they said in unison.




  I was surprised at my own ignorance. I had lived in Echo for much longer than the sisters had and still had no clue of the existence of that establishment.




  “Haven’t you gotten tired of Kumonian sweets?” said Melifaro as the amobiler took off.




  “Sometimes you say such odd things,” said one of the sisters. I didn’t know which one: I hadn’t learned to tell their voices apart yet. “One can never get tired of

  sweet things.”




  “You don’t know how kind fate has been to you, Sir Melifaro,” said another sister. “You have been able to partake of sweets every day since childhood. When we lived at

  home, the best we could get was the berry of the steppes—it gets quite sweet when it’s ripe—and that was it. Of course, when our people traveled abroad, they brought us food from

  distant lands and shared it among all of us. We all got a little bit, but it happened so seldom. If memory serves, they brought us sweets five times, right, Xeilax?”




  “Six times,” said Xeilax, sighing. “We were very little the first time it happened. I remember my first honey cracker, even though you two don’t.”




  “Poor things,” said Melifaro. “Very well, then. The Kumonian Honey it will be.”
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  The trip to the New City seemed like a journey around the world to me. When it came to driving the amobiler, this strapping young lad was no different from the rest of the inhabitants of the

  Unified Kingdom. His top speed was barely twenty-five miles an hour.




  To make things worse, the four chattered on about silly things all the way to the tavern. I had to fight the desire to blow my cover and grab the lever myself. The only thing stopping me was the

  thought that it would scare the living daylights out of the girls. They might start to suspect that I always followed them around, invisible.




  At last, the amobiler pulled over to a squat building on the bank of the Xuron and stopped. The signboard, decorated with an intricate design, read The Kumonian Honey. I remembered that

  Shurf Lonli-Lokli lived just a few blocks from here. I had never had time to visit him at his place, even though I had given him a lift home many times. Amazing how I never have time for anything

  but a harebrained adventure like this one.




  I was so comfortable being invisible that I didn’t bother to tiptoe or to breathe softly. Even when I accidentally slammed the heavy, carved door of the tavern, no one turned around and

  looked at me. The tables at the Kumonian Honey were only meant for couples, so the group of four had to squeeze around one of them. I sat at a table next to theirs.




  The proprietor, a short, dapper old man whose elegant clothes reminded me of the expensive tracksuits of my distant homeland, went up to Melifaro. The old man’s fiery red beard reached

  almost to the ground. His mustache was just a thin, barely noticeable line below his nose.




  Judging by the expression on the face of the Kumonian, he was about to die from excess happiness. His courtesy far exceeded the average level of courtesy of other tavern owners in Echo, which, I

  must say, was nothing to complain about.




  It seemed, though, that the mellifluous old man was going to pass me by. The magic cloak made everyone avert their gaze from me, including tavern keepers from Kumon. Without giving it a

  moment’s thought, I followed him to the kitchen. If the food wouldn’t come to Max, then Max must go to the food.




  Instead of a single male chef, there were five charming women of various ages and constitutions at work in the kitchen.




  “It’s that venerable gentleman with his identical women again,” the tavern keeper told them in a whisper. “Mark my words, those barbarians are beginning to understand

  that a man must have a harem. Get down to work and make sure that everything is prepared properly this time. That customer regularly refuses our food—the sign of a bigwig.”




  I smirked, grabbed the tastiest-looking honey cake, took a pitcher of kamra from the burner, and returned to the main hall.




  Melifaro, meanwhile, had already moved closer to his chosen one. On his face was an expression of true, undiluted happiness. Then I looked at Kenlex. She looked pensive and slightly guilty. It

  seemed that the company of her suitor gave her the sort of pleasure she was not yet prepared to experience.




  Xeilax, whom I had begun to consider the “eldest” of the three, was looking askance at her sister. Xelvi’s glance, on the other hand, was full of undisguised irony. I could

  easily imagine her making faces and squeaking: “Here comes the bride, fair, fat, and wide. Slipped on a banana peel and went for a ride.” Strange that Melifaro hadn’t chosen her.

  In my book, the two were made for each other. Then again, the human heart is a mystery that I, for one, will never solve.




  Truth be told, so far the spying hadn’t paid off. Instead of having fun, I was moved. I told myself for the hundredth time that I would soon begin the alchemical process of turning barely

  known acquaintances into good friends. In other words, I would try to get to know my so-called wives a little better. I sometimes find my indifference to the people at the periphery of my life

  repulsive. And a lack of time is no excuse.




  Meanwhile, the keeper of the Kumonian Honey came out of the kitchen carrying a huge tray. Melifaro’s face clouded over.




  “I said I didn’t want anything,” he moaned. “The order was solely for the ladies.”




  “This is on the house,” said the bearded native of the Kumon Caliphate with servility. “Please deign to accept my humble offering.”




  “But I’m not hungry!” Melifaro’s voice resembled that of a man on death row who had one last chance to plead with a cruel judge.




  “Taste it, at least. I beg you!” said the tavern keeper, making a deep bow.




  “That’s what you said last time, too, and I ended up eating the contents of all six platters, plus some horrible dessert. No, no, and once again no!” Melifaro was adamant.




  “Kiebla!” shouted the tavern keeper. “Come here, Kiebla!”




  The oldest of the women I had just seen in the kitchen dashed out into the hall and came to a stop a few paces away from the table.




  “This gentleman refuses to taste the food you have prepared,” said the tavern keeper in a sad voice. “Beg him!”




  The old woman sank onto the floor and began mumbling something in a plaintive tone. I was astonished, but Melifaro seemed to have gotten used to the show already. He shook his head and turned

  away. The sisters stopped eating and gave Melifaro a look of adoration. I had the feeling that the whole surreal scene was being directed and performed for the sole purpose of shocking the young

  daughters of the Xenxa people, who had just begun to forget the barbarian customs of their remote homeland (about which I knew next to nothing).




  The lamentations of the poor woman continued. It became clear to the tavern keeper that they were lost on Melifaro, and he departed back to the kitchen. Soon all five of the cooks were kneeling

  in front of Melifaro. I could tell that the only thing the poor fellow wanted was to disappear, but he was holding out. Finally, when the bearded proprietor of this hospitable establishment joined

  his five cooks, Melifaro broke down.




  “Fine, I’ll taste your sinning food. Just get out of my sight. All of you,” he said. “If you don’t stop it this instant, we’re never coming here again, mark

  my words. Actually, you know what? After this disgraceful show, we’re not coming here anymore, period.”




  The Kumonians got up off their knees and disappeared into the kitchen, bowing and walking backward.




  “Sir Melifaro, were you joking about never coming here again?” said one of the triplets in dismay. “You just said it so they would respect you more, didn’t you? How can

  one live without the Kumonian Honey?”




  My friend looked like he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Well, if you really want to come back here, I guess I have no choice. But tell me the truth, do you really like honey

  soup, girls? I mean, I like pastries and other sweet things myself, but stuffing myself with a mixture of meat, honey, and oil . . . It’s just unpalatable.”




  “But it’s so sweet, Sir Melifaro!” said Xeilax. “Sweet things can’t be unpalatable.”




  Melifaro let out a quiet moan. I decided to sneak back to the kitchen to eavesdrop. No doubt they were discussing this latest escapade.




  “I told you he was a very important gentleman,” said the proprietor to the cooks. “He behaves like the First Courtier of Caliph Nubuilibuni zuan Afia. I wonder where that

  barbarian learned such exquisite manners.”




  I chuckled, grabbed a tempting honey bun, and returned to the hall. An idyllic scene met my eyes: the triplets were polishing off the sweets, while Melifaro was staring at them, eyes agog. The

  mixture of tenderness and sadness on his face seemed to me to be the most amazing wonder of this World so generous with wonders. I had no idea that my thick-skinned chatterbox of a friend was

  capable of such moving, heartfelt looks. If I were Kenlex, I would have melted and surrendered myself long before dusk.




  Before long, though, I decided I’d seen enough. If I had stayed a little longer watching that heart-wrenching soap opera, I might have begun shedding tears of pure honey. I decided to

  leave before it was too late. Besides, the Armstrong & Ella was just a fifteen-minute walk away. Tending to my own life seemed much more prudent than sticking my nose into the lives of

  others. With that in mind, I left the Kumonian Honey and set out for the Street of Forgotten Dreams.
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  It was getting dark. The lilac twilight of the spring evening mixed with the orange light cast by the streetlamps. Silhouettes of passersby cast intricate, angular shadows. I discovered that I

  couldn’t see my own shadow on the colorful tiles of the sidewalk. Apparently, the magic cloak of the old Ukumbian pirate rendered it invisible, too.




  I amused myself for a while by examining the shadows of the passersby. Sometimes I saw an elongated dark silhouette trembling in the diffuse light of the streetlamps, and I couldn’t tell

  whom it belonged to. I realized that the shadow’s feet should, in theory, touch the feet of its owner, but it appeared that the shadow was gliding down the sidewalk on its own. The person who

  was supposed to be casting it didn’t seem to exist or, at the very least, was nowhere to be seen. I decided I should ask Juffin about it. Maybe shadows in this World, about which I still knew

  very little, were in the habit of leaving the house without waiting for their masters.




  When I reached the front door of the Armstrong & Ella, I hesitated. I was tempted to walk in without taking off the magic cloak to observe Tekki for a while. Maybe I would see what

  she really looked like when she didn’t have to be the “mirror” that reflected me or whomever else she was talking to.




  I really wanted to do it, but I decided against it. What if Tekki had a cloak like that and decided to spy on me and my own secrets? I thought. I wouldn’t like it, to say the least. I was

  full of secrets I had no intention of sharing with her. The biggest secrets of all were, of course, the dreams I had when I sneaked out to meet her daddy, Magician Loiso Pondoxo. I was also glad

  that Tekki hadn’t been spying on me that warm winter day when Melamori had dragged me to the garden of the former Residence of the Order of the Secret Grass. My memory had played a bad joke

  on me that day. I had gotten caught in a hurricane of regrets for the unfulfilled, which could have taken me far, far away, if I hadn’t been careful. I’m sure it was all very plain to

  see.




  On top of these, there were many insignificant secrets that I wasn’t about to let Tekki in on. For example, I wouldn’t have wanted her to witness me scolding a lazy courier, or to

  have seen me during the bloodbath I had made on the beach of one newborn World. True, killing is much more romantic and elevated than picking your nose, but that incident was sure nothing to be

  proud of.




  For all I knew, Tekki might have had the same personal archive with Top Secret written on it, too. And that was her right. So I removed the magic rags of the late Ukumbian pirate and

  stepped inside the hall of the Armstrong & Ella, as visible as I could be.




  “What a luxury!” said Tekki, smiling. “The evening has just begun and you’re already here. What happened?”




  Tekki rarely pretended that seeing me filled her heart with unspeakable grief. Today, however, she was particularly happy about my unannounced appearance, and that was fine with me.




  “Juffin had a sudden bout of charity and let me out to pasture until almost midnight,” I said, mounting a bar stool.




  The numerous customers of the tavern looked on in delight. Another episode in the love story between Sir Max the Terrible and the daughter of Magician Loiso Pondoxo, the Great and Mighty, was

  unfolding in front of their very eyes. It’s hard to live in a world without soap operas. Plain old gossip just isn’t the same. So it was a great treat for the public to witness a tender

  moment between Tekki and me.




  Tekki, however, was looking at the customers with evident hostility. “I’m not going to kiss you,” she said. “Giving the public a free show is not in my line.”




  “It isn’t?” I said. “Oh, well. Too bad, but as you wish.” I moved to the edge of the bar stool and began telling Tekki the dramatic details of the adventures of the

  queens of the Xenxa and Sir Melifaro in the Kumonian Honey.




  “Kumonians have hilarious customs,” said Tekki. “That honey soup is really revolting—I tried it once. The sisters, though, can eat it without wincing and then ask for

  more. I can only feel for poor Melifaro.”




  “I feel for him, too,” I said. “Stuffing yourself with sweet soup every day—yuck! I’d rather die.”




  “That is the least of his worries,” said Tekki. “It’s going to be hard for him to talk Kenlex into being alone with him, not to mention all the rest of it.”




  “Really? I thought she liked him, too. I’m a lousy psychologist, I know, but this time I’m pretty sure I’m spot-on.”
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  The stranger’ s shadow




  “It’s not a matter of liking or not liking someone,” said Tekki. “The girls are used to being a trio. Period. The sky will have to fall for Kenlex to realize that

  something can happen to her alone, and not to the three of them simultaneously. Do I make myself clear?”




  “Pretty clear,” I said. “Poor Melifaro. If you’re right, he’s in a real pickle. Say, maybe I should step in and try to help him out? What do you think?”




  “Go ahead,” said Tekki, laughing. “You’re their king—and their husband, besides. Just tell Kenlex that you’re offering her as a gift to your friend. That

  ought to do it.”




  “Right,” I said, shaking my head in perplexity. “Oh, to the Dark Magicians with all of them. I just remembered—you hired some help, right? How about she does the work,

  and you and I sneak out somewhere? When am I going to get another free evening? There’s something depressing about our walks in the morning. It’s like going to a funeral, or to buy

  groceries.”




  “And where do you propose we sneak out to?”




  “I don’t know. Somewhere where you’ll agree to kiss me?”




  “Oh, there are plenty of places in Echo I’m willing to do that,” said Tekki.




  [image: ]




  We spent a wonderful evening together. The romance bug I had caught from Melifaro had a lot to do with it. I even went as far as to send a call to Juffin an hour before midnight saying I was

  going to be a little late.




  Knock yourself out, said Juffin. I don’t need you here. I’m giving you two extra hours in the hopes that I will have finished by then.




  So much paperwork?




  That, too. Plus, there’s Kofa’s present.




  A present? What sort of present?




  I’ll tell you when you get here. You’ll have to show up at work, if only out of curiosity.




  The boss sure knew how to hook me. For thirty whole minutes I was burning to set off for the House by the Bridge without losing another minute. Finally I succumbed. Tekki had just decided to

  conduct an experiment to find out what kinds of dreams were lurking in the night, waiting to ambush the dwellers of the Capital of the Unified Kingdom. I thought I’d better not get in her

  way.
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  I could count on one hand the number of times I had seen someone occupy the Chair of Despair—the visitors’ chair in the Hall of Common Labor, to put it more plainly. Not too many

  people were eager to visit the House by the Bridge.




  This time, however, there were not just one but two alleged victims in the Chair of Despair. After blinking to adjust to the bright light, I saw that the heads of the victims were adorned with

  huge fur hats, which testified to their Isamonian origin. Since the victims were silent and paid no attention to me, I went to Juffin for more information.




  “What happened to our Isamonian friends?” I said. “Did some Evil Grand Magician of some mutinous Order give their hats the evil eye to make them shed?”




  “A certain someone was going to stay somewhere for two extra hours,” said the boss. “Your curiosity will be the end of you.”




  “No, it won’t. It’s one of my few true virtues.”




  “Fair enough. In answer to your question, I’m not sure myself what happened to them. From what I can gather from Kofa’s account, someone they know died under mysterious

  circumstances. I was just about to talk to them. I didn’t count on your coming so soon,” said Juffin.




  “Not only did you count on it, you knew I would. Don’t bother trying to convince me otherwise.”




  “All right, I won’t. Let’s go talk to your friends.”




  “My friends? Since when are they my friends?” I said.




  “Since not so long ago. Not friends, maybe, but acquaintances. Don’t quibble about my words. Those gentlemen attended your coronation,” said Juffin.




  “Ah, the venerable furriers Mikusiris, Maklasufis, and Ciceric?” I said, laughing. “If anything, they are Melifaro’s friends. He was the one who once threw them out of

  his living room.”




  “Well, we’re only honored by the visit of Mr. Ciceric and Mr. Mikusiris. Wise Mentor Maklasufis passed away virtually in front of Sir Kofa’s eyes.”




  “What do you mean ‘virtually’?” I said.




  “Kofa’s premonitions were up to snuff again and rose to the occasion,” said Juffin. “He was about to spend a quiet evening at home when a couple of hours ago his

  instincts tore his behind from his chair and drove him out on the street—to the Irrashi Coat of Arms, to be precise. What wouldn’t rise to the occasion was his amobiler, which

  refused to start. Kofa had to go by foot, and by the time he arrived at the Irrashi Coat of Arms it was too late. People were already making a ruckus. Speaking of which, I never could

  understand why a dead body always attracts so much attention. So many people find it so intriguing to contemplate it. Do you happen to know why, Max?”




  “They’re glad it didn’t happen to them?” I said. “That’s a good reason to be glad, I think. Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe someone else’s death is

  always a novelty, like a circus act. I personally have never been too fond of such spectacles.”




  “Magicians forbid! But let’s get down to the business at hand,” said Juffin. He yawned and got up from his armchair, stretching and cracking his joints. “A hole in the

  heavens above those Isamonians. This is the last thing I needed right now. Whatever happens, I’m going to sleep until noon tomorrow. You’re on your own. I have the right to take

  advantage of my position as Sir Venerable Head now and then.”




  We left the office and joined the Isamonians. They roused themselves, looked around uncertainly, and began to snivel.




  “Gentlemen, I’d be happy to hear what happened to your countryman,” said Juffin. “It is within your power to see that justice is done.” He yawned again. The yawn

  was so contagious that I had a hard time suppressing my own.




  “You tell them, Mikusiris,” said one of the Isamonians. “I’m a nervous wreck right now.”




  I remembered that Mr. Mikusiris was the “Grand Specialist in questions of culture for the Unified Kingdom,” something of an expert adviser to Mr. Ciceric, who was head of the

  corporation of furrier tycoons of Isamon. Talking to us was part of his job, for which, judging from the size of his hat, he was compensated handsomely. Now this human think tank was wrinkling his

  forehead, trying to live up to his patron’s expectations.




  “We were coming back from a visit to a very important gentleman who is close to the Royal Court,” said Mr. Mikusiris.




  “You have already divulged the invaluable information about this very important gentleman, as well as his fantastic order for eighteen rolls of fur pelts, to our colleague,” said

  Juffin. “I’d like to know how Mr. Maklasufis died, if you don’t mind.”




  The Isamonians attempted to glare at him in indignation, but a moment later dropped their gaze. I don’t know anyone who can withstand Sir Juffin Hully’s icy stare. Fortunately, the

  boss isn’t too keen on gloating over the results of his withering gaze.




  “We were walking past the Irrashi Coat of Arms. Maklasufis was walking beside me, and everything was fine,” said Mikusiris. “Then he groaned, pressed his hands to his

  chest, and fell to the ground. I tried to feel his pulse and realized right away that the caravan had already left. Yes, gentlemen, it was all over. That bastard we met must have poisoned him. I

  didn’t like him from the very beginning. So we brought Maklasufis to the Irrashi Coat of Arms, but there was not a single wiseman in that dirty, stinky tavern.”




  “Of course. Because it’s a tavern, not a hospital,” I said. I was offended. I had always found the Irrashi Coat of Arms a very neat little place. Some dubious

  gentlemen who wore skintight pants and huge fur hats in public had no right to throw mud at an establishment that served such heavenly Irrashian desserts.




  Juffin guessed the reason for my harsh tone. He shook his head at me, restrained a smile, and turned back to the Isamonians. “Was that all?” he said.




  “Yes,” said Mikusiris. His fellow countryman and employer squinted, looking off into the corner somewhere.




  “I seem to remember you mentioning some shadow to Kofa,” said Juffin. “Am I right? Mr. Ciceric, I’m talking to you.”




  “Mikusiris believes I was just seeing things,” Ciceric said with a sigh. “I tend to agree with him. Anyone’s brains would melt under the circumstances.”




  “Indulge me, nevertheless,” said Juffin. “I’ll be the judge of what melts and what doesn’t.”




  “Before my Wise Mentor fell, I had been observing our shadows,” said Ciceric. “The streetlamps on that street are arranged in such a manner that each object casts a double

  shadow. There were three of us and we cast six shadows: three that were dense and dark, and three pale and more transparent ones. I was about to call Mentor Maklasufis’s attention to this

  phenomenon when I noticed there was yet another shadow. Unlike ours, it wasn’t a double shadow, nor was it elongated. I was intrigued by this optical effect. See, in my line of work,

  I’m more an artist than simply a merchant. It is simply my duty to be intrigued by such things.” There was so much pathos in this last statement, it seemed as though he was letting us

  in on the secret that he had had a hand in the creation of the Universe.




  “And?” said Juffin.




  “I turned around to find the person who was casting the seventh shadow, but there was no one behind us. Not a single person. We were alone on the street.”




  “I see,” said Juffin, frowning. “But why didn’t you think that it was one of you casting that shadow?”




  “See? I told you,” whispered Mikusiris. “Get over it already.” He looked happy, as though he had been waiting his whole life for Mr. Ciceric to disgrace himself in

  public, and now that moment had come.




  “The shadow had no hat!” said the furrier. “Or turban. It had no headgear of any sort. That’s why I turned around—to see the imbecile who had been idiotic enough to

  leave home with a bare head.”




  “Very good,” said Juffin, nodding. “Now I really have all the information I need. Thank you, gentlemen. You may go home now.”




  The Isamonians readily got up from the Chair of Despair and minced along toward the exit.




  “May we tell our elders that you will do everything in your power to avenge the death of Maklasufis?” said Ciceric. Once in the doorway, he felt much more confident. “Or else

  they will come down from the mountains, and then there will be trouble! Big trouble.”




  “No, no,” said Juffin, laughing from surprise. “We don’t want them to come down from the mountains. We’ll manage somehow.”




  And the Isamonians left.




  “Funny,” said Juffin. “Those guys are funny, their hats are funny, and the whole story is funny. Too funny, in my book. Not exactly what a man needs if he wants to sleep until

  noon the next day. What do you think about this whole thing, Max?”




  “Well,” I said, “just this evening I was examining the shadows of the passersby while I was on my way home. Mind you, not yesterday or a dozen days ago but this very evening.

  Moreover, I thought of asking you if shadows in Echo were in the habit of leaving home without their masters. I guess I just have.”




  “As far as I know, it’s not customary,” said Juffin, smirking. “Why were you interested in shadows all of a sudden?”




  “No reason,” I said. “I guess I was also seeing things, like Mr. Ciceric. Granted, no one died right before my very eyes. Maybe it was some kind of premonition. You know it

  happens to me from time to time.”




  “You can say that again,” said Juffin. “All right, then. As far as I’m concerned, this night is good for only one thing: sleeping. So that’s what I’m going to

  do. We’ll save pondering for tomorrow. Don’t rush back home in the morning. Wait for me, okay?”




  “You’re the boss,” I said. “Are you still planning to sleep until noon?”




  “I love torturing people, but this isn’t a good time,” said the boss. “Don’t fret, I won’t be loafing under the blanket. In fact, soon none of us will have

  much time for loafing anyway.”




  “That bad?” I said.




  “I’m afraid so. But we’ll see. Good night, Max. And try to catch some sleep tonight, if you can. The one thing I can’t promise you now is a quiet life and several Days of

  Freedom from Care in a row.”
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  I had to hand it to Sir Juffin Hully. He managed to teach me to respect professional discipline and subordination. Following his orders, I spent the night sleeping on a makeshift arrangement of

  a desk chair and two armchairs.




  “At last you have improved upon your previous design.” Kofa’s voice woke me up at dawn.




  “I have? How?” I said, still sleepy.




  “You used to make do with a single armchair and two desk chairs. If someone had to walk over to the window, your treacherous boots would inevitably catch him in the shins.”




  “I see. I used to be young and reckless. Now I’m old and wise, I guess.” I yawned and realized that without a sip of Elixir of Kaxar, my life was not going to get off the

  ground. Sir Kofa watched the transformation from a sleepy, pathetic creature to a cheerful, contented Sir Max with fatherly indulgence. “What’s cooking in the Capital?” I said,

  enjoying the lively modulations of my own voice.




  “Nothing much, save five fresh-dead bodies in the City Police morgue. Five sudden, inexplicable deaths. Identical to what happened to that poor Isamonian,” said Kofa.




  “Wow!”




  “Don’t get too excited about it, boy. We can’t make heads or tails of this without Juffin, and he’s not here yet,” said Kofa. “Better tell me how your spying

  on our lover boy ended yesterday.”




  “Nothing much to report there, either. I was even moved to tears at the end. The only good thing was that the girls decided to spend the evening in the Kumonian Honey. Unlike his

  beloveds, Melifaro wholeheartedly despises Kumonian cuisine. I can relate. Their honey soups alone can spoil your appetite forever. Yuck.”




  “Nonsense,” said Kofa. “I’m very familiar with Kumonian cuisine. It’s excellent.”




  “Really?” I said. “Well, you know best. The girls would have agreed with you, too. Poor, poor Melifaro.”




  “He’s really up a creek,” said Kofa. “To date a girl whose gastronomical preferences are so much at odds with your own . . . that’s terrible. I couldn’t do

  it.”




  During breakfast, I entertained Kofa describing the Kumonian cooks and the antics of the tavern keeper. Granted, I edited the story a little bit, but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make for

  the sake of storytelling.




  “Tell me this, Sir Max,” said Juffin, walking into the office. “Why were you never in the movies back in your home World? I’m thinking of displaying you to the general

  public for money, if only through a keyhole, for starters.”




  “Never a day goes by that I don’t ask myself the same question,” I said. “I guess they weren’t very smart there in the movie business. Did you not get enough

  sleep?”




  “How very shrewd of you to notice,” said Juffin. “I hope you haven’t drunk the rest of my Elixir.”




  “Nope. There’s still some left.”




  “Praise be the Magicians. Give it to me,” said Juffin. “Kofa, don’t leave. I have something to talk to you about.”




  “I thought so,” said Kofa.




  “Now out of my armchair, kid!” said Juffin. After a few gulps of Elixir of Kaxar, Juffin got into a mischievous mood. Too mischievous, if you asked me. He lifted up the armchair I

  was sitting in—and I wasn’t the lightest person by a long shot—and shook me out of it onto the floor like apples from a basket. Sir Kofa was delighted, and I had to contend with a

  mild shock.




  “Hey! That hurt,” I said, rubbing my tailbone. “Now I’m disabled. You can deal with your problems on your own. I need a good wiseman.”




  The boss frowned and waved his hand up and down my back. “Liar,” he said. “Not even a bump.”




  “There could have been,” I said. “My goodness, Juffin, that’s just plain hooliganism.”




  “Right you are,” said Juffin. “After a night full of gruesome thoughts, I have the right to a little bit of disorderly conduct.”




  “All right, then,” I said. “By the way, how did you manage to lift both me and the chair? Together we weigh quite a bit.”




  “My dear boy,” said Kofa, laughing. “You can’t even begin to imagine what this skinny Kettarian can do. I once witnessed him pull a streetlamp out of the ground just to

  slam one unfortunate fellow with it. Mind you, there was no magic involved whatsoever.”




  “I believe you,” I said. “You have thoroughly intimidated me, gentlemen magicians. I want to go home to my mommy.”




  The elderly evil magicians snickered. While they were at it, Juffin managed to clear the desk of the remains of our breakfast, send a call to the Glutton Bunba, and even order

  seconds.




  “Laughing aside, we’re in big trouble,” he said. “Up to our ears in trouble, in fact. I wish we could dismiss the testimony of that Isamonian as just his wild

  imagination, but to my chagrin, I have proof that he was right. The most revolting kind of proof.”




  “Oh dear, Juffin,” said Kofa, shaking his head. “Is this part of your foul early morning mood, or is it—”




  “Boy, is it!” said Juffin. “My mood has nothing to do with it. I didn’t sleep last night. Instead, I sent my Shadow for a walk around Echo. It got offended and now

  it’s pretending it caught a cold strolling in the cold spring wind.”




  “That explains why you look like a wreck,” said Kofa. “So how was the walk?”




  “Horrible,” said Juffin. He stretched his limbs, crossed his arms over his chest, and stared into space. My heart sank as I awaited the rest of the story. I hadn’t seen Juffin

  in such a weird mood in a long time. “There are at least a dozen Lonely Shadows hanging around Echo. Maybe more. I didn’t run into them, but I sensed them,” he said and fell

  silent again.




  “May I ask you to continue?” I said.




  “Yes, you may. I keep forgetting that you need a more detailed explanation. A Lonely Shadow is a shadow cast by no one. In my entire life I have only met a Lonely Shadow once. It happened

  a very long time ago when I was an intern in the office of the sheriff of Kettari. Back then it was the Shadow that was chasing me, not the other way around. I got away, and later Sheriff Mackie

  finished it off. I helped him do it, so one could say I learned it from him. Generally, they are virtually ineradicable, those Shadows, but thanks to the old hand Mackie, I have one neat trick up

  my sleeve.”




  “Are those Lonely Shadows really dangerous?” I said.




  “Incredibly dangerous,” said the boss. “Once a Lonely Shadow touches the shadow of a living person, the person dies on the spot, and his shadow becomes one of the Lonely

  Shadows. The worst part is that this can spread like a plague. I already gave orders to the authorities not to turn the streetlamps on at night. No light, no shadows. So the inhabitants are safe at

  night, at least when they’re outside—that is, if they have enough brain matter to take heed of my advice, lock themselves up at home, and not turn on the lights.”




  “What about the sun and the moon?” said Kofa.




  “Yes, the weather is going to pose a lot of trouble, too,” said Juffin. “We must see to it right after breakfast. I’m really counting on Sir Shurf: he’s the expert

  in all weather-related issues. Fortunately, this morning the sky is cloudy as it is, so we have some time.”




  “It does look bad, doesn’t it?” I said. “How are we going to get out of this?”




  “We will somehow,” said Juffin, sinking his teeth into a fresh, crusty bun. “You go ahead and help yourself, Max. Don’t pretend you’ve lost your appetite. I’m

  not buying that.”




  “But I have,” I said, mechanically popping a product of blessed Madam Zizinda’s cuisine into my mouth.




  “I can see that,” said Juffin. “Cheer up, Sir Max. We’re going hunting today. That’s a new adventure for you. For me, too.”




  “I don’t understand why you said you had something to talk to me about,” said Kofa. “As far as I can tell, this is precisely one of the cases in which I will be of no use

  to you.”




  “And that’s precisely why you will be dealing with the possible consequences,” said Juffin. “I’m leaving Melamori with you, and . . . well, that’s

  about it, I think. There’s always Sir Lookfi, of course, but I don’t believe he’s going to neglect his buriwoks and rush to help you, even if the World starts to fall apart and

  you’re left holding up the sky on your own two shoulders. Which is more or less what has already happened.”




  “I thought as much,” said Kofa. “Perhaps you’re exaggerating a tad, Juffin.”




  “I hope so,” said Juffin. “Although, it doesn’t look like it.”




  Shurf Lonli-Lokli appeared in the doorway and gave each of us a piercing look. The office suddenly grew much brighter from his snow-white attire.




  “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said.




  “It’s good of you to come so quickly, Sir Shurf,” said Juffin. “There’s a job just for you. If memory serves, the Mad Fishmonger once played a very neat trick on

  the inhabitants of Echo. I’m referring to the night that lasted three days in a row. The black clouds that let no sunlight through. Ring a bell?”




  “Of course,” said Lonli-Lokli.




  “Can you pull it off one more time?”




  “Certainly, but I will have to breach the Code of Krember since I will be working outside in the open and not down in one of your basements.”




  “That’s a no-brainer,” said Juffin. “Don’t worry about it. Under the circumstances, we can break a few laws. Leave it to me.”




  “In that case, you can count on me. Please be so kind as to send a call to Jafax. I will be needing a bottle of Ancient Darkness. I am sure they still keep that wine in their cellars. The

  last time I summoned the storm clouds, I was drinking Ancient Darkness. Back then one could easily get it at any grocer’s. My job will be easier if I copy my actions to the letter, without

  disregarding any detail, however minute.”




  “You’re a sly one,” said Juffin, laughing. “For a bottle of Ancient Darkness, I myself would turn day into night and leave it at that till kingdom come. But all right.

  Grab your chance, Sir Shurf.”




  The boss fell silent, concentrating, then looked at me and said, “I’m going to have to demote you temporarily, Sir Max. I need a fast driver. Go to the Transparent Gates of Jafax. A

  messenger from Sir Kima will be waiting for you there with a bottle of something marvelous. The worst part is that, instead of drinking its contents, you’re going to have to bring it over

  here and hand it to Sir Shurf. Will it kill you?”




  “It most certainly will,” I said. “Then again, my corpse may turn out to be as good a driver as me.”




  “I’ll give you fifteen minutes,” said Juffin.




  “Pfft. I’ll be back in ten,” I said. “That is, if Sir Kima’s messenger doesn’t make me tarry at the gates listening to the comprehensive report on the health

  of Magician Nuflin.”




  “One must always hope for the best,” said Juffin. “I’ve given them quite a scare.”




  I nodded and shot out of the office like a bullet. Two minutes later I stopped the amobiler by the Transparent Gates of the Residence of the Order of the Seven-Leaf Clover. I think I broke my

  personal record.




  A short, fragile young man in a blue-and-white looxi of the Order, Sir Kima Blimm’s messenger, appeared out of nowhere a few moments later. He bowed and handed me a woven basket. Judging

  from its weight, there was more than one bottle in it.




  “Sir Kima asked me to tell you that he is so confident of your success that he wishes you to have the means to celebrate it,” said the young man.




  “Excellent. Please extend my gratitude to Sir Kima, and . . . no, no ‘ands.’ I will tell him myself. That’s what Silent Speech is for,” I said.




  I jumped into the amobiler and grabbed the lever. I think I drove back to the House by the Bridge even faster, if that was possible.
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  “Good golly, Max! Eight minutes,” said Sir Kofa. “We timed it.”




  “You can cut half a minute off of that,” I said. “I did have to wait for him, but not for long. And now—surprise! We got more than we asked for. Mind you, I didn’t

  cast a spell or enchant anyone.”




  “You sure know how to turn on the charm,” said Juffin, examining the contents of the basket. “Four bottles of Ancient Darkness instead of one. I don’t recognize

  good old Kima Blimm. He’s always been such a skinflint.”




  “By the way, I once managed to reconcile Sir Kima with his niece,” I said, boasting. “Our Lady Melamori, as you know, is terrifying in her ire. So at least one bottle here is

  my personal reward.”




  “I have no objections to that,” said Juffin. “You always share your most valuable prizes with us, you silly boy.”




  “It’s because I’m dying for people to love me,” I said with a smirk. “I suck up to everyone the best I can.”




  Meanwhile, Lonli-Lokli took his holey cup out from the folds of his looxi, uncorked one of the bottles, and transfused its contents into his magic vessel. The precious wine did not spill over

  but froze in a fragrant dark-lilac cylinder above the top of the cup. Lonli-Lokli took a sip from the top of the viscous iceberg. The iceberg began to melt, slowly but surely, until the cup in

  Lonli-Lokli’s hands was full, and then became empty again.




  He handed it to me. “Now you drink something out of it, Max. Once, it turned out you were capable of finding strength on this path. You should not pass up the chance now. We will all need

  a great deal of strength today,” he said and sauntered out of the office.




  “Is he really going to conjure up magic right out on the street?” I said, watching the door close behind him.




  “No need to do it on the street,” said Juffin, smiling. “The Epoch of Orders has long gone. I think he’ll go up on the roof of Headquarters. I’d do that, if I were

  him, anyway. By the way, Sir Shurf is known for giving excellent advice. If I were you, I’d stop playing around with his cup and do as he said. Shall I open Kima’s present for

  you?”




  “No, no. I remember that just drinking ordinary kamra from this cup has the strongest effect on me, like the night I flew around above the rooftops of Echo, generally doing Magicians know

  what. I think it makes sense to repeat that experiment,” I said.




  “Well, suit yourself,” said Juffin. “You’re no fun, Sir Max. As soon as I find a decent pretext for opening up another bottle of this godsend, you turn me

  down.”




  “I’m just superstitious,” I said. “I’m worried that if we drink Kima’s wine now, instead of waiting and celebrating the success of our mission, there will be

  nothing to celebrate later on.”




  “All right. If you’re worried, we’d better not take any chances,” said Juffin. However surprising this might sound, he took my silly superstition with true

  seriousness.




  I filled Lonli-Lokli’s holey cup with excellent kamra from the Glutton Bunba—again bemused that the liquid did not drain from it—and drank it down.




  The already familiar sensation of lightness, which was difficult to describe, replaced the feeling of wellness. I felt sincerely perplexed about how I had managed to live my whole life in the

  heavy, unwieldy body I had inhabited just a few moments before. How had I ever dreamed of turning the world upside down or flying in the clouds with a body like that?




  “Has there been a palace coup while I was suffering from insomnia?” said Melifaro. He had somehow managed to appear in the office, sit down beside me, and—the most brazen thing

  of all—snatch a cookie from my plate and shove it into his mouth. “I don’t get it,” he continued with his mouth full. “Lonli-Lokli is going at it up on the roof.

  He’s throwing bolts of lightning left and right and howling like a banshee. Our poor police brethren are lying around in a dead faint, I’m sure. Has he been drinking, or

  what?”




  “Has he been drinking?” I said, laughing. “He killed a whole bottle of Ancient Darkness in a single gulp. But never mind him. Help yourself to something sweet

  instead.”




  My hint missed the mark. Sir Melifaro was interested in completely different matters.




  “What on earth are you doing with his holey cup?” he said in the tone of a sufferer. “Are you drinking from it? Oh my, oh my. The World has come to an end after all.

  Now it’s going to face its undoing in an ordinary and merry fashion. I was wondering why girls don’t love me, and it turns out it’s just the first sign of universal

  madness.”




  “Girls still don’t love you?” I said with compassion in my voice.




  Melifaro paused to mull it over. “I don’t know,” he said. “Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. It confuses the heck out of me. But what has

  happened?”




  “A hunt for Lonely Shadows has happened,” said Juffin, sighing. “Once Sir Shurf is done with the weather, a-hunting we will go. You’re staying behind to hold down the

  fort. I’m going to be busy on the Dark Side.”




  “Suits me,” said Melifaro. “I’m all up for holding down the fort.”




  I listened to their metaphysical abracadabra talk, ashamed at my ignorance. Juffin noticed my puzzlement and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Pay no attention to the jargon, Max.

  They liked fancy words like that during the Epoch of Orders. After you perambulate the Dark Side with me, you’ll become an expert in this phenomenon.”




  “Do you think I will?” I said.




  “Sure you will. You’ve done it before. Many a time, in fact.”




  “I’ve done what before?”




  “Oh, nothing. Don’t fret over trifles, all right? There are plenty of ways to waste your energy, and all of them are much more pleasant than fretting over the trivial matters

  you’re so fond of. You can take my word for it, if I had the slightest grounds for suspecting you couldn’t manage, I would have just kept you here to help Kofa,” said Juffin.




  “Right you are . . . I guess,” I said. “I still don’t understand, though. Anything. Period.”




  “It’s tough to be a genius, huh?” said Melifaro.




  “No, it’s tough to be you,” I said. “Now quit gobbling my cookies.”




  “I’m so glad I don’t have children, Kofa,” said Juffin. “Imagine coming home from work and having to put up with something like this. I’d go nuts.”
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  Lonli-Lokli returned, sat down into the armchair, and examined a stack of napkins fastidiously. Then he pulled out the cleanest one and carefully wiped off the perspiration from his

  forehead.




  “Are you finished with the clouds now, Shurf?” said Juffin.




  “Of course. It was a little tiring, but nothing out of the ordinary—just as I had suspected.”




  “Nothing out of the ordinary!” said Melifaro, jumping up from his chair. “You should have seen yourself! I can just imagine what kinds of dreams I’m going to be having

  for the next hundred years. And I don’t even want to think about what kinds of dreams the unfortunate passersby will be having.”




  “That’s a dead giveaway that you were born on the day they passed the Code of Krember, boy,” said Kofa with an avuncular smile. “It all seems like a novelty to

  you.”




  “Come off it, Kofa. Even in the good old days things like that didn’t happen every day,” said Juffin. “Have you already recovered, Sir Shurf? Can we begin now?”




  “I will be even more efficient if I use my cup one more time. I am not suggesting that I need another bottle of Ancient Darkness. Anything will do, except for water or kamra, of

  course.”




  “Except kamra, you say?” said Juffin. “But that was what Sir Max just desecrated your holey vessel with.”




  “I am no match for him,” said Shurf, with an expression so full of irony that I felt green with envy.




  He turned to me, hiding a smile that played around the corners of his mouth. That is, I was almost positive I wasn’t just seeing things.




  “In my Order, we believed that kamra was of no use in a situation like this. I prefer to stick to the tried-and-true traditions. I would not mind, however, trying a beverage from another

  World. Would you be so kind as to fetch something for me, Max?”




  “Something that’s not an umbrella, though, please,” said Juffin. “I can’t stand the look of them anymore.”




  “For your information, I stopped fetching umbrellas from the Chink between Worlds long ago,” I said, looking around for a nook to stick my hand in.




  “What about that blue umbrella with yellow flowers? You produced it not long before the Last Day of the Year,” said Lonli-Lokli.




  “Pfft. That was like three dozen days ago. An eternity in umbrella years.”




  “Yes, but in human years it is still three dozen days ago,” said Shurf.




  “You’re killing me with your irony, Shurf,” I said.




  “Way to go, Sir Shurf,” said Melifaro. “If you and I join forces, we’ll get him in the end.”




  “Do you really have to ‘get me’?” I said.




  “Of course. One has to rid Echo of the evil that has crawled into it from another World. That, in essence, is the ultimate goal of the Secret Investigative Force,” said Melifaro in a

  pedantic tone. “And you are a typical manifestation of evil, if I’ve ever seen one.”




  “Oh, in that case, go ahead and ‘get me,’” I said. “But don’t bother me now, please. I need to focus.”




  Believe it or not, they did leave me alone. Even Melifaro shut up temporarily. I was able to focus on the task at hand. I stuck the hand in question under the table and began thinking about

  beverages in general and alcoholic drinks in particular.




  Gradually, my mind painted a picture of a stack of shelves with bottles behind the back of a young bartender. His face seemed familiar, although I couldn’t remember where I might have seen

  him. I was busy with something else: my fingers were already wrapped around the narrow neck of a bottle. I still hadn’t learned to take full control of my actions during these maneuvers, so I

  jerked my hand out from under the table. The bottle slipped out of my fingers, made an intricate arc in the air, and landed right in Melifaro’s lap. He squealed in surprise, sprang up on the

  desk, and looked around, trembling. The bottle fell on the carpet but, thank goodness, didn’t break. I carefully picked it up and glanced at the label.




  “‘Johnnie Walker Whisky. Born 1820—still going strong,’” I said in the voice of a professional voice actor in a complete and utter silence that had fallen over the

  office. “Seriously, though,” I added in my normal voice, “it’s pretty good stuff. I mean, it could have been worse. Here, Shurf. Take it. But mind you, it’s quite

  strong. It might even be too strong, I don’t know.”




  “A hole in the heavens above you, Max,” said Juffin with admiration. “Maba Kalox himself would envy your show.”




  He sounded as though he was about to ask me for an autograph. Melifaro began to laugh, which made it difficult for him to get down from the desk. Even Kofa gave a few chuckles.




  “In fact, you can control your movements, and have been able to for a while. Yet you enjoy indulging your childish desire to make as much racket as possible,” said

  Lonli-Lokli, taking the bottle from my hands.




  He unscrewed the cap, sniffed the contents, and shook his head in disapproval. Nevertheless, he poured some whisky in his holey cup, played around with it a moment, and then downed it in one

  gulp.




  “It is strong, indeed,” he said, “but that is exactly what I need right now. The taste, however, is wanting. If you have been waiting for me, I am ready to go now.”




  “We’re off and running,” said Juffin, leaving his armchair. “Good day, Kofa. I’ll try my best not to take too long, but I can’t guarantee anything, you

  understand.”




  “That’s all right, we’ll manage,” said Kofa. “Considering that you only take along the worst specimens with you . . . No, Sir Shurf, I don’t mean you. Lookfi,

  on the other hand, is pure pleasure to deal with, not to mention Lady Melamori. She’s far less trouble than your so-called deputies here.”




  “You think so?” said Juffin. He even paused in the doorway, giving the matter some consideration. Then he gave a short, resolute nod and added, “You’re absolutely right,

  Kofa. It doesn’t get any worse than these two.”




  Melifaro and I left the office, proud as two tom turkeys at a spring farmers’ market. Lonli-Lokli walked at the end of the procession. He wore such a vacant, otherworldly expression, you

  might have thought we had all died a long time ago, and no subsequent event had any bearing on us whatsoever.
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