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In the deep night, I awoke, sensing a strange shift in the bones of the earth. Was it an aftershock to the earthquake we’d experienced earlier, or some dangerous alteration in the web of magick?

Or just a dream? Hearing and feeling nothing more, I floated off.

Morning light failed to bring clarity. Instead, I felt confusion. What bed was this and why did its floral scent seem nostalgic?

My black cat, Kafka, stalked across the covers and glared at me with purple eyes.

“You can’t wait to get home, can you?” I asked. Because of course we weren’t home in the enchanted village of Loobly. A few days ago, we’d traveled through a memory-blocking fog into Paradero, California, an ordinary town where I’d lived as a teenager.

On this trip, thanks to recall-enhancing tea, I hadn’t forgotten who I was. And, mercifully, the sleep daze was lifting. 

This bed belonged to my aunt. Recovering her and restoring her to the correct realm had been part of our operation, and it had succeeded.

An ebony paw poked me irritably. “Meow.” Obviously, Kafka meant, Get up, you nitwit!

Usually his grumbles and growls came across as distinct words. However, another goal of this visit had been scrubbing the magick that had leaked into Paradero. Now that we’d succeeded, my ability to understand my cat was temporarily out of service.

Today, despite a nagging undercurrent of worry, I believed we’d be able to go home by crossing the Halm — the amnesia-inducing mist — in the opposite direction. In the land of magick, my grasp of Kafka’s verbal scoldings would be restored.

I hoped our shenanigans of the past few days, including my ability to transform into a wildcat, had produced no lasting impressions locally. Luckily, our visit had coincided with a Halloween festival abounding in special effects.

Thrusting aside the covers, I scrambled to the bathroom. From the kitchen, I caught the welcome scent of coffee brewing and the less delightful odor of burnt toast. My human companion on this journey, police Sergeant Nik Kouzel, had until now lived in a magic-infused environment, which was why the finer points of electrical devices escaped him.

Not that I hadn’t burnt my share of toast. But in Loobly, my housekeeper could produce breakfast with a few waves of her hand.

I wished I were there already, in the cozy cottage I’d inherited from my grandmother. Despite the occasional inconvenience, I relished the charm of a town that had gone its own way more than three centuries earlier and only altered a little over time. But its safety and functions depended on a supernatural network that was little understood, and had begun to weaken.

After a shower, I brushed my dark, frizzy hair and pulled on pants and an embroidered blouse. Kafka bounded ahead of me through the single-story home.

In the kitchen, Nik stood grinning, a rare expression for this reserved man. He’d only opened up to me after we’d solved several crimes together.

Tan-streaked dark hair, black eyes, and a muscular build added up to an appealing male presence. I was just beginning to feel comfortable exploring our connection, since we were definitely a mismatch.

While we Krizen — mixed-heritage individuals — mostly look like normal human beings, we can metamorphose into specific animal forms, although we don’t grow or shrink much. Nik’s second self, called a zmena, was a German Shepherd. Since mine was a wildcat, we’d had to reconcile our feline and canine characteristics.

It was working well. Professionally and personally.

On the countertop TV, at low volume, a reporter was describing the explosive events of the previous day. No mention of enchantments, I was relieved to note as I scooted onto a chair at the table.

Nik’s and my pursuit of a murderer had climaxed when a blast incinerated him. Tragically, with him had perished a centuries-old notebook. In it were inscribed a mage’s secrets that might have enabled us to repair the magical web that sustained our world.

Or perhaps that mage had been a narrow-minded fanatic, as another important wizard had believed. I supposed we’d never know.

My police dog, as I thought of him, placed a small velvet bag next to my plate. “Happy twentieth birthday, Duchess.” That was my embarrassing name, Duchess Vevoda. I preferred Chess.

“I wasn’t expecting a gift. Thanks.” I hoped it wasn’t leftover Halloween candy, something I’d frequently received as a birthday present when I’d lived in foster homes in this town, before learning who I really was.

Bracing to display suitable appreciation no matter what the contents, I opened it.

And gasped.

Inside lay a pear-shaped fruit studded with green and purple seeds. I recognized it as the product of a rare Iluzia tree. Make that an extinct variety, since the only known specimen had perished yesterday in a weird fusion of spells and flames. Tea brewed from the tree’s fruit or leaves aroused visions that could be deceptive, but might also prove insightful.

“This is fantastic!” I cradled the fruit lovingly. “We can plant a new one when we get home.” But not too close to a related Iluzia. I’d nicknamed that one Whackina because of its tendency to punch anyone who annoyed it.

“I’m glad I was able to save it.” Nik popped fresh slices of bread in the toaster.

“Best gift ever!” Before I could say more, a paw smacked my thigh.

Looking down, I spotted Kafka at my feet, along with his present: a limp mouse. “Wow. That’s very thoughtful, kitty.”

I was considering how to tactfully remove the poor thing when it squeaked, sprang to its tiny feet, and scurried off. Kafka lashed his tail, as if to say, Aren’t you going to chase it?

“I think I’ll let this one go.” I reached down to stroke his thick fur. Shaking off the attention, my cat marched to his food bowl, which Nik had filled.

While eating, I imagined what might be waiting for us in Loobly. Our friends would be relieved to see us safe, and with luck my aunt and a couple of other formerly lost residents, no longer hampered by amnesia, should have rejoined their families.

As for the ruling Koncil, it had assigned us three tasks. Two we could check off as successful: rescuing the missing folks, and catching a killer, a trickster who’d posed as a friend.

But the most important job had been recovering the long-lost treatise about magick, recently discovered, then stolen and carried off before its contents could be deciphered. In that duty, we’d bombed, in more senses than one.

And, perhaps as a result of the notebook’s destruction, an earthquake had rumbled through the region. Had it affected our homeland? Although its impact on this ordinary town of Paradero had been minor, our village was far more vulnerable.

Once, Loobly had been a city in central Europe famed for its scholarship, its astrological clock, and its wizards. No one knew the source of the mages’ abilities, which they’d employed to gather knowledge and to protect the city against aggressors.

In the eighteenth century, the region had been part of a vast empire. When a young queen inherited the throne, she’d become jealous of the mages and decided to seize their powers for herself. Believing that magick sprang from the land, she’d banished them.

In an unprecedented twist, the wizards had wrenched their town from its moorings. Although the old city remained, its supernatural essence had vanished. Even its name was lost. Loobly derived from the French word l’oubli, meaning oblivion.

Transported halfway around the globe into what was now the U.S. state of California, it occupied a realm separated from its surroundings by a foggy barrier. Also, the town’s relocation had caused a treseni, a kind of earthquake that resonated deep within individuals as well as the land. It had redistributed magick, infusing it into new categories of beings.

Many Looblites had gained small talents that simplified cleaning, cooking and other chores. Some human qualities were infused into a type of cat called Meechi, like Kafka, and a few spiders.

The most affected were people like Nik and me, descended from unions between purebred mages and plain Looblites. In addition to having zmenas, we Krizen display a range of powers. Some are healers; some have far-seeing visions, and a few have multiple talents.

Having to share their magick alarmed the wizards, who adopted the designation “the Selekt.” In ancient times, an important mage, Ordon Dourost, had demanded that half-breeds be exiled or killed. He’d claimed our existence weakened magick and would lead to Loobly’s downfall.

He’d quarreled bitterly with my ancestor, the mage Moudry Muz, who’d believed Krizens’ abilities would prove essential as our society evolved. Eventually, Moudry Muz’s position had prevailed.

Yet we’d hoped the lost-then-found-then-destroyed notebook of Mage Dourost contained nuggets of wisdom that could help us repair the frayed magical web. No chance of that now.

“There are some things I’ll miss about this place.” Washing dishes at the sink, Nik indicated the cell phone he’d set on the sideboard.

I smiled. “Electronics can come in handy.”

“Instant communication has spoiled me,” my sergeant agreed. “Then there’s what you call fast food. You’re sure we shouldn’t import a few recipes for hamburgers and hot dogs?”

A meow from beside Kafka’s near-empty food dish seconded that opinion.

“I’m not messing with our traditional cuisine,” I retorted. “Especially since those foods aren’t healthy.”

Although we’d finished off the food in the refrigerator, I discovered some tasty items in the freezer. Might as well share those with Zeanni and Priti when we got home.

After packing our few belongings and a basket of food into my old, beat-up car, we headed through town toward the road that, if all went well, should carry us to the misty Halm. Despite my eagerness to leave, tinglings of regret swirled through me.

We passed the street where Mom and I had lived when we’d fled here seven years ago, fearing for our lives after my father’s murder. There was the high school where my catlike startle reflex to jump sky-high had subjected me to ridicule; a private detective’s office where I’d worked, briefly; and, most heart-twisting of all, the cemetery where Mom had been buried after dying of cancer.

For several years afterward, I’d moved between foster homes with no idea of who I was. My only friend had been the black cat, Kafka, who always managed to find me.

Despite our eagerness to leave, we stopped to fill up with gas. In Loobly, which lacked a source of petrol, I’d have to stow my car for safekeeping.

Then we reached the highway. There, we rolled through dry brushlands into a thickening fog.

“The Halm.” Nik and I spoke at the same moment, exchanging glances of relief. Perched on his lap in the passenger seat, Kafka stared twitchily out the window.

The mist thinned. The paved surface yielded to the bump-bump of multi-colored stones, while the scent of pine trees filled the air. When we cleared the woods, my spirits rose at the sight of emerald fields and quaint cottages in the distance. 

I pressed the accelerator, impatient to crest the low rise that obscured our view of the village.

“Pull over!” Kafka commanded.

“You can talk!” As I spoke, I eased to the side of the road. My cat had earned my respect.

“I always could. You just weren’t listening.” The cat slapped a paw against the glass on the passenger side. “Over there! Isn’t that Tripp? She looks half-starved.”

Nik rolled down his window for a clearer view of a huddle of cats watching us warily, near a grove of trees. One calico bore that distinctive markings of the Meechi, Tripp, who’d been dear to my late grandmother.

But why was she so thin and far from town, surrounded by equally gaunt felines? With a jolt, I recognized some of them, too. A scruffy black tom stood out, his purple eyes blazing at us.

“He thinks he’s me!” Kafka meowed furiously. “I’ll teach him!”

I caught my cat firmly. “This could be dangerous. There’s something wrong with this situation.”

A collective shiver ran through the clustered cats, and then they bolted. An instant later, the pounding of approaching hoofbeats sent my pulse into overdrive.

The rider came into view. Tall, with the long neck typical of the Selekt, he wore the silver tunic and insignia of the police chief. And had a face almost as familiar as the one I saw in the mirror every day.

Impossible. He was a perfect likeness of my dead father. Even the bay horse matched the one Dad used to ride.

The man halted in front of the car. His cold stare showed no recognition as his gaze raked over me through the windshield. When he spotted Nik, his brows drew together.

“Officer Nik Kouzel? What is this, a trick?” he demanded. “You were killed two years ago.”

Nik’s mouth dropped open. Overcoming his astonishment, he retorted, “And you died seven years ago, Chief Vevoda.”

Whatever land we’d reached, it wasn’t the Loobly we knew.
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“Out of the vehicle!” The chief’s command left no room for dispute.

Should we put our hands up? He hadn’t suggested it, nor was he carrying a gun, as far as I could see. Police didn’t normally employ them in Loobly. 

We climbed out, except for Kafka. My cat remained in the front seat, proudly refusing to budge.

The chief swung down from his horse. “Identity papers!”

From our pockets, Nik and I produced our California drivers’ licenses. Mine was genuine. His had been forged, although only an expert could have detected the difference.

As the chief scanned them, his scowl deepened. “Duchess Vevoda? What kind of joke is this? There’s no one in my family by that name.”

“It’s not a joke.” As I answered, my brain flicked through explanations for this bizarre situation. Could it be a delusion? It didn’t feel like one. Had our homeland been transformed in the few days we’d been gone? Unlikely, and how could that bring the dead back to life?

There was another possibility, one I couldn’t begin to analyze. Instead, I went with the simplest answer. “We’re not from around here.”

His nostrils flared as he examined our ID more closely. “You reside in California?”

“Not originally.” Nik held himself straight, his manner restrained. “We’re from Loobly, but in our town, you were murdered seven years ago, sir.”

“By whom?”

“A smuggler,” Nik said.

“And you were my father,” I ventured. Might as well get that out in the open.

For a breath-holding moment, he considered our story. It might be too preposterous to accept, yet Dad had always been a reasonable man.

“If I may ask, how did my counterpart die?” Nik asked.

“Also at the hands of a smuggler,” came the grim response.

Sorrow shaded Nik's face. He hadn’t even known his alternate self existed, yet I understood his grief.

No one else approached on the road, although I heard the distant sound of wagon wheels, probably from a farm. The chirp of birds. And, abruptly, the angry wailing of a cat. The only word I could make out was “Help!”

Kafka stuck his head out the window. “That sounds like Staz, and she’s in distress! Tell this copper to go investigate!” Staz was a gray tiger-striped Meechi who in our town was buddies with an important Selekt woman.

“Bad timing.” I gave Kafka a pipe-down gesture. No sense flinging orders around while this version of Walther Vevoda was weighing our fates.

Still, the urge to pepper him with questions proved difficult to quell. Had yesterday’s quake shaken things up here too? Had other strangers appeared, like the people we hoped were now safely returned to our Loobly? Instead, I held my tongue, for once.

His forehead furrowing, the uniformed man returned our licenses. “Whoever you are and wherever you hail from, this is a dangerous moment for strangers to arrive. You need to get out, now.”

“Yes, sir.” Nik was tugging my arm and common sense was doing the same to my mind.

“We can’t leave Staz!” Kafka paced across the front seat, his black tail waving angrily.

Absently, Chief Vevoda rubbed his temple. “And take that noisy animal with you.”

While my Dad had never had a cat of his own, and only I could understand Kafka’s speech, this breed was held in high regard even by police. However, I doubted this chief would care. Besides, he was obviously in pain.

“You’re having another of your headaches,” I commented as I opened the driver’s door. On the passenger side, Nik scooped up Kafka and slid beneath the cat. “You should apply lavender oil. Isn’t that what Dr. Volk advised?”

“Yes, but...” The chief shook his head, then flinched. “How did you know?”

“Like I said, you were my Dad. Don’t worry. We’re getting out of here.” From behind the wheel, I started the car. As the chief remounted his horse, I performed the necessary turning maneuvers and headed back into the Halm.

“What about Staz?” Kafka protested.

“We can’t protect her,” I replied sadly. “This isn’t our world and we have no authority here.” Plus, every instinct demanded that we hurry to safety, wherever that lay.

Nik stroked the cat to calm him. “I can see you’re upset, kitty, but Chess isn’t the savior of this land. It appears she wasn’t even born here, while my counterpart, if that’s the right word, is dead.”

Despite his outrage, Kafka subsided, grumbling.

“I wonder why the chief said this was a dangerous moment,” I said as I drove.

“May I see your phone? On the off chance that we can access news.” Nik’s device was a basic model without an Internet feed.

Unlocking mine, I handed it over. He began scrolling, his frustrated mutterings accumulating by the minute. “No connection.” He set it aside.

We passed into a mist that thickened and darkened. The scent of pine yielded to a stench as if a skunk had done battle with a burning tire. “This isn’t right.”

“Agreed. But... stop!” Tension vibrated through Nik’s voice.

I hit the brakes. At the same time, I experienced a flood of terror, with no obvious cause. “What is that?”

Blinking away tears from the stink, Nik peered through the windshield. “I’m not sure how I know, but this isn’t the route to Paradero.”

Kafka’s whiskers quivered. “I don’t sense anything ahead. There should be something.”

Not that I’m much of a seer, but in my mind’s eye, I glimpsed a void in front of us. “We nearly shot out into an abyss.”

None of us dared to stir for several seconds, as if the slightest motion might tip the car over a cliff. I could have sworn the thumping of our hearts coordinated into a drumbeat.

“Do you think everything’s gone?” Nik said.

I swallowed hard. “We must have detached from California and from the other Loobly.”

“How is that possible?”

A few days ago, at my aunt’s house, I’d drunk tea steeped from an Iluzia fruit in a desperate attempt to improve my understanding of what had gone amiss with magick. Under the influence of the hallucinatory brew, I’d watched a stack of papers float upwards and form a miniature model of Loobly.

The town had stretched alarmingly until it separated into two identical villages. The second Loobly had drifted away and vanished.

“Remember my vision of Loobly copying itself?” I said. “It reminded me of what the mages did when they split our town from its original moorings.”

“You think we’ve wandered into an alternate city?” My friend clenched his fists. “But when was it created? I can’t believe this occurred in the space of a few days.”

Kafka sniffed. “Those Meechi didn’t starve themselves overnight.”

“Let’s not dwell on the details,” I said. “We have to decide what to do next.”

I debated whether to get out and explore ahead on hands and knees, to feel for an edge. But treseni quakes, even small ones, can knock people unexpectedly through the Halm and into whatever lies beyond. My sense of adventure did not extend to the risk of tumbling into a void.

If we retreated, what sort of Loobly would we be going back to? I recalled a discussion with Nik a few days earlier, about a fierce dispute between the ancient mages. Although the Krizen and Meechi had eventually become accepted in Loobly, a lingering faction had supported Mage Dourost’s claim that these “unnatural creatures” would ultimately weaken and possibly destroy magick.

Over a century ago, the dissenters had rebelled. There’d been battles in the streets, clubs and swords wielded without mercy, and magick misused. That had set off a shaker that might have coincided with the great San Francisco quake of 1906.

During the upheaval, residents had reported seeing buildings and bridges thin to the verge of transparency. Had they peeled away, creating a duplicate city as in my Iluzia-inspired vision?

When I reminded Nik of this history, he accepted my theory thoughtfully. “That’s one credible way to account for where we’ve landed.”

Bracing his feet against Nik’s thighs and peering into the fog, Kafka said, “So we’re going back to save Staz, right?”

Despite our dilemma, I had trouble agreeing to stick around. We held no position here, no standing of any kind. “If I’m right, we’ve landed in a place that rejects people like us.”

Nik’s big hand closed over mine on the steering wheel. “There’s a chance we’re stuck here long-term. We might have to find a way to adapt.”

“Whatever the rules are, I wish they’d post them at the city limits,” I griped.

“You humans!” Kafka meowed. “Quit mumbling and help Staz!”

I sucked in a breath, which threw me into a coughing fit, thanks to the bad odor. A few gulps from a water bottle calmed the spasm.

Maybe we should sit here a while longer and hope the Halm underwent a restart. After all, we’d passed through it in the opposite direction less than an hour ago.

Or a treseni might tip us over the brink.

“Things may change in future. But for now, the best option is to go back,” Nik said.

Much as I hated to admit it, he was right. “Okay. Let’s chance it.”

Mindful of the sheer drop, I reversed course with more caution than I’d ever used before, even when backing around a misaligned, parked luxury car that I secretly longed to scratch. Finally reaching the road and straightening out, I tapped the gas pedal as lightly as I dared.

The mist was thicker than I’d ever seen it. Might we hit another sheer drop? Or could we be stuck forever in this no-cat’s-land of stinky mist?

Eventually, mercifully, we emerged. The air smelled better. On the other hand, Walther sat scowling atop his bay, arms folded as if he’d been expecting us.

I lowered my window. “We can’t get out.”

“I anticipated that.”

“Why, sir?” Nik asked.

“It isn’t easy to leave our land,” the chief answered. “You have to keep trying until you break through.”

“There’s nothing on the other side,” I protested. “The realities have separated.”

“Not possible.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Nik chimed in. “We nearly fell into a...” He spread his hands. “Nothingness.”

Impatiently, Walther indicated to exit the car. When we stepped onto the cobbled road, he addressed us sternly. “You two intruders need to understand that this is the worst possible time for your games.”

“I wish this was a game,” I muttered.

“How dare you make light of what’s happened!” my not-dad roared. “In the past few months, magick has gone wrong, just as the Great Mage Dourost predicted.”

The Great Mage Dourost? Uh oh.

“Gone wrong how, sir?” Nik ventured.

“Some of the Krizen have begun openly shifting, claiming they can’t control their zmenas,” he growled. “Blatantly displaying their abnormalities threatens the stability of our entire city.”

My mind struggled through layers of dismay. Openly shifting, as if they’d been banned from doing so? Threatening the town’s stability? This was madness.

Nik stayed on point. “Has there been violence?”

“Only one incident has gone that far, but there are signs of civil unrest. And with those cats yowling half the night, people can’t sleep. This must end.”

In a blur of black fur, Kafka leaped through the open car window and landed with a thump on my shoulders. Furiously, he mewed at the chief, “Of course there’s civil unrest! The Meechi are hungry!”

“Kafka!” I warned. “But my cat has a point.”

“Excuse me?”

Oh, right. Translation required. “He says the Meechi are upset because they aren’t being fed.”

I could have sworn the chief came close to rolling his eyes. “You sound like my wife. She actually worries about those creatures.”

“Vydra’s alive?” But why not? If Dad’s equivalent was here, my mother might be too.

It was his turn to look baffled. “Vydra Volk Pizar? Of course she’s alive, but she’s not my wife. I would never marry a Krizen.”

No wonder he didn’t recognize me. I hadn’t been born because, in this cockamamie world, my father was too much of a Selekt snob to have married my mother.

“It’s Staz! Listen!” Kafka meowed an instant before I, too, heard the resumed screeching. “What’s that woman doing to her?”

A lady with long golden hair was riding toward us on a white horse. She clutched a shrieking, blanket-wrapped animal.

I recognized the woman. Lorelei Zast was the town clerk and a leader among the Selekt. I’d always rather liked her. But what torture was she inflicting on that poor cat?

And how were we supposed to stop her?
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The chief reacted before anyone else. “Honey, let go of that thing before it hurts you!”

Before the cat hurt her? And why was he calling Lorelei “honey”?

Impatiently, she shook back her long hair. Its abundance, along with her radiant skin, gave the impression of youth although, as I recalled, she was in her fifties. However, she had the gift of creating illusions.

Although Lorelei’s gaze flicked over us, she didn’t focus or comment. Dismissing us as police business without taking a close look, I supposed.

I felt insignificant, braced on the cobblestones below two riders on horseback. Kind of intimidating. Also, I might get a stiff neck from peering up at them.

“It was caught in a trap.” Lorelei tightened her grip on the squirming blanket, and winced as a claw poked her. “I told you I thought someone was after these poor little creatures! I cut the main rope but I can’t remove the bindings without getting scratched.”

Nik and I exchanged glances. What kind of land would tolerate the trapping of Meechi?

“No wonder they’ve been yowling,” Kafka retorted from atop my shoulders. “Who’s doing this?”

A gray-striped head poked out of the blanket. “Whoever you are, get out while you can! My mother was captured and never seen again!”

“You went out searching on purpose to help them, didn’t you, dear?” Fondness softened the chief’s disapproval. This must be the wife he’d referred to, who cared about the cats. His wife! I struggled with the idea of my dad being married to anyone other than my mom. “Take the thing to the vet and let her deal with it,” he added.

“The vet? It wouldn’t surprise me if Barbora Maxcell was behind this whole operation,” Lorelei retorted.

“Me either,” I blurted. Barbora, who’d been the veterinarian when I’d arrived in our Loobly, had proved to be a greedy, mean-spirited criminal.

“Don’t get sidetracked,” Kafka commanded. “Staz, stop fighting. This woman wants to help you.”

The other cat didn’t respond.

“It’s almost as if they’re talking to each other.” For the first time, Lorelei regarded me with interest. “Who are you? And... can this be Nik Kouzel? But he’s dead!”

“They claim to be from a parallel Loobly,” her husband said dourly.

“The cat’s name is Staz,” I put in. “My Meechi is trying to reassure her.”

“They really were communicating!” The blonde woman brightened. “That’s marvelous. Staz, is it?”

An indignant huff sounded from the blanket. “No! I’m Gray Stripe Number Two.”

“Gray Stripe Number Two isn’t a proper name.” I supposed I should quit talking, but these were my furry little friends. “In my world, your name is Staz.”

“Your world,” the blonde lady repeated wonderingly.

The tabby cat stopped wriggling. “You can understand me?”

“I can understand all Meechi,” I said. “Now will you let Lorelei untangle you?”

The Selekt woman blinked. “How
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