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The weirdest day of my life began with a message on the bathroom mirror. Scribbled with an unseen, soapy finger, it said: “Go home. Do not attempt to fly.”

Huh? I was home, if you counted a small apartment shared with my cat and my boyfriend of a few months.

It felt like home to me, compared to the places I’d stayed since my mom died four years ago, when I was fifteen. And the used car and lumpy couches where I’d slept after I aged out of foster care.

I had no interest in going anywhere. I liked my job as a receptionist-trainee in a private eye office, and had completed a year at community college studying criminal justice. Mostly, I enjoyed sticking my nose into other people’s business.

After staring at the unwelcome message on the mirror, I wiped it off. My guy had staggered home last night after partying with friends, showered and dived into bed. He must have scrawled this in a drunken haze.

Was he yet another in a series of boy blunders? I had a talent for picking them. But he was cute in a shaggy way, and I hadn’t given up hope.

In the smeared mirror, my round face blinked back at me. Dark hair frizzed out just far enough to obscure the tapered shape of my ears. The only other distinguishing feature was my amber eyes, which shimmered when I got upset.

Someone once told me my eyes glowed in the dark. Maybe that explained why I could see well in dim light. Or they’d been hallucinating.

A dark blur whizzed up from the floor. My startle reflex kicking in, I leaped onto the counter, slid right off, and hit my hip on a drawer handle. No wonder the kids at school used to call me Scaredy Cat Chess.

“Stop that!” I told Kafka. “Also, ow.”

Sleek and black, the feline watched me with purple eyes that appeared to know something I didn’t. Which might have been true. No matter where the authorities had stashed me until I reached eighteen, my cat had always found me.

In the kitchen, I opened a can of tuna for breakfast and a can of cat food for Kafka. After eating, I grabbed my backpack and keys and exited to the percussion of snoring from the bedroom.

On the sidewalk, a dachshund whined at me and cringed to the end of its leash. The owner scowled as if I’d terrorized her dog on purpose. I didn’t bother to tell her it wasn’t my fault dogs reacted to me like that.

My car, which I’d bought cheap because of its bashed bumper and paint gouges, grumbled along a dusty street through the California town of Paradero. A few blocks later, we rolled past the high school where I’d set a world land-speed record for becoming the most mocked outcast, replacing a guy who farted tunes after lunch. No sign of students today, it being summer.

There must have been other schools before that one, but they’d faded from my brain. I had almost no memories prior to age thirteen, which, according to my mom, had been due to a high fever.

Mom. My heart twisted. I had a clear impression of her sleek brown hair and melting, dark gaze, which soothed me whenever I got upset. Until suddenly she hadn’t been there any more.

As for my father, his existence had vanished into my mental fog. When I’d asked, Mom had mentioned something about the police. It wasn’t clear if that meant he’d been an officer or he’d been arrested.

Mom—she had the unusual name of Vydra Vevoda—had been a freelance translator who could grasp almost any language in a flash. Except when working, she’d projected vagueness, as if fuzzy as to where she was and what the rules were. She’d had no idea about the need for cancer screenings, until too late.

“Can’t the healers fix it?” she’d asked in a hurt tone, as if she’d been betrayed.

She’d left me with no family, no early memories, and barely enough stuff to fill a suitcase. Oh, plus a black cat that might know more about the past than I did, if only he could talk.

After navigating around traffic cones and a city maintenance crew, I parked in the lot of a mini-mall. Wedged between a real-estate office and a beauty salon, an isolated door bore a small sign proclaiming: “Richard Tracy, Investigations.”

When I’d interviewed for the minimum-wage job, it hadn’t occurred to me to ask if the craggy boss had deliberately chosen the name of a comic-book detective. That’s because I’d never heard of Dick Tracy, which was lucky, because it turned out he hated when people mentioned that.

Inside the door, a flight of stairs took me up to a reception room with faded wallpaper, a couch, and a couple of chairs. Also, a side table for coffee fixings and a metal desk with a computer, printer, and phone.

Not much, but exciting, to me. Or it would have been, had clients showed up in person. Usually, I set appointments for Rick to meet them at their business or in a restaurant. Once in a while, though, I got the chance to sniff them out, and boy did I learn a lot.

Being able to smell what they’d eaten for breakfast wasn’t terribly useful. Once, though, I’d detected a trace of blood on a knife in the purse a client had left open on her chair, and alerted my boss that she might be the person responsible for her husband’s disappearance. My hunch—which is how I’d described it, since he wouldn’t have believed I could smell molecules of blood—had proved to be true.

Also, my sharp ears had caught a phone conversation the part-time accountant was holding—outside in his car—with his bookie, to whom he owed a lot of money. On a tip from me, Rick had sprung for an audit, which uncovered embezzling.

Quite a few accomplishments in the couple of months I’d worked here. Not enough to rate a raise, however.

Through the closed inner door, I heard familiar voices: Rick, irritated but conciliatory, and the whiny tones of his daughter. A few years older than me, Daddy’s Girl worked as a shampoo assistant at the salon below while pursuing a cosmetology degree. In her spare time, she sat up here playing with her cell and dropping snide remarks about my scruffy appearance.

Outside, the city crew began jackhammering the pavement. Unable to eavesdrop, I filled the coffeepot and set out packets of creamer and sweetener, plus a bowl of hard candies.

At my desk, I checked the email. Mostly junk, but also a couple of potential clients, whose information I printed out.

Across the screen scrawled a message. “Go home NOW. Do not attempt to fly.”

The words sparkled before vanishing.

Was this a joke? Go where, and why would I attempt to fly when I barely earned enough to put gas in my car? Or did someone imagine I was going to jump off a tall building and flap my arms?

Sure, I usually land on my feet, but that isn’t the same as flying. More likely, this was a glitch from the last operating system update.

Tapping my fingers on the desk, I battled impatience. My motive for applying here, besides a scarcity of local jobs, had been to gain experience in detective work. Since I couldn’t pursue cases independently and Rick hadn’t handed me any assignments, there was nothing to keep me busy.

From my backpack, I withdrew a brochure of courses for next semester. I’d taken investigative procedures along with required freshman subjects. Next came criminal law, for which I’d already skimmed the textbook, and cultural diversity. I figured I ought to qualify for an A right off the top. Not many people deviated as far from the norm as me.

Also required: physical conditioning. I hoped that included sprinting, long jumping and high jumping, which I had a knack for.

Hinges creaked. Into my pack went the reading matter.

The inner door opened to reveal a smirking Daddy’s Girl, whose black eye makeup stood out even more than usual in contrast to her unnaturally white-blond hair.

On the street, the clamor halted. In the silence, she oozed, “You’d better step inside.”

As she passed me, my nose learned that she’d had a bacon-and-egg sandwich for breakfast. She’d also applied so much perfume it hurt my sinuses.

In the office, my tall, bony boss stood staring out the window. For a beat, no one spoke.

Then he turned. “Chess, I’m going to have to let you go.”

“Let me go where?”

Sunshine highlighted the shadows between his wrinkles. “I’m laying you off.” A nod indicated a check and a sheet of paper on his desk. “That’s what I owe you plus a letter of reference. Sorry my finances don’t allow me to pay extra.”

He was firing me. Unbelievable. This job wasn’t just my income; it was my path to my future career. “What did I do wrong?”

“Nothing.” His deep sigh carried across the room, revealing a disturbing odor beneath the coffee. I’d noticed that same yeasty, salty scent during my mother’s final months.

“Do you have cancer?” I asked.

“What?” Rick scowled. “You have a talent for dropping strange comments out of nowhere.”

“They tend to pay off.” I returned to the main point. “Why are you firing me?”

“My daughter needs work, and I can’t afford two assistants.”

Apparently Daddy’s Girl had bungled her job shampooing hair. She was almost certain to mess up this job, too. Plus, if he did require medical treatment, he’d need someone reliable in the office. And I had a special aptitude, as I’d demonstrated.

None of those arguments would help. In my observation, people put their families first, even if they don’t deserve it.

“You should see a doctor,” I said, and took the check.

In the front room, Daddy’s Girl sneered as if she’d won a prize. Nepotism was as close as she’d ever get to succeeding at anything, I supposed.

Tucking the reference letter into my backpack, I departed, my thoughts tangling. Hard to process what had happened and what it meant.

Downstairs at a bank branch, I cashed the check. It was barely enough for a week’s groceries and gas, and the share of the rent I owed my boyfriend. His income as a computer repairman didn’t stretch far, considering his partying expenses.

Too tense to go straight home, I checked my phone’s browser for job postings. The police department had only an unpaid internship. There was an opening at the animal shelter, but nobody would hire a person who terrified dogs.

Logging into the state’s unemployment website, I started filling out a form. Right—as if I could concentrate when I’d just been fired.

Best to calm down and talk things over with my guy, I thought as I drove back to my place in the summer heat. Wasn’t that what significant others were for?

Also, Kafka would be waiting. Oddly, I expected my cat to be aware of everything that had happened.

The scratched video screen in my car sprang to life. “Go home,” it began, the computer voice adding weight to the words. “Do not...”

“Shut up.” I pushed the icon to squelch it. Stupid car. The air conditioning didn’t even work, and now it was bossing me around?

Or was there something sinister involved? More likely, a nasty hacker, although I didn’t understand how they could have hacked my bathroom mirror.

At my apartment, the whirr of the shower greeted me. On the floor, Kafka regarded me with a touch of exasperation as if I’d missed the point. Which point was that?

Sitting on the bed, I struggled to formulate a plan. Messages telling me to go home were no help. Applying for jobs online could take paycheck-less weeks and, besides, most sites ghosted you.

My guy emerged from the bathroom, sun-streaked hair clinging to his neck. He smelled of shampoo and soap and something musky.

He’d showered last night after he got home. Why do it again? And what was that odor?

“You were with another woman,” I said.

He toweled off his hair while he debated how to answer. What he landed on was: “So? You don’t own me.”

I almost wished I didn’t have such an overactive nose. Now I had to leave, when I could least afford it. No way was I hanging around with this jerk.

From the closet, I took my suitcase and began stuffing in clothes and shoes. Kafka crouched on the bed, nodding.

“Come on, Chess, don’t be such a ...” Boy Blunder ran out of words. “It’s no big deal.”

From the bathroom, I retrieved more possessions. Also, I changed from my office clothes to jeans and a T-shirt featuring a picture of my favorite movie wizard.

“This is stupid. We get along, don’t we?” To him, getting along must mean that I paid half the rent and let him do whatever he pleased.

No sense arguing. I would never trust him again even if he got down on his knees and begged.

“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t own you. And you don’t own me.”

In the kitchen, I collected what belonged to me and Kafka. Pathetic how little space it took. There wasn’t even a pet carrier, since my cat had this trick of puffing himself up and hissing when I tried to use one.

“Hey, you can’t go now,” Boy Blunder protested, making a half-hearted attempt to block my exit. “The rent’s due in two days.”

That was his idea of how to keep a girlfriend?

Nearly shoving into him—he stepped aside at the last minute—I lugged the suitcase, a shopping bag of odds and ends, and my backpack outside. Kafka paced me, uttering little talky noises of encouragement.

With my luggage stowed and my cat sitting in the shotgun seat, I started the car. No idea where to head, I realized.

The screen activated. “You have been summoned,” the voice droned. Was this the latest twist on an automotive recall?

Kafka flicked a whisker and regarded me steadily. “What?” I said. “Do you have an idea what it’s talking about?”

He meowed meaningfully. Or it might have been meaningful if I’d known how to speak cat.

The car began to move. “Hey!” I protested. “My foot isn’t on the gas and this thing’s still in Park.” Except that when I glanced down, I saw it had shifted into gear. This was not supposed to be a self-driving car.

Tapping the brake drew no response. The car steered down the street and around a corner.

‘That’s enough!” I tried again to brake. It ignored me.

On the screen, a directional arrow pointed out of Paradero and into scrubby open land. “Stop!” I touched the ignition button to shut it off. No response. What the hell?

My car was kidnapping me.

As I soon discovered, that was the least of my problems.
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A few miles outside of town, mist blotted the arid surroundings. The tires bumped along the surface of the road.

“Any idea what’s going on?” Out of habit, I addressed Kafka.

“Why ask me?” said my cat.

“I thought...Wait. You can talk?” Since I wasn’t able to steer, I focused on his furry black self on the seat beside me. “Have I been drugged?” I didn’t recall consuming anything that might have been tampered with.

His purple eyes enlarged, maybe in reaction to the faintness of the light. “You can understand me? It’s about time!”

“I’m imagining this, right?”

“No, you’re coming to your senses. Speaking of which, you should have raked your fingernails over that jerk’s face,” Kafka said.

“Which jerk? My boss or my boyfriend?”

“Both.”

Around us, the fog thickened. No vehicles loomed from the mist.

There was a twist of familiarity about the experience of passing through this haze. But I had the impression I’d been heading the other way, with a woman—my mother—steering a rickety motorcycle while I jounced in the sidecar.

I’d been thirteen years old and terrified. So had my mom.

In my lap, a small black kitten had cried, “Take me back! Take me... meow... meow...” His words had faded into cat sounds.

“All these years, you’ve been trying to talk to me?” I waved away the question, since the answer was obvious. “Kafka, where are we going? Is it where we came from?”

“I don’t remember,” said my cat.

“You forgot everything too?” That seemed quite a coincidence. “Did you have a high fever?”

“Your mother made that up,” he told me.

Why had she lied? If she’d explained things, I might not feel so helpless now. But perhaps she’d forgotten the past, too. And surely she hadn’t expected to die of cancer when I was fifteen.

This was bizarre. Had Boy Blunder hit me over the head? Had I been in an accident? Yet if I was hallucinating, it felt awfully real. And, unable to wake up, I had no choice but to go with it.

Maybe I was dead. Oh, stop it, Chess. Until and unless an angel showed up to explain the rules, I refused to think about that.

The thicker the air grew, the more shreds of memory whipped through my brain. Fear had wrinkled my mother’s forehead as she drove. “Have to get out... can’t let them... your father...”

My father what? Was he the source of our danger, or was he in trouble himself? Why couldn’t I dredge up even the slightest detail?

On the floor of the car, my backpack held a few vital documents, including my birth certificate. I drew it out and felt the paper, smooth beneath my fingers. It listed my name as Duchess Vevoda and my parents as Vydra Volk Vevoda and Walther Vevoda. As for where I’d been born, it said Los Gatos, California.

Was the ID a fake?

I’d always taken this information for granted. Now it seemed coincidental that I’d been born in a city whose name was Spanish for The Cats. Lots of people must have been born in Los Gatos, but I doubted they had super smelling and hearing, and jumped sky-high when startled.

I couldn’t bear this uncertainty. Suddenly desperate to break out of my shell, I felt my skin stretch and my face and arms prickle. My fingers flexed, the nails lengthening into claws.

“Don’t zmena!” Kafka cried.

“What does that mean?” My voice emerged with a growly overtone.

“Stop! Stop now! They might see you!”

“Who? There’s no one around.” His panic was contagious, though. I angled the rear view mirror toward myself.

What stared back was a catlike version of me.

It was my face in transition, the olive skin mottling into a tan fur pattern that blended with my frizzy hair. The pointiness of my ears had become more pronounced. Whiskers poked through my cheeks, and a purple rim flared around my eyes.

I was transforming into a wildcat. Was this a zmena? What did that mean?

“Stop!” demanded the woman in my mind. My mother’s sleek brown hair and round, dark eyes reminded me, curiously, of an otter. “Breathe slowly, Chess. Swallow it.”

“I can’t stop!” How could I undo what I didn’t understand?

“If you fully zmena, they might find us,” my mental mother warned.

Who might find us? And what would they do?

“Suck it in! Suck it in!” On the passenger seat, Kafka did his best to demonstrate by huffing little breaths. He looked ridiculous.

When I started to laugh, the tension eased. With a sensation somewhere between a tickle and a burn, my skin smoothed and my body extensions withdrew.

I checked the mirror. It reflected an ordinary nineteen-year-old girl.

Outside, the fog was thinning. “What was that?” I asked my cat.

“I think we’re nearly there,” he said.

“What’s a zmena? Where is `there’?” And how did my cat get so smart?

“A zmena is what you just did. And where we’re going is... where we’ve been summoned.”

“We?”

“You, specifically.” He cocked his head. “Maybe me, too.”

“How do you know so much?”

“Things are coming back to me.”

That was the first good news I’d had today. I crossed my fingers and wished for my memory to be restored, too. Assuming I wasn’t having delusions.

We were rolling through a woods. Fir and pine trees towered above the road, which was paved with multi-colored stones.

“Hemia Forest.” The name popped out of my mental recesses. “Is that right?”

“Meow.” Kafka made an embarrassed, snuffling noise. “Sorry. Force of habit. Yes.”

After a few miles, the highway emerged from the forest to run between emerald fields. Cows raised their heads from grazing as we motored by. In the distance, a worker pushing a handcart paused to shade his eyes and stare.

The greenery and the rounded hills bore no resemblance to the region we’d left. The air was cooler and it smelled different, too, the ever-present fumes from vehicles and machinery replaced by the scents of pine and furrowed earth.

The breath stuck in my throat. In the words of Dorothy, we weren’t in Kansas any more.

I peered skyward, hoping no tornado-borne house was about to crash on top of us. Fortunately, only fleecy clouds drifted through a blue expanse.

Ahead, a few cottages flanked the road. I scanned for road signs to indicate where we were, or how many miles or kilometers to our destination. Nothing.

The car kept moving.

Then we topped a rise, and below us spread a large village that might have been lifted from a remote corner of Europe. A river meandered through it; spires soared proudly from medieval-looking structures; three- and four-story, red-roofed buildings crowded along twisting streets.

On the far side of the river, buildings swarmed up a hillside. Atop it, shining in the daylight, a castle bristled with turrets and towers.

Far below, choppy movement along the avenues revealed foot traffic along with horse-drawn carts. Here and there, a figure rode a horse, while everyone parted for a fancy carriage that might have escaped from a museum, or a royal wedding in England. A single aging automobile tootled along, far off.

I couldn’t believe I’d reached this bizarre place. Nor could I escape the sense that I’d been here before.

At the roadside, I spotted a sign in a strange language. Then the words rearranged themselves to read: Welcome to Loobly.

My mom used to instinctively decipher any communication, spoken or written, the words sorting themselves out until she understood them. That was why she’d become a translator.

When I’d asked how she did that, she’d laughed it off. Linguistic magic, she’d joked. I’d thought “linguistic” meant a talent with linguine, which was funny, because her Italian cooking wasn’t that great.

Maybe I had the same ability for linguistics. Or I might be rediscovering my native language, assuming I hadn’t completely lost my mind from the double shock of getting fired and sniffing out Boy Blunder’s treachery.

No, I wasn’t crazy. I knew this landscape and the name Loobly. Memories roiled like sea monsters barely visible beneath the ocean of my missing past—and some of them were downright scary.

Despite the charming impression of the town we were approaching, I kept in mind that we’d run away six years ago, fleeing danger that had panicked my mom. It still alarmed my cat, as he’d indicated when I started to do the Macarena. No, to zmena, a word that still refused to reshape into any term I recognized.

Gradually, the town surrounded us. We bumped between flat-faced buildings painted with circular designs and figures in robes. An arch opened onto a side street, large tumbled stones surrounding its base.

Nearly flush to the pavement, shops with small-paned windows bore names such as Kleidi’s Beauty Shop and Sivi’s Delicacies. Above the stores rose several stories of what I guessed to be apartments. Many of the upper floors had been repaired over the years, with materials and paint that didn’t quite match.

From living in California, I suspected  a long-ago earthquake. However, modern-day communities rarely left ruins lying around. Maybe they were being preserved for historical reasons.

Alluring scents reached my nose: cinnamon and other spices and—yes!—coffee. We hadn’t entirely left civilization.

People strode along the edges of the cobbled street, some stepping into shops, some pausing to watch us. Aside from their clothing—baggy pants, smocks, coarse shirts and embroidered vests like garments in an old painting—they looked normal.

Well, at first glance. At second glance, some of them had odd-shaped ears. One man sported unusually large jowls, and a woman’s brightly colored hair reminded me of a parrot.

A young man in a scarlet tunic zoomed past as if on a skateboard, except his feet were a few inches above the surface. His knapsack bulged. Was he a delivery guy, perhaps a messenger? Nobody appeared to take notice of him and his unusual means of transport.

We turned down a narrow lane. Still very few cars; but if people had invisible skateboards, maybe they didn’t need them. However, on a corner, we passed a couple of men unloading wooden crates from a small, weather-beaten truck.

The car slowed. I flinched as, from a doorway, a calico cat leaped into the air and hissed at Kafka. I could have sworn I heard it say, “How dare you come back here!”

“Friend of yours?” I asked.

Kafka was bristling. “Lower the window. Let me at ‘er!”

“You know that cat?” I asked.

“I know her kind,” he spat out. “Snobs.”

I was still absorbing this remark when my car angled to the side and halted, not quite blocking the entrance to a shop. Above the door hung a sign: “Saul Sova, Attorney-at-Law.”

I was afraid to stir outside this automotive shell. It felt safer inside, even though the car had kidnapped me. “Is this who summoned us?”

My cat licked one paw and flicked it over his ears. “Must be someone with important magicks.” I could almost hear the word being spelled with an old-fashioned letter k.

“I don’t like this,” I told him.

“Don’t like what?”

“Being pushed around, dragged into another world, and plopped in front of a lawyer’s office.”

“I’m kind of enjoying it,” Kafka said.

“You’re just being difficult.”

“Of course. I’m a cat.”

Apparently I needed to talk to this attorney, but I had to check the guy out. Retrieving the phone from my pocket, I tapped the icon for the Internet.

No connection. No indication of date or time, either. And the battery was nearly dead.

Since accepting the inevitable seemed to be the order of the day, I said, “We might as well go in.”

Despite my uncertainty that any part of the car would cooperate, the door opened when I tried it. Kafka bounced across the seat and curled onto my shoulders, tickling my neck.

As we emerged, a woman accompanied by a little boy spotted me from across the street. Her mouth forming a disapproving frown, she hurried the child onward.

Was there something wrong with me, or was it my jeans and T-shirt? Did the picture of the movie wizard offend her? Too bad I hadn’t received a brochure about the clothing regulations in Loobly.

On the shop front, a frosted coating rendered the paned windows opaque. The door admitted us to a small room furnished with a few chairs and an unstaffed reception desk. On the walls, the tan paint showed a few blotches, where it had evidently been touched up.

“Hello?” My voice quavered. Since the door to the inner office stood ajar, I called, “Mr. Sova?”

A chair creaked. Heavy footsteps trod across the floor, and a broad man in a brown coat appeared. His tufted eyebrows drew together and he scowled. “Who... who might you be?”

Thank goodness I could understand him. “Apparently I’ve been summoned. I’m Chess Vevoda.”

“No, you are not!” My relief vanished as he swelled into a fierce, feathery beast, his mouth becoming beaky, his eyes turning yellow around angry black circles. “Imposter! Impersonator! Do you believe your trickery can fool me?”

The man was becoming an owl. A big, tough, predatory owl. And regardless of what Kafka had warned about going zmena, my instincts told me exactly how to respond.
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Once again, my skin tugged and prickled. My fingernails stretched into claws.

“Stop!” my cat commanded from my shoulder. “Do not zmena!”

“Why not?” I shot back, never keeping my eyes off the angry hooter confronting us across the outer office. “He started it!”

“That’s because he thinks he’s in danger.” Huffing, Kafka added, “And you really are in danger.”

“From him? I can see that.” My wildcat energy surged.

“No, from whoever threatened your parents,” returned the warning close to my ear. “Others might sense you when you zmena.”

This was growing more confusing by the minute. Even the owl, with eyebrows bristling, regarded my cat and me with what I took to be a puzzled expression.

“What others?” I asked. “Who are they?”

“I don’t know. Back off until we learn more.” Now my cat was ordering me around? I decided to consider it simply advice.

“Okay. As long as he backs off, too.” Taking a deep breath, I let my zmena, or whatever it was, ease down.

The owl cocked his head. “You can converse with the Meechi?”

“You mean my cat?” A logical deduction, since there was no one else present. “Can’t you?”

Kind of a crazy question, since until today I’d had no idea Kafka could talk. Yet in some part of my brain, this situation was starting to make sense.

Feathers smoothed. The beak reshaped into a mouth. “No. Very few can understand the Meechi, and then only their partner, the one linked to them. Of course, not all cats are Meechi.” He stretched his shoulders as he resumed human shape. “I’m getting too old for this.”

“What about that smart-mouth cat on the street?” In his indignation, Kafka nearly lost his balance and dug his claws into my T-shirt.

“Ow! Pipe down, kitty.” Right now, cats were not my primary concern. I addressed the lawyer. “Why did you summon me if you think I’m dangerous?”

“You aren’t what I was expecting. I feared someone was using illusion magick.” Mr. Sova, no longer so fiercely owlish although he still had impressive eyebrows, studied me. “Are you truly Duchess Vevoda?”

“That’s my name. Most people call me Chess.” I folded my arms.

“Where is your mother?” he demanded. “Why hasn’t Vydra responded to me?”

Why didn’t such a wise old owl know my mother was dead? However, I wasn’t about to leap into disclosing that information. “You and I both have questions and we both need answers.”

“Agreed. Let’s go into my office.” He led the way, closing the door behind us. That might have alarmed me, but it was what my former boss would have done to protect the privacy of his clients. Still, I remained on guard.

Dropping lightly to the floor, Kafka padded alongside us. He sniffed the air suspiciously.

Although large, the room seemed cramped due to the piles of paper spilling across the ornate wooden desk and the shelves overflowing with leather-bound books. On the walls hung a couple of framed law degrees.

Only filtered light penetrated the thin draperies at the window. Several ornate lamps provided illumination.

The owlman clicked his tongue. “I am Saul Sova, attorney at law.”

That, I’d already deduced from the sign out front. “How did you hijack my car?”

“Hijack?”

“Take control.”

“Since I received no response from your mother, I used my electronics magick to bring you,” he said.

I thought of the messenger with his antigravity skateboarding trick. “Does everything here run on magick? But I saw a truck and a few other cars.”

The lawyer waved an impatient hand. “We are not entirely cut off from Over There, although trade is difficult. Also, I must ask that anything we discuss remain strictly between us.”

I half expected him to whip out a nondisclosure agreement for me to sign. “Yes, fine. Now, why...”

“How could your mother let you wear an image of Moudry Muz?” he burst out. “Even after centuries, he’s still controversial.” He was staring at my chest, but not in a nasty way.

“You mean this wizard?” That might explain the woman’s negative reaction in the street, I thought. “He’s a character in a movie.”

“Centuries ago, he was considered a public enemy,” Saul said. “That changed, eventually, but every now and then someone tries to stir up trouble in his name.” He sighed. “He’s one of your ancestors.”

“Mom never mentioned any of this.” While journeying here, I’d glimpsed bits of the past as if it were emerging from a mental mist. “Does the fog affect our memories?”

“When one passes through the Halm—that’s the barrier, which you perceived as fog—people who leave Loobly lose their ability to recall this place, unless they swallow a memory potion,” he confirmed. “Your mother took one with her.”

“Well, she didn’t share it with me.” In fairness, she might have intended to, eventually. “Before we go on, I should tell you, my mom died four years ago.”

Staggering back, Saul clapped a hand on his desk for support. “Someone got to her, even through the Halm?”

My mother had run for her life, according to the flashes I’d recalled en route. I shivered at the implication that danger had pursued us to Paradero. “She died of cancer.”

His breathing steadied. “If she died of natural causes, there might be nothing to fear, for now. How sad that she couldn’t use healing magick Over There. Please have a seat.”

I plopped onto a heavy wooden chair. Kafka, who’d prowled around the room on a tour of inspection, sprang onto my lap. “What do you mean, there’s nothing to fear for now?” That wasn’t exactly reassuring.

“Perhaps Vydra and I overreacted after your father’s death.” He dropped that bombshell about my dad as if it were old news. Which, to him, it must be.

Not to me. I nearly leapt up again, except I didn’t want Kafka’s claws digging into me. “My father’s dead? Since when?”

An image forced its way through the mists. A tall, proud man in a silver tunic, a man whose purple-rimmed dark eyes glistened as he gazed at me.

“Six years ago,” the lawyer said, seating himself behind the desk. “That’s why you and Vydra left.”

“How did he die? Was he murdered?”

“It was ruled accidental, although I never entirely believed that.” Shaking his head, Saul said, “Cancer, eh? Your mother’s death explains a lot about your upbringing, which I can see was sadly lacking.”

I had more questions, especially about this father of whom I knew nothing. “Who was my dad? Mom never told me much.”

“He was powerful, perhaps too powerful for his own good. He was chief of police, at one time.” The lawyer hesitated.

Police chief. No wonder I’d believed law enforcement was in my blood. Still, Saul’s wording implied a hidden story. “At one time?” I repeated.

“There was a scandal,” he said. “He was accused of misusing his powers. That’s a serious offense.”

“I don’t believe it,” Kafka piped up. “Your dad must have been framed.”

“I agree,” I said. “If he was powerful, he had enemies, right? That must be who Mom was afraid of.”

“Yes, yes. But that’s not the issue now.” Saul shook off any further questions. “I summoned you at the request of your grandmother.”

Yet another surprise. Mom must have been saving all this for when I was older, but she’d had no chance to tell me. “I have a grandmother?”

Dark braided hair wound around her head. A long, elegant neck. Straight proud shoulders. Tenderness mixed with awe rushed through me.

“You did,” Saul replied gravely. “Your father’s mother, Karolina Volk Vevoda, was a distinguished member of the Selekt. Only a very few people, including her and me, were aware that you and your mother hadn’t simply been lost in the forest and died there.”
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