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In the depths of the library basement, amid piles of old magazines and outdated books that should have been tossed long ago, something urgent was calling me.

My cousin and best friend, Priti, had probably been right when she told me I was wasting my time sorting through this material confiscated from an eccentric collector. The owner, formerly a shipping records employee in our hidden town of Loobly, had been caught smuggling these mostly worthless materials and storing them in a publicly owned warehouse.

For assisting criminals who’d also brought drugs and weapons into our secret realm, Otto Opravar had been stripped of his job and sentenced to do clerical work at the print shop. The worst punishment for him had been losing the storehouse that held his supposed archives.

Call me soft-hearted, but I’d agreed to let him drag boxes of this stuff to the lower level of the grand library I’d inherited. Now its felonious former owner and I had to plow through it to see what, if anything, merited saving.

Foolish me, to take on the task of crouching in this slope-roofed basement, squinting in the dusty afternoon light that filtered through half-buried windows. Even the scattered wall-globes cast weary glows, as if to complain about being stuck in such a forlorn spot. My overzealous sense of smell recoiled from the odor of dust and deteriorating paper.

I’d have quit after the first hour if I hadn’t sensed something vital buried deep in this mess. My DNA, attuned to the secrets of the library thanks to my ancestry, whispered and flared.

The magick fundamental to our town and perhaps our lives was weakening. Over the past few months, I’d sensed a shiver in our protective grid, as had some other sensitive residents. There’d been pronouncements of doom from a self-styled prophetess named Theta, who often upset the populace with her flamboyant performances.

In some ways, life had been simpler when I lived in the nearby “real” town of Paradero, California, where, when I was thirteen, my mother and I had fled through a memory-blocking fog in fear of our lives after my father’s murder. Since Mom died of cancer a few years later, I’d lived as an orphan with no idea where I came from.

My name, Duchess Vevoda, had inspired mockery among my schoolmates, especially since I had weird tendencies including, when startled, leaping high and curling my fingernails like claws. My only friend had been a black cat named Kafka that followed me from one foster home to another, meowing as if to express his opinions.

Half a year ago, I’d been summoned — basically kidnapped by my car — through the barrier mist, called the Halm, to this quaint, enchanted town. Its name, Loobly, derived from the French word l’oubli, or forgetfulness, which was appropriate. As my memories and abilities surfaced, I’d also discovered that I could understand Kafka’s speech.

I’d been sent for by the family lawyer after to my grandmother was poisoned. That was a crime I’d solved, along with a cold case: my father’s murder after he was falsely accused of abusing his power as police chief.

My inheritance included this immense, ornate library, the repository of codexes, texts and ancient scrolls. Many were enciphered or written in lost languages that I alone could interpret.

More and more, I felt a duty to protect Loobly. Unlike Otto, who was currently sprawled across a ratty blanket engrossed in a comic book, I had zero interest in the “real” world, known to Looblites as Over There.

Of all the odd people in this town — and I’m one of the oddest — I have to admit that I never expected Otto to grow on me. Maybe it was because he passionately loved books and history.

He often pestered me for details to update a volume he’d written, A Guide to Over There. The problem was, he’d filled it with ridiculous mistakes and bristled whenever I corrected him.

However, he could be amusing. Having run across a biography of Teddy Roosevelt, Otto had remade himself in the image of the former U.S. president. With his rotund shape, as well as a mustache and wire-rimmed spectacles, he reminded me of why the war-hero-turned politician had inspired the term “teddy bear.”

A sigh emanated from my companion. “I’ll never complete my collection of Rough Riders comic books now.”

“You could petition the Koncil to let you import them legally.” I brushed dust off my hands, which accomplished nothing except to soil my embroidered peasant blouse. Too bad shorts and T-shirts didn’t suit the local fashions.

“You think they’d grant me a favor, after my disgrace? Not that I have anything to trade, anyway.” He shook his head. “What I wouldn’t give to see O.T. for myself!”

“Over There isn’t that great, seriously.” I did miss using a cell phone and driving a car. But I enjoyed having a housekeeper who could clean the kitchen with a wave of her hands, and seeing messengers in scarlet uniforms zip around town as if on invisible skateboards.

“Oh, no!” Scrambling to his feet, Otto snatched an oversize volume and wielded it as a weapon. “How did that get in there?”

I barely had time to register the mouse cowering against a stack of decrepit cookbooks when a black blur thrust itself protectively in front of the creature. “Back off, you tubby numbskull!” my cat squealed at the man. “That’s one of my brood mice!”

“What did your cat say?” Teddy — I mean Otto — lowered his impromptu weapon.

Only a human partner can understand one of the Meechi, the breed of felines that got sprinkled with magick during a long-ago disruption. Due to my unusual heritage, I can comprehend all the Meechi, along with my own, who isn’t shy about speaking his mind.

“What do you mean, your brood mice?” I asked Kafka, whose purple gaze was drilling into Otto.

“I’m such a good hunter, I nearly cleared the library of pests,” he answered. “I’m saving a few for sport.”

“You’re breeding mice?” Amused, I watched the little rodent scamper between Kafka’s paws and dodge off.

My Meechi settled down to groom himself. “They’ve become an endangered species.”

“Only around here.” Noting Otto’s sharp interest, I recounted the conversation.

As I finished, a rustling noise among the stacks caught my attention. Just the mouse, I assumed. Except...

“Keep it away!” Otto leaped to his feet. “Don’t tell me your cat is collecting spiders, too!”

“It isn’t mine.” Unperturbed, Kafka continued his self-cleaning ritual.

From atop another pile of reading matter, a long-legged, striped arachnid glared at me. “Stupid human!” hissed the creature I’d mentally dubbed Madame Legs. “I’m standing on it!”

“Standing on what?” I asked, feeling stupid. Also grateful that Madame Legs wasn’t nearly as large as a tarantula I’d seen near my former home in California.

She vanished into the shadows. Otto hugged himself, trembling. “I hate spiders!”

While I wasn’t fond of them, this one had been rude but helpful in the past. Like the Meechi, their unique lineage had absorbed magical traits, including the power of speech, and they maintained a network of webs hidden in the library walls.

“She said she was standing on something.” Warily, I approached the place where Madame Legs had appeared, and spotted a shabby notebook with a worn cover.

Reaching into a pants pocket, I took out a magick-infused cloth my grandmother had created to preserve old books and papers. I rubbed it lightly over both hands before lifting the notebook.

A silvery ripple of enchantment ran up my arm. This must be what had beckoned to me.

“Where did this come from?” I asked.

“No idea.” Otto frowned at the tattered tablet. “Must have been among a pile I bought from a local used-goods dealer.”

Almost afraid to breathe, I carried the notebook to a bench that ran along one wall and sank down, cradling the fragile pages on my lap. Opening the cover with care, I squinted at the faded scrawl. Definitely enciphered, yet the words reshaped themselves in my brain until they made sense.

Magick: Theories and Truths. The private journal of O.D.

My heart stuttered with excitement. Could this be one of the lost books of the mage Ordon Dourost?

He and my ancestor, Moudry Muz, had been among the great ones who’d rescued Loobly from an evil queen three centuries ago. Alarmed at the power held by the mages, and believing the land itself was the source of their strength, she’d tried to banish them.

Joining together, they’d achieved the almost unimaginable feat of shifting the essence of their city from Central Europe to France. Later, faced with another danger, they’d transferred it around the world.

However, a few years later, the two mighty wizards had quarreled bitterly and never spoken to each other again. While Moudry Muz had sequestered his writings in this library, Dourost’s works were lost.

Actually, my ancestor’s work had also remained undiscovered until I’d stumbled across a hidden chamber in the attic since my return. While I’d been able, gradually, to translate some of his coded works, the volume labeled Treatise on Magick resisted me. Its contents flickered and scrambled, and so far I’d had no success probing it beyond the title.

With the city’s enchantment potentially under threat, we needed that wisdom now. Did this tablet contain vital information?

When I turned a page, more words became clear. To my children: Guard this closely. Do not allow fools to read it.

I couldn’t swear I’d never done anything foolish, but it had reached out to me. Magick works like that sometimes.

“Is this important?” Otto sat beside me, jostling my elbow in his eagerness. “Oh, look! What’s that hazy thing?”

Following his gaze, I was too astonished to answer. Beneath my palm, which I had raised above the page, the ghostly figure of a man was taking shape. Only inches high, the illusion had a thin beard and the long neck characteristic of the mages. He wore a silken robe emblazoned with a tree of glittering leaves.

This definitely was not my ancestor, a stubby fellow whose portraits reminded me of my favorite movie wizard. “That’s Mage Dourost!” Otto gasped. “There’s a painting of him at the university.”

The misty man frowned at me. Assessing my worth, or was that simply my insecurity speaking? Despite having grown into my role as the Vevoda heiress, I hadn’t completely adjusted to the transition from orphaned nonentity to local superstar.

Its scowl cleared and the illusion faded. Did that mean I’d passed his test?

“This is Dourost’s notebook.” I stopped, annoyed at myself. Normally, I kept quiet about my discoveries except with those I trusted most. Not that Otto couldn’t have figured out the truth based on what he’d just viewed.

His eyes enlarged behind his faux spectacles. “It must be incredibly valuable.”

My patience with chitchat had reached its limit. “I need to concentrate.”

“Of course!” He moved aside.

My focus returned to the document. The opening paragraphs, I discovered, contained a rebuke of Moudry Muz’s speculations about magick, not that I knew what those were.

“The truth is apparently too difficult for that old...” Seriously, had he written “that old fart” or was I misinterpreting? “...for that old [something] to grasp. Despite the evidence of our eyes, despite the redistribution of the sacred enchantments among the populace in unholy ways, he refuses to accept that our actions have permanently destabilized the fabric of the cosmos. It is only a matter of time until...”

Above us, the stairs creaked beneath firm footsteps. “Enemy!” Kafka cried, bounding toward me across the stacks. “Assume defensive positions!”

Quickly, I hid the precious notebook beneath a couple of loose volumes, making a mental note of the location.

While there were few people in Loobly powerful enough to challenge my right to anything in the library, I’d run into trouble before. This time, I was prepared to fight.
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His furry little face pinching into a scowl, Kafka puffed out a gauzy bubble that encompassed us both. But while a group of Meechi working together can erect an effective shield, this single-feline projection stretched as thin as a soap bubble.

“That’s the most pathetic shield I’ve ever seen.” His tenor voice ringing with amusement, police Sergeant Nik Kouzel planted his muscular body at the foot of the steps. Warm black eyes studied me from beneath tan-streaked dark hair.

“He’s trying to protect me.” I had to stand by my cat.

With a wave of the arm, Nik shrouded all three of us in a transparent dome thick enough to deflect bullets. Another wave, and it dissipated.

“Much better, don’t you think, Chess?” He cocked an eyebrow.

“Show-off,” Kafka muttered.

Smiling, I barely restrained an impulse to hug my visitor. During the past months, Nik and I had grown close. In solving crimes, our personalities complemented each other. He kept my impulsive self grounded, while I nudged him out of his occasionally rigid adherence to protocol.

We weren’t exactly a couple, yet. The slow pace of our relationship fit Loobly’s traditional society. Also, having been disappointed by a previous, Over There boyfriend, whom I mentally referred to as Boy Blunder, I was in no hurry to move beyond the talking and gently touching stage.

“Why did you call him an enemy?” I asked my cat.

“He’s a dog,” he sniffed.

“That’s just his zmena, and you know it.”

“He smells like a canine.” Clearly resentful of being one-upped, Kafka whisked out of sight.

His comment reminded me that zmenas must have loomed large in Mage Dourost’s mind when he wrote about “the redistribution of the sacred enchantments among the populace in `unholy’ ways.” During the great transfer of Loobly, some of the magicks formerly exclusive to the mages had been distributed unevenly onto the populace.

In addition to the transfer of some human qualities into the Meechi cats and a lineage of spiders, many ordinary Looblites had received minor boosts to talents such as cooking and cleaning. Then there were the mixed breeds, called Krizen, like Nik and me.

Krizen were born of unions between Looblites and purebred mages — who now termed themselves the Selekt — or from mixes and matches among their offspring. In addition to developing unique powers, we Krizen can shift into specific animal forms termed zmenas. We don’t grow or shrink much, but the transformations are striking.

Nik’s other self is a German Shepherd. I’m a wildcat, which came as a jolt when I returned to Loobly and transformed unexpectedly. In a mirror, I’d been stunned to see my olive skin mottling into a tan fur pattern against my frizzy locks. The pointiness of my ears had sharpened, while whiskers had poked through my cheeks.

Since then, I’d gained better control over my transforming. I’d also learned that, to most folks, our zmenas are invisible unless we shift, but for some reason I can detect zmenas even when they’re dormant.

In line with Mage Dourost’s dismay at this unholy development, the Selekt had initially considered Krizen dangerous and urged that they be culled or imprisoned. My ancestor Moudry Muz, however, had urged respect for our unpredictable but often useful gifts, and in time we’d proved our value to Loobly.

So here we were, police dog and wildcat, on a path to friendship. However, Nik’s uniform of a silver tunic over black pants reminded me that his visit was likely official business.

“What can we help you with?” I asked.

His attention swung to Otto, who was doing his best to shrink behind a stack of yellowing magazines. “I need to speak to Mr. Opravar.”

“Me?” The query emerged as a squeak. Since running afoul of authorities, the Teddy Roosevelt look-alike had maintained a low profile. “I haven’t done anything.”

Nik’s eyes narrowed. “Haven’t you?”

The chubby author squirmed. “Not recently.”

“Are you planning to?”

“Who, me?”

A sniff from behind some books informed me that Kafka was listening. And skeptical.

I thought of the complaint about the incomplete set of comics. “Otto, what are you up to?”

“Nothing! I swear.” He adjusted the wire-rim spectacles on his nose.

“What do you know about tonight?” Nik pressed.

“What’s tonight?” Otto clutched his hands.

I wished I had the power to compel confessions. As far as I was aware, though, it didn’t exist, even among law enforcement.

“It’s a full moon.” A twitch of the jaw indicated Nik was losing patience. “And there’s a planned exchange of legal goods.” On an island in the river that flows between Loobly and O.T., the amnesia-inducing Halm lifts briefly under certain conditions, such as a full moon. This allows our handicrafts and semi-precious stones to be exchanged for medicines, tools that operate with little or no electricity, and other useful items. “We’re hearing rumors that illegal trade is planned as well.”

“I thought you arrested the smugglers,” Otto protested. There’d been a major crackdown a few months ago, the one in which he’d been caught.

“Three escaped, that we’re aware of, and they no doubt maintain contacts here.” A penetrating stare fixed on the fidgeting target. “We assume they’ll try to sneak in whatever will yield the highest profit. Like guns and drugs.”

“I would never be part of that!” The outrage sounded genuine.

“No, but they might have reached out to you.” Nik stopped, letting silence work its normal effect upon anyone with a guilty conscience.

In the ensuing pause, I heard hoofs clop along the nearby street, and the voices of library patrons as they sauntered down the building’s front steps. The noises reminded me that it was growing late in the day and residents were heading home.

“Aren’t you cops monitoring the island?” Otto asked weakly.

“Our numbers will be spread thin tonight,” Nik replied. “There’s an... event planned along the river that could prove a distraction.” A quick jerk of the head in my direction cautioned against interrupting with a question.

What event? Having spent the past hours sequestered down here, I’d missed the usual flow of information and gossip through the lobby. It served as a bookstore and lending library open to the public, unlike the main archives.

“I wish I could help you,” Otto said. “Excuse me. If I keep taking breaks, we’ll never get my collection reorganized.”

With a pretty good imitation of Kafka’s earlier offended air, he retreated into the shadows. Nik drew me out of earshot, to a section of the basement furnished with low counters laid out with ceramic tablets for academics to study.

The heat from Nik’s hand on my arm stirred a soft longing. While I didn’t believe he’d used Otto as an excuse for seeing me, I wouldn’t mind if he had.

His next words dispelled that notion. “Please steer clear of the docks tonight,” he murmured close to my ear.

Despite a hint of canine aroma, his breath on my cheek was pleasant. “What’s going on?”

“Theta Grummell is staging one of her shows. Business must be slow at her fortune telling shop.” He grimaced. “Her minions have posted flyers around town promising a prediction about a risk to magick. She’s been telling everyone it centers on you.”

“Because I’m the infamous Vevoda heiress?” I hated that term, which served as a focal point for crazies like Theta.

In fairness, the young woman occasionally had real visions. However, she was also notorious for inventing tales, particularly when she wanted to augment her shaky income.

Had I not also glimpsed a disturbance in the silvery grid, I would have dismissed her claim. Unfortunately, I sensed that something really might be wrong.

Did this result from recent cases of magical misdeeds? The greatest threat caused by the misuse of magick was to set off a deep quake called a treseni. This had occurred during the original transport of our town, and there’d been smaller ones since then.

The results encompassed structural damage and injuries, as well as distortions of magick itself. A few months ago, a treseni had created a new zmena, a monstrous lizard, in a previously harmless cobbler, and vested the power of speech in an alley cat. Both changes had, mercifully, proved to be short-lived.

While I didn’t believe Theta had the intention or strength to stir up something that severe, the timing with the full moon made me uneasy. With the silvery ether surrounding Loobly already in a fragile state, her shenanigans might produce unpredictable effects.

Stop scaring yourself. I returned my attention to the handsome sergeant. “You think my presence would be awkward?”

“We can’t spare officers to guard you.” Nik didn’t speculate as to what I might require protection from. “I can’t forbid you to go, not that you’d let me boss you around in any case. But please be careful, Chess.”

His concern rippled over me like a caress on a cat’s fur. “I won’t do anything stupid.” To be truthful, I added, “Or stupider than usual.”

We shared a few moments of silent breathing. Outside, the sounds of evening passersby increased, and the light through the windows dimmed.

“Don’t you have a birthday coming up?” he asked. “We should celebrate.”

“I’ll be twenty next week.” To many of the town’s Selekt, my youth had detracted from my right to claim the library and speak with authority. My fighting spirit, a small but influential group of supporters, and the manifestations of my abilities had eventually won them over. “Let’s keep it low-key, okay?”

In the “real” world, having been born the day after Halloween was no treat. My gifts had mostly consisted of leftover “fun-sized” candies. I appreciated that Looblites didn’t celebrate that holiday.

“Sure.” Nik ran a hand through his thick hair. “If you do learn anything...”

His question reminded me of my discovery. “I have! Not about smugglers, but I stumbled across a notebook written by Mage Dourost.”

“One of his lost works?” His eyebrows rose in a bridge of astonishment. “Chess, that’s incredible.”

“It contains his theories about magick.” I couldn’t restrain my excitement. “Maybe they’ll help us understand what’s happening. I just can’t figure out how it ended up with Otto’s stuff.”

“I have an idea about that.” Nik touched my temple lightly. “Did you know Chief Dourost is one of his descendants?”

“I assumed as much.”

Quinn Dourost, a Selekt police captain, had been promoted to chief a few months earlier. Rigid but honest and intelligent, he marked a zillion fold improvement over the previous, corrupt chief.

“I’ll bet they kept his books in a secret room to protect them,” Nik said. “Unfortunately, his family’s home was burglarized a few years back. I’ve seen the report, and although the notebook wasn’t listed, it wouldn’t surprise me if it was among the loot.”

“Along with the mage’s other books? And no one publicized how important that was?” I could hardly believe it.

Nik tilted me a knowing look. “Chief Dourost dislikes using magick, although I’m sure he possesses a significant amount. Also, his family probably wasn’t keen to admit they’d been hiding those works.”

I supposed I’d have felt the same. In fact, I hadn’t publicly revealed my discovery of my ancestor’s cache in the library.

I preferred to interpret and reveal the texts gradually rather than risk some know-it-all trying to remove the whole collection to the university. Despite their cumulative wisdom, none of the academics had come close to matching my instinctive gifts for decoding ancient works.

“Did they catch the burglars?” I asked.

Shaking his head, Nik turned toward the piles of printed matter in the depths of the basement. “Mr. Opravar! How did you acquire....” He broke off, frowning. “Where’d he go?”

A quick check showed no sign of the rotund fellow. “Kafka!” I called. “Have you seen Otto?”

A furry head poked up. “Nope. I’m having too much fun chasing those silly mice.”

“The notebook!” Alarmed, I hurried to the spot where I’d hidden it.

It was gone. And so was Otto.
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How could I have let this happen? Even as I was promising Nik not to do anything stupid, I’d failed to safeguard the notebook that might hold the key to saving Loobly.

We searched the vicinity without success. Police were dispatched to Otto’s home; no luck there, either.

Later that evening, pacing across the kitchen floor in the cottage adjacent to the library, I fumed at myself. And at the silly, irresponsible Teddy Roosevelt fan boy who might have put our entire realm in danger in the hope of scoring a few comic books.

What could Otto expect to happen? At best, he’d hand over the notebook and ask that the smugglers return later with his requested goods. Since by then he’d be imprisoned in a cell under Loobly Castle, his only other option was to carry Dourost’s text personally to the O.T. town of Paradero, California, and attempt to trade it there.

Whoever might be on the receiving end of such a transaction couldn’t read it and might consider it at best a curiosity. My fingernails flexed at the prospect of its being lost forever.

Or perhaps Otto would come to his senses and appreciate what a hole he’d dug for himself. Would he bring the notebook back?

Unlikely.

“If you keep pacing, you’ll wear a groove in the floor.” Red-cheeked Zeanni, the housekeeper, turned from stirring a pot atop a fat, old-fashioned stove. Her gap-toothed smile took the edge off her words. Besides, the floor was constructed of closely fitted stones that had survived generations of footsteps.

“Sorry. I just can’t get over what happened.” I halted, forcing myself to breathe evenly and appreciate the aroma of stew seasoned with paprika and garlic.

I’d explained the situation to Zeanni and to my cousin Priti Volk. Close to me in age, Priti had been my best friend in childhood and had assisted my grandmother after Mom and I fled. Although she had no gift for deciphering rare writings in the archives, she possessed other talents and did an excellent job of running its public front room.

Now, having finished setting the table in the adjacent alcove, Priti scooped up her calico cat, Tripp, and stroked the Meechi’s fur. With her pointy face and pale blond hair, my cousin exuded the feistiness of her goat zmena. “You won’t seriously try to catch him yourself tonight, will you?”

“Nik advised me to stay clear.” Out of old habit, I looked around for a sponge to wipe spots from the marble counter. Zeanni, who was one step ahead of me, snapped her fingers and the drippings vanished. As a simple Looblite, she might have modest abilities, but they were convenient ones. “I can’t believe I held Mage Dourost’s notebook in my hands and let it go.” I groaned.

“Could you actually read it?” Priti, along with Zeanni, was among the few people in whom I’d confided my inability to decipher Moudry Muz’s treatise on magick. If word got out, it might strengthen the arguments of those who believed his writings should be entrusted to university scholars rather than to me.

Both my mother and my grandmother had been talented in that regard. If only they were alive!

“I only saw the first few pages, but yes, I could read it,” I said. “I can’t make heads or tails out of the one in the attic.”

Kafka swished his butt lazily where he lay near the oven, absorbing the warmth of the floor. “Why mention heads or tails? Shouldn’t that be ears or paws?”

“Silly tom!” Tripp sniffed. To Priti and me, she meowed, “Grandma Karo told me the great mage created a special enchantment for his most important volume. It can only be read by a purebred descendant.” Having been close to my grandmother, Tripp was privy to such insights.

As I translated for Zeanni, my stomach clenched at the reflection that there weren’t any purebred Vevodas left, since my grandmother had been the last full-blooded descendant of Moudry Muz. That must have been one of the reasons Grandma had opposed my father marrying a Krizen.

Mom had belonged to a distinguished family, the Volks, who included Priti and her physician father. But they were of mixed heritage, not Selekt.

My grandmother hadn’t truly accepted her Krizen daughter-in-law until after my father’s death, when we’d feared that whoever had
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