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1. Tom
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The room was dark when Lise awoke. For a moment, she was still in her dreams, the swirling not-quite-there impressions seeping over from the other side. Their content was with her, just out of reach behind a wind-blown blanket of night.

Rolling fields with a stage-prop sky. No dimensions, flat, matte, like a backdrop for a play. A wind passing through dry grass with the sound of insect wings. A soft black presence, oozing across the scene like oil, leaving adoration and terror in its wake. But it was nothing.

Sitting up in bed, Lise shook off her sleep-filled wanderings. Her mind was clear now, completely cognizant. She felt strong and alive, free from daytime distraction and acutely aware of things she would ordinarily have let pass by.

She sighed, inhaling the clear summer breeze that floated in through the open window. Sleep was out of the question. Tossing off the quilt, she rose. Her feet touched the silky carpet. Her slippers lay nearby but she ignored them. The night was warm, her body comfortable just the way it was.

For some reason, she didn’t find it strange to walk naked from the room. She was alone in the big house—no one to see—but the thought never entered her mind. Her bathrobe remained at the foot of the bed, forgotten.

Lise paused by the open window, feeling the air brush across her body, smelling it as if it held clues, hints, and secrets of the hidden universe outside. She breathed deeply, allowing the delicious life-giving vapor fill her lungs. Things were going on out there in the wide night world. Like energy, it sizzled on the tip of her tongue.

Didn’t snakes smell with their tongues? she considered briefly. And cats and dogs had a special gland for scent. People got the short end of the stick when it came to the senses.

The passing contemplation slipped away unresolved, leaving Lise staring, quiet-minded, down at the garden below. In the moonlight, she could pick out the luminescent spikes of Oriental lilies against the dark of the garage and the tiny pinpoints of daisies in the edging. It was one of those rare and glorious nights when everything was perfect. Temperature, texture, even the silent sky with its occasional sparkling planet throve with cosmic symmetry. It called to her secret soul; she must go out in it.

Down the narrow staircase she skipped, feeling lean and light as a thistle seed. This seemed totally natural though somewhere in the back of her mind lurked the vague remembrance of heaviness and discomfort, anxiety and tension, all the misery standard in the human machine. But that was another place and time; this was the real girl, the life force inside the trap of humanity, strong, quick, and blissfully unafraid.

The living room was veiled in darkness as she opened the hall doorway but in spite of the murk, she could see. Of course, it was her house—she designed it, arranged it, maintained it. No surprise she could navigate its twists and turns with eyes closed, but there was no need. Whether it was the moonlight falling in glimmering shafts from the high windows or something more elusive, objects stood out bright as crystal. This was not light as Lise knew it—those clear harsh rays that blaze down from outside—but something subtler. An inner glow, as if each article had a luminescence of its own.

Without giving this phenomenon a second thought, Lise started toward the back door but paused when she realized she wasn’t alone. On the overstuffed couch, wedged in between a hillock of throw pillows, lounged Percy, a round-bodied kink-tailed tuxedo cat whose ice-green eyes and luxuriant fur spoke of his roots in the forests of Norway. The elderly feline liked that place and often slept there when he was not on the prowl. Finding him like that was nothing new.

On the carpet nearby, however, stood someone else—a great orange tabby Lise had never seen before. The tabby stalked toward her, halting at her feet. His eyes, like yellow lamp globes, seemed to quiz her innermost being.

“Who are you?” Lise asked as she bent down to pet the stranger.

“I am Evermore Artair Eckx,” the tabby replied, rubbing his blunt head against Lise’s proffered hand, then retreating to arm’s length, just out of reach as cats do. “But you can call me Tom.”

Lise was taken aback. She had heard him speak as clearly as anyone, but how could that be? Cats didn’t talk!

At least, they had never talked to her before.

“What did you say?” she gasped in amazement. Tom chased an itch on his flank and blinked innocently.

Lise turned her questions to her own companion, Percy, but he was napping. Both animals were thoroughly cat-like now; she must have been mistaken. That’s what I get for wandering around in the middle of the night when I should be safe in bed, she mused.

“Okay, kitties,” she said for her own satisfaction. “If you’re going to ignore me, I’m leaving.” The chirp of crickets was irresistible, calling her outside. Once again, she started for the back door, then turned. “And I think you should come, too,” she told the tabby stranger. “You don’t live here, you know.”

“In time. In time,” the orange cat purred back, and she could swear she saw one of the golden eyes wink.

There was no doubt in her mind he had spoken. Both felines were staring at Lise with an intensity that stopped her in her tracks.

“What’s with you two?” she asked, rather too loudly, as if the sound of her own voice could exorcize whatever demons were creating this hallucinatory chat. It must have worked, because again, the cats were silent as space.

Finally, Tom rose and stretched, first his front legs, then his back, one at a time. Lise recognized the familiar cat-aerobic. It was what cats did before they went away.

Suddenly, Lise felt a terrible sense of loss, as if she were letting something very important pass her by.

“Wait, kitty!” she called, running to the kitchen for the little tin of treats. She shook the can, rattling the hard bits inside, and instantly both cats were at her feet. Lise tipped the can onto the linoleum and received purrs of appreciation. She knelt and stroked them as they ate. The warmth of their fur was comforting and the strange feeling of sorrow began to ebb.

“Is that good?” she cooed.

“Yes, very,” and “Thank you so much,” came the polite responses.

“You’re welcome,” she began, then caught herself. “Hey, wait a minute.”

But the cats’ attentions were elsewhere. They spoke to each other now, sometimes in throaty mews and murmurs, and sometimes, Lise could swear they used human words. Either way, she seemed able to understand all they said.

“So what do you think?” Percy posed.

“Good eats,” Tom answered, chowing down a few more morsels.

“About her, I mean,” Percy insisted. “I have come to believe she is She Who.”

“Of course you’d feel that way—she’s your person. We of the Higher Order often develop strong ties with our cohabitors. To treat them without a modicum of loyalty would be rude. But She Who? You don’t think you might be just a bit biased?”

“I do not think so,” Percy declared. “I have been watching her for some time now. She is perfect.”

“Too big.” Tom shook his furry head like a lion. “And too clumsy. She could never make her way in our World. Why, I bet she can’t even catch a mouse.” Having confirmed that the food was gone, he stalked away, tail lashing.

“She will learn,” Percy argued. “She is smart. And if her resolve is strong, the size can adjust.”

“What if her resolve isn’t strong enough? We have only a single chance. What if she quits, or fails halfway through? We need to know she can complete the task.”

Percy moved to join the tabby. Sitting like mirrored statues, they scrutinized the girl.

Lise’s mind was flying. The pair had spoken like people, but even though she was looking right at them, she couldn’t see their sly cat lips move, couldn’t detect any sign that they used their mouths to create the sounds she heard. Was it telepathy? Intuition? Her own personal insanity?

And what were they talking about? Size and strength and tasks to be fulfilled? It sounded like something out of a fairy tale. What could it mean?

“Unless we’re sure, we should wait,” Tom declared. “Wait till the next Tri-Night. We can’t risk gambling on this furless hulk.”

“Hey!” Lise protested but her objection was ignored.

“If we wait, we will remain bonded to Seh. How many of us will suffer, even die the final death and cross Beyond at the hands of its minions? I do not know about you, but I would rather not see what will happen if we do not move the plan forward. Besides,” Percy went on, “what if Seh fulfills the prophecy? Then we will be trapped forever.”

Tom frowned. “But can she do it?” he asked with quiet challenge.

“She is here,” Percy replied cryptically. “Is that not enough?” Lise stood rigid as a redwood. Her mind was clicking off reasons why this couldn’t be happening, but in her heart, she knew better. Her sanity told her to flee, but her feet refused to move; she was already too invested. As much as she might like to run back to bed and pretend it was all a dream, she wanted answers even more. Was it curiosity—the feline addiction—or something

darker? Something non-human was surely at work. “Who’s Seh?” she put to the pair.

Percy turned his head toward Evermore Tom and squeezed his eyes in a cat smile. “See? She is already taking interest.”

Tom didn’t commit on the matter, instead, swiveling his soft marmalade ears like radarscopes. From outside came the far-off whistle of a train.

“We don’t have much time, Parsifal. This is the Commencement of Tri-Night and the hours are short.”

“Yes, we must go.” Percy rose and padded over to Lise. “You must be brave, Cohabitor. We depend upon you.”

That said, he sauntered to the cat door under the sink with his usual swagger, giving only a momentary glance toward his food bowl on the rug by the stove. Tom followed, tail like a banner. As he was about to nose his way through the flap, he turned and skewered Lise with his golden gaze.

“Are you coming, person?” he asked. “Coming? Coming where?”

The cat pranced on ballerina feet. “The way has been cleared, and all is in order.”

“But...” Lise sputtered, “how?”

The big cat disappeared through the door. “Listen,” she heard him call back, “and follow.”

Listen? she mused. Listen to what? But in spite of her doubts and a pang of better judgment, she tuned her ears to the great hum of the world.

At first, all she heard was the buzz of the city—the distant crash of garbage trucks; the passing of an occasional car—but suddenly, she picked out other sounds. The flutter of a moth’s wings; the rasp of a wood-boring beetle in the old stump by the gate; the yowl of a cat.

Then another. And another.

The chorus of meows crescendoed into a wild wail that called to her pagan soul. Taking a deep breath, Lise dropped to all fours as effortlessly as if she were born to it. She gave a guttural inhuman cry, and dove whiskers-first into the open, living night.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. A Journey Begins
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The three stood on the back porch, scoping out the periphery. Lise was aware of a million things happening around her. Nocturnal insects filled the air with the drone of gossamer wings. A family of raccoons was feeding in the garage. Mice scurried here and there throughout the garden. That last sound sent an odd shiver of craving down her supple spine. But most importantly, she sensed cats—hundreds of cats, all over town, silently making their way through the shadows.

She glanced at her companions and an odd sensation came over her, a brief flicker of prescience, as if the dimensions were shifting, but in a moment, it was gone. Percy and Tom were off in their own worlds as only cats can be while in another’s company.

They sniffed the pungent breeze, shining their X-ray eyes through the black-on-black nightscape.

“We must go,” Tom charged, his voice deep and rumbling, bespeaking authority. Percy hopped lithely off the porch to the ground below, but Lise hesitated, lost in myriad sensual stimuli.

“Where are we going?” she asked, batting at a mayfly.

Percy glanced back at her. “Never mind that, Cohabitor. It is not a matter of where.”

“Don’t you hear it beckon?” Tom called to Lise, halfway across the garden now.

“Do not you hear it?” Percy echoed.

“It’s time! It’s time!” came their twin decree as they slunk under the boxwood hedge and disappeared from sight.

Lise felt instantly lost. She had balked, and her companions had left her all alone in this strange new night. Even if she’d wanted to go with them, now it was too late. Should she go by herself? There were dangers in the dark.

A little voice nagged that the prudent thing would be to go back inside where it was safe, but when she turned toward the looming shadow of the house, the stuffy, lifeless structure depressed her. She realized how much she didn’t want to be indoors. There, in the garden, were countless marvels, adventures just waiting to begin. No, whatever she did, she wasn’t going to turn back now.

Bounding down the steps into the cool grass, she began to pick up an unusual perception. Where her cat friends crossed the yard, they had left tracks; not footprints but something subtler. A diaphanous mist seemed to hang in the air where they had passed, ghostly pink and phosphorescent green. The colors drifted in and out, over the lawn and into the hedge where Percy and Tom had vanished. Lise could trace this trail as easily as Dorothy’s yellow brick road. She leapt into the hedge without a thought of flying monkeys.

Instantly, Lise found herself in another world. Hidden by leafy filigree, the ground was cool and alive beneath her unshod feet. Everywhere was movement—the buzzing, breathing, calling song of nature. It was all around her, from the trees above to the worlds within worlds that dwelt in the earth below. She was connected to it all like a link in a living chain. Some were to hunt, some were to fear, and some were to balance, but each species had their place, and she had her place among them. She had never felt less lonely.

And there ahead of her, sheltered in the garden jungle, were Percy and Evermore Tom, quietly waiting.

“At last,” Tom commented, sniffing the wind.

“Have you decided?” Percy inquired, his ice-green eyes narrowing with concern. “Will you commit yourself to our quest?”

“Yes, please!” cried Lise. “Take me with you.”

“Then come, but be careful,” Tom warned. “Our World is a very large place for tiny life forms like you.”

• ● •

Tom, Percy, and Lise moved through the bushes and out across the open grass. Their steps were silent, displacing a minimum of dew from the cool soft blades. Tom, a natural leader, wound in and out with no apparent reasoning except for it being how it was done. Lise could see by the luminous trails that cats had passed that way for ages. Where were they going? In another moment, she was distracted by a sound, a scent, and her worries vanished. All that mattered was the ever-present, pulsing here-and-now.

The three passed beyond her garden line and moved out into the quiet residential lane. A ribbon of asphalt shimmered in the darkness as it wove up toward the hill park. How different on Lise’s feet was the feeling of concrete, still warm from the summer day.

Lise didn’t like the openness of the naked street. It made her nervous, as if a thousand hidden eyes were watching her every move, but before she could complain, Tom slipped off to the side. For the next while, they paralleled the road, slinking from bush to bush and darting across moonlit deserts of lawn. They traveled together but each in their own way, since no cat will yield to another except in the most dire of circumstances. Percy played it safe, rounding the gardens in the shadow of the shrubbery and only crossing bare ground when absolutely necessary. Tom was bolder, taking a straight track, dashing in and out of cover as it came. Lise hung behind the two, diverted by each new sound and sensation, but she kept their paths in sight so when they suddenly took a turn through a clematis thicket, she wasn’t left behind.

Racing down the leafy tunnel, she managed to catch up with them, but it didn’t take long for her to become distracted again. Life was overwhelming. She felt as if she were alive for the very first time.

Lise paused to sniff at a dried-up pond in someone’s ornamental garden. The scent of fishy things clung to the mud like perfume.

“Come on, Cohabitor,” Percy called, already almost two plots ahead. “There’ll be time for that later,” he added in a softer tone. Reluctantly, Lise tore herself from the wonders of the creepy-crawly slime and continued on her way.

Every so often, they would pass through the territory of another cat. The markings were as clear as road signs, even though they would have been invisible to a human eye. It was as if a barrier of scent had been set around the perimeter, and woe be to those who would cross with malice in mind. Tom tried to skirt these bastions when possible—whether out of respect or fear, Lise didn’t know—but every so often there was no way around. Then, Tom would commiserate with the master of the tract and hopefully come to an understanding. They were harmless pilgrims just passing by, after all. Most accepted Tom’s white flag with little more than a sniff and a growl. But not all.

Lise sensed it as soon as she crossed the hidden line into the animal’s domain; suddenly, she felt like the moth in the spider’s web. The hefty black and white short-hair was perched on the porch step like the spider, his eyes glowing with polyhedron malice. Lise shrank into the shrubbery, but it was too late.

With the ferocity and single-mindedness of a tornado, the tomcat hurled his sturdy bulk toward Lise. She froze in terror, watching the rip-saw claws and the saber teeth closing fast. Jamming her eyes shut, she braced for impact. When it didn’t come—the collision, the inevitable rending of flesh—she opened them again, just in time to see a fire-colored flash hit the big cat like lightning. As he crashed to the ground, Lise realized that the flash had been Tom.

The adversaries writhed, a two-headed eight-pawed monster rolling in the dirt and screeching like ripped metal. Lise was aghast. If she’d been her normal self, she would have doused the two with water to break up the contest—but she was far from normal, and had no idea how to end their battle.

“Go! Go! Go!” Tom called as he fleetingly emerged on top, only to be thrown back down by the bulk force of the black-and-white.

“Come, Cohabitor!” Percy cried when Lise didn’t move.

She tore her eyes from the fray and looked at Percy with horror. “We can’t just leave him.”

“This is his fight,” the old cat said. “It is the feline way. Now, come, or his pains will be for nothing.” With that, Percy turned and was gone.

Lise knew he was right. Tom was fighting for their protection. With one swift backward glance, she made a dash across the yard and over the fence to safety. From behind a screen of rusty chicken wire, she and Percy watched for the outcome.

The opponents were locked in a deadly embrace. Tom clutched the black-and-white’s back with his claws and mercilessly pummeled his stomach with strong back feet; the other was doing much the same. Every so often, fangs would sink through fur, and a fresh howl would assault the quiet neighborhood.

Suddenly, the back door of the house crashed open and a man clothed in only a dowdy undershirt and boxers appeared. He stomped onto the porch, as angry as either of the brawling cats. Grabbing a two-by-four from a pile of firewood, he lurched toward the fighters, bringing his cudgel to bear.

“Git, you durn critters! Git outta here!” he shouted.

Down came the crushing blow, only inches from the small bodies. Tom and the black-and-white sprang apart like seeds from a milkweed pod. Scampering at high velocity, the black-and-white dashed into the house and Tom leapt for the fence.

The man shook the board menacingly. “Don’t come back, y’hear!” he roared at Tom. Clearing his throat noisily, he tramped back inside, slamming the door behind him.

“Are you alright?” Lise asked the panting Tom who had collapsed on the grass once he’d made it to safety. There was a bloody gash above his right eye, and his fur was matted with spittle where the black-and-white had chewed into his neck.

Rising stiffly to a sitting position, he licked his paw and ran it over the cut on his face. He repeated this action until he was satisfied the wound was clean. He smoothed a few of the nastier spots on his marmalade coat with his sandpaper tongue and then looked at his cohorts.

“That was a bad one,” he sighed. “Remind me not to come this way again—at least, not unless I’m better prepared,” he added darkly, staring with unveiled hostility at the fateful yard. “Now we must hurry, or we’ll be late.” With that, he stood as if nothing had happened, and trotted off across the grass, Percy in tow.

“Late for what?” Lise asked, but Tom and Percy gave no answer. Resigned to her ignorance, she followed.

After crossing another few yards, the trio came to an old wood-frame garage. Tom ducked beneath a foundation beam and up into the dark musty space inside, Percy and Lise behind him.

Lise was glad they were safe from the attack cat, but she sensed that this place held a different kind of threat—the hidden enemy that pounced from the eves; the needle teeth of gutter rats. This time, though, instead of being afraid, the thought excited her. There was magnificent danger everywhere.

Turning a corner, she heard a shuffling sound accompanied by an appalling stench.

“Pew!” Lise blinked her sensitive eyes at the palpable smell. “Possum,” Percy told her. “Stay away from them.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re stupid, short-sighted, and vicious,” Tom huffed. “They smell bad, defecate anywhere they like, and over-breed until half die of starvation. They have no brains. No brains at all.”

“And they bite,” Percy added with a knowing nod. Lise got the picture.

Crossing the dirt floor, they came to a second room, walled off from the rest of the garage by ancient, moldering planks. The sound of rushing water rose from somewhere beneath the floor. Lise spied the round metal plate of a long-forgotten manhole and realized they must be in old Mr. McDorgal’s shed, a few blocks from her home. A runoff creek had flowed there before the city built up around it and encapsulated its sprightly gush in subterranean ducts.

Another surge of prescience came over Lise when she stepped into the tomb-like chamber. It was similar to her experience in the garden but more defined and undoubtedly more distasteful, as if watching predators gnawing at a corpse. She looked at the others, but they seemed oblivious. Tom had completed the perimeter of the small room and now sat on the damp dirt, arranging his tail around him. Percy did the same except for the tail because his had a natural kink that went only one way.

“Why are we stopping?” Lise asked, nervously pacing back and forth. She didn’t like that place, and sought to get out as soon as possible.

Once again, she got no answer. She was tiring of this shrouded silence and thought indignantly about going on alone, but she gave in and waited, listening to the echo of the unseen stream and trying to quell her fear.

Aside from themselves, this room seemed devoid of life, and that bothered Lise. There should be something—a mouse or a few brown wood spiders. She could no longer smell the possum, and although she had been repulsed its closeness, now she craved its reassuring presence. A feeling of complete desolation surrounded them, unholy and unnatural.

Then, at the very fringe of Lise’s hearing came a sound, at first nothing more than a heartbeat, then breathing and soft footfalls. Around the wall slipped another cat, a long-haired silver male with piercing blue eyes. Slate colored stripes and whorls criss-crossed his powerful body, making him seem to disappear and reappear as he slunk in and out of the shadows.

Tom rose slowly, muscles tense. The two began to circle, heads down, ears back. Lise was afraid there was going to be another fight, but suddenly the silver male plopped onto his haunches and began biting furiously at his fur.

“Darned fleas,” he exclaimed. “I almost look forward to the cold season just to be rid of them.”

“It’s that long fur,” replied Tom, reseating himself nonchalantly. “Makes you a pleasant place to roost.”

“Says the cat with the crewcut,” the silver sassed back. “I wouldn’t be seen in public if I looked like you.

“How are you doing, Evermore, you old furball?” “Fine, Master. Fine. Pleased you could make it.”

Briefly, they touched noses and the tension in the room evaporated. Percy edged out of the corner and joined the group.

“Parsifal! The old mouser, himself. I should have known you would be here, too.”

The silver raised his head and sniffed the air. “But there is something else... Someone else...” He skewered Tom with his weird-colored eyes. “Is it...? Has she...?”

“She has come.” It was Percy who answered, and as he did, he brought Lise from the shadows. “Master, may I present Aliselotte Humankind, Homo sapiens,” he announced formally. “Cohabitor, this is Aragdu dela Dominic, Felis domestica, and a very important one.”

“Yes, very important!” Dominic blustered jovially. “If I do say so, myself.” Like a lion, his booming roar resonated between the wooden walls.

Lise had thought Tom was big, but this cat dwarfed him. She was, at once, drawn to and afraid of this massive feline presence, but he seemed friendly—at least for now.

“Pleased to meet you,” she said politely, but didn’t waste any time retreating back to the wall a little behind Percy, whom she trusted implicitly.

After all, he was her cat.

And she was his human. She had never really thought of it that way before.

She felt a soft tap and realized she had been woolgathering. Tom and the master cat were bent deep in conversation, again discussing this mysterious Seh.

“Seh’s evil is growing stronger by the day,” Dominic was saying. “We must be very careful.”

“Then it’s agreed?” queried Tom.

Dominic nodded. “We shall do as you recommend. I’ll inform the others.” He came around to Lise and stepped forward with an unexpected bow. “Thank you, Aliselotte.”

“For what?” she asked doubtfully.

“Our World needs you badly,” was all he said before he was gone.

“What’s he talking about? What does he mean?” She eyed her companions, first Percy, then Tom. In their round gaze, she could see respect, concern, and more than a little fear.

Finally, Tom spoke. “Soon, human, you will know things you never cared to. But now it’s time to travel. Much must still be arranged tonight.”

Lise stood her ground. “What must be arranged? And why won’t I like it?” she asked. “I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers.”

Tom  and  Percy  exchanged  helpless  glances. “She’s yours—you deal with her,” Tom charged. “I have other

things to do.”

With a movement only a cat could execute, he slipped in between the rotting boards of the wall and vanished.

Percy looked so despondent Lise almost felt sorry for him. Her nagging questions had embarrassed him in front of his peers. But even so, she was not about to acquiesce, not until she knew what was making her feel so strange.

Percy sensed her mind and sighed. “You see, Cohabitor, it is like this...”

He was interrupted by a sound, a strange rumble that grew louder and more tumultuous by the second. Percy stopped mid-sentence while they both turned to the utility hole where a violent spout of steam hissed up through the cracks. Before they could react, the whole thing blew, sending the thick metal lid flying into the eaves only to crash back down very near to where Percy crouched in terror. The heavy disk bounced as easily as a tin plate, sending the old cat scrambling.

“Let’s get out of here!” he yelled to Lise, who stood rooted. “Come on! Before it is too late!”

But Lise had other plans. She waited, letting the tempestuous steam vent around her. Something told her this would be the answer to her queries, or at least, to some of them. Although she was afraid, her greater fear was not knowing what she was up against.

By now, white flames had begun to belch from the open hole, carrying with them the stench of burning flesh. Something was emerging. A shape, indistinct through the cold flames, but large—very large. It heaved its bulk like a sausage through a grinder until its bulbous head touched the low beams. Lise watched in the ghost-light, trying to make sense of what she saw, but it was impossible; she had no reference point. The closest she could come was pure evil.

Slowly, the monstrosity revolved its luminescent mass until its eye, great and seeping, was fixed upon Lise. She could see a flicker of consciousness as it registered her presence. Then recognition was replaced by raw fuming hatred as it burst from its hollow with a barbarous scream.

“Cohabitor!” It was Percy. He hadn’t run out on her after all. “Come! Now!” he ordered, and this time, she complied.

Bounding across the room and leaping through a gap in the plank wall, they tumbled over the foundation into the dew-covered weeds outside. They didn’t stop there, but streaked through the unkempt yard and up the footpath that led to the hill park. Without slowing, Lise shot a glance back at Mr. McDorgal’s shed. From inside, a sickly greenish light oozed between the boards.

What was that thing? But in her mind, Lise knew. It was corruption—blatant and deadly. And it had to be stopped before it swallowed the Earth and everything on it. She knew also, no matter how much she tried to deny, that it would be up to her. That was the reason she had been brought into this wild new World.
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3. The Saga of Seh
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“That was close!” Percy gasped between breaths.

He and Lise had hightailed it to the hill park and collapsed at the edge of the soft lawn where the Hydrangea branches lent cover. Although they had put a running kilometer between themselves and the incubus, they both took solace in knowing they couldn’t be readily seen.

“My God,” Lise panted to her companion. “What was that? Wait—let me guess. That’s your enemy, Seh, or whoever it is that we’re supposed to be fighting.”

“That was only a servant of the beast, but yes, Cohabitor, you have just encountered the enemy. I hope it encourages you to appreciate our problem.”

“Please, Percy, I wish you’d call me Lise. It’s my name, you know,” she added softly.

Beneath the tuxedo fur, the old cat blushed. “I know it is, but names are personal. It is not proper to speak them without invitation.”

“Well, I’m inviting you.”

Percy gave a quick but formal blink. “Then, I am honored.”

Lise flopped over onto her back to gaze at the stars. An errant birdcall split the night, but otherwise the park was quiet. For a while, the two lay lost in their musings.

“Don’t you think it’s about time you tell me what’s going on?” Lise finally asked.

At first, Percy was silent, then he skewered her with his ice-green gaze. “Do you believe in evil?”

The question caught her off guard. “I suppose so. Bad things happen, that’s for sure. I try not to think about it.”

“Some things that happen are beyond bad—they are pure malevolence. To understand what I am about to tell you, you must first accept that this dark power exists.”

Lise wavered, then nodded. With a sigh, Percy began his tale.

“There once was a time,” he said, his soft voice rolling like ocean swells on the cool air, “when our World was small and safe—when all living things cohabited peacefully, sharing the abundance of the Earth. The Equilibrium, history calls it. It is remembered as a remarkable age.”

“Sounds nice,” Lise pondered.

“Do not misunderstand,” he snorted. “The lion never lay down with the lamb as some would have you believe. Those two are natural enemies and their conflict is part of the balance. But each species took only what it needed and no one dominated another. There was no hatred or genocide in those days. We thought such a World would last forever.”

Percy rose on his haunches and peered off into the night, his eyes narrowing to crescents as he glimpsed another, farther place.

“Then, something happened. No one knows exactly what, because there are no chronicles of that time, only of the periods before and after. It was as if all living things fell into a deep trance-like sleep. When they awoke, there were weapons, disease, and unwholesomeness they had never known. That was when the servants had begun to appear.” A shudder ran down his spine, lifting his fur into a ridge of fear.

“No one knew where these abominations originated until they began to encounter an amalgam of evil that called itself Seh.

As time went by, Seh’s infamy grew, and so did its following. Thus began a chain of mutations in the Equilibrium. Beings started to deviate from nature. The newcomers were a violent breed, with no respect for the symmetry of life. With the onset of Seh’s presence, the quality of our World began to alter before our eyes.”

Lise could tell this was hard for her old friend. At seventy-six seasons, he must have seen his share of change.

“What did you do?” she asked with concern.

“Felis is strong. We adapted without losing our integrity. We used our wits to become what we are today, but others didn’t fare as well. Those who fought the change were condemned to die in their bowers—honorable deaths, but dead all the same, and extinction is a high price to pay for pride. Those who embraced the new age thrived, but at great sacrifice. In trade for prosperity, they lost the ability to evolve beyond what they had become—the demon emissaries of Seh.” He sank into a sphinx position, tucking his front paws tightly underneath the white of his chest. “I cannot imagine giving up my dignity to be a witless breeding machine whose stink permeates all creation,” he hissed.

“You mean like the possum?”

“Yes, like them and others. The cockroach; the urban squirrel...” At that last, the old cat hunched nervously, watching the new moon arc across the southwestern sky. Lise followed his gaze, but sensed no malice. Whatever his issue, it was of another world.

Lise had never heard a history like this one, but she sensed its inner truths, her mind always coming back to the demons of Seh. “Where do we—human beings, I mean—fit in?”

Percy broke his dark reflections. “Where humanity goes, so follows our World. Seh influences humanity; humanity influences all other species. This should be humanity’s war.”

“Is that why I’m here?” Lise asked in a flash of cold insight.

“Yes. Only a member of the human species can defuse Seh’s hold and reinstate the balance of nature.”

“You keep talking about Seh. Who exactly is he?”

Percy gave her an ambiguous stare. His eyes squeezed shut, as if to summon a force from within.

“Not a who,” the old cat told her slowly. “A what. The beast, Seh, is not a single being but many facets of one thing—evil. Seh has the power to unite our baser natures into servants of its own cruel whim. Its vicious influence causes immeasurable harm.”

Lise turned over and looked at her companion. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“I will give you an example. Say a being may kill to survive, and even enjoy the killing if it satisfies his needs—that is instinct. But evil perverts natural instinct until the killing urge is no longer about survival, but about power, gain—sometimes even pleasure. Do you recognize this inclination in your species?”

Lise thought about it. The warm night and the vast star-speckled sky made it hard to contemplate cold-blooded murder, but she knew what Percy said was true.

“Why was I selected?” she asked after a bit. “I have no special gift.”

“You will do what is needed when the time comes.” “But why me? And why now? It sounds like this evil influence

has been around for a while.”

“Oh, yes, since your story began. Actually, we cats have not done badly for ourselves. Caffre, the First One, taught us: Endear yourselves to humans and you will survive—because they will. Humans are the most ruthless of the higher forms, and the most glorious, even though you tend also to be the most susceptible to the hypnotic will of Seh.”

“You paint a bleak picture of my kind,” Lise protested.

“I do not mean to,” the old cat faltered. “Humans achieve great things. We would all be like you if given the choice.”

Lise was surprised. “Really? Why?”

Percy shot her a look of incredulity. “Because human beings are different from all other life,” he explained. “You survive not only through sustenance, but also through self interest. You consume, yet create. Art, music, literature—no other species honors our Originator in such a unique and gracious way.”

A dark look crossed Percy’s face and his whiskers twitched as if they sensed something drawing near. “But now, humanity grows less respectful of our World and more charmed by Seh’s false promises. We are afraid that, in time, you will turn your creativity to the darkness. That would mean the end of life as we know it.”

Lise contemplated the ruthlessness of her people. The way they consumed the world around them like locusts on wheat; the way they spread like a virus, breeding as wantonly as the possums; the way they, for no reason but spite of nature, poisoned the very things that nourished them the most. She had never understood that penchant for destruction. Even the most humble of animals knew better than to foul their own nest.

But humans lived in proud oblivion. In this, Lise had always been different. She was never able to shake the feeling that things needed to change.

She caught Percy eyeing her intently. “I see you have answered your first question.”

Lise looked at him without comprehension. “Why it must be you,” he prompted softly.

“Oh... yes,” she mused. “I suppose I’ve known all along.” Suddenly, she sighed with relief, finally recognizing that her difference held purpose.

“As to why we have not yet taken a stand against Seh,” the old cat went on, “the time was not yet right.”

“And now it is?”

“Yes. This is a special phase we call Tri-Night.”

“I remember you and Tom talking about Tri-Night when we first met in my house. I mean, met like this.” She gestured to her feline form.

“Tri-Night comes only at odd intervals and will not occur again for many seasons. We must seize the opportunity while it is at hand. But Tri-Night is short, only the three turns of the moon as the name implies. There is no time to waste.”

“I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. So what do we do next?” “I cannot tell you that.”

“Why? Because it’s a secret?”

“No,” he purred, “because I do not know. But you possess that knowledge.”

The dawning awareness that this might be the case gave Lise chills. She had long wished for change, but she had never imagined she might be the instrument of it, one small girl against billions.

“Come, let me show you something.” Without waiting for a reply, Percy uncurled his graceful body and set off toward the far side of the hill park. Lise followed, though her mind was elsewhere.

As they moved toward the perimeter of the park, the underbrush grew denser. There were no cement trails here, no benches or marked viewpoints. The telltale sign of humanity—scattered garbage and cigarette butts—dwindled the farther in they went. It was as if this sector was off limits to the picnicking families and cursing cruising teens.

Stands of tall Douglas fir and jack pine reached their gray-green branches skyward, weaving a thick canopy high above. In their sanctuary, blue currant grew in profusion. Lise and Percy made their way along a needle-cushioned path no wider than a raccoon’s breadth until they came to a high cedar fence.

Percy stopped and stared. “What do you suppose is on the other side of this boundary?”

Lise considered a minute. “I guess it would be the Fairfield district. Some nice little houses, but a bit too contemporary for my taste.”

“And why the wall?” he went on.

“Well, if I remember correctly, it was put up to stop the local kids from sneaking in at night to vandalize the park. Now the only way is the front gate, and it’s closed and locked at dark.”

“So the fence is here to protect the park from what is outside.” “That’s right—a few kids at that rebellious age.”

“But aside from these hoodlums, it is a residential district? A nice residential district I think you said.”

“Yes.” Lise couldn’t guess what he was leading up to. Percy moved close to the cedar planks and cocked a tufted ear.

“But listen, listen carefully. Then tell me what you think about the world beyond.”

Lise stalked up to the fence and leaned near the rough and pungent boards. At first, she heard only the hum of the city punctuated with normal night sounds, but as she concentrated, she began to pick out something beyond the mechanical buzz.

Animal calls. Calls she should never have heard in Fairfield.

The shriek of a night hawk; the coo of a dove; the pulsing screech of cicadas in the trees; the howls of a wolf pack. Coyotes laughing in the distance.

Scents of wilderness drifted through on the night breeze as well. Musk and moon flower, evening primrose and creosote bush. Perfumes that had no business being there. Lise was dizzy with unformed desires.

“I don’t understand,” she stammered, pulling away from the untamed fury.

“Would you like to see?”

Lise nodded, breathless. Percy smiled at her courage and began to slink down the hill, staying near the strange metamorphic fence. The unexplainable sounds continued to drift through from the other side.

How could it be? Lise questioned her own senses. A cat call maybe, or even a misguided owl—but a cougar’s cry?

They came to a half-broken board. Lise thought Percy was going to slip on through, but instead, he seated himself comfortably on a cushion of pine needles, his green eyes locked on Lise. Evidently, this show was meant for her. She took a careful step up to the rift and timidly peeked in.

Lise couldn’t believe her eyes as she stared into the magnificent wilderness. The night was alive with nocturnal species—not mice, rats, and possum as should have been in this locale, but something else completely.

A rattlesnake slithered across a patch of cool glassy sand. A pack rat awaited its prey. A wasp and a tarantula fought a grizzly battle, the outcome of which would mean either death for the wasp or an even grimmer fate for the spider as its conqueror buried her eggs in the paralyzed but still-living body. It was a savage world, and it had no place here. Lise turned back to Percy for explanation.

“Does it scare you?” he asked instead.

“Of course,” she replied. “All those wild and brutal creatures?

I’d have to be dead not to sense the danger.”

“But is it really any more treacherous than the world you thought you would see?”

“What, you mean Fairfield?” He nodded. “Think about it.” “But I—” she began.

“Think with your heart,” he told her, his voice resonant with solemnity.

She didn’t understand, but she closed her eyes just the same, trying to picture the two disparate worlds simultaneously. In her mind, she conjured up the suburban neighborhood. Rows of cardboard houses with shiny new gas-guzzling fume-belching SUV’s parked in the driveways. Castrated petunia gardens drenched with pesticides and poison that ran unchecked into the water system. Concrete and asphalt entombing the natural land. And of course, children whose favorite pastime was befouling the small woodlands of the park. Glancing again at the strange but organic beauty of the desert scene, she was unsure which of the two seemed more threatening.

“In the world you know,” Percy said, “this fence is here to keep intruders out of the park. But what you are seeing with your new eyes...” Percy gestured toward the missing plank, “...is a different World, one of wild creatures who still follow the rules of nature, untainted by Seh. For them, the fence is here to keep you out. You and your Fairfield District are more deadly to them than they could ever be to you.”

Percy’s statement pierced Lise’s mind like a splinter—uncomfortable, painful even, yet no matter what she did, she couldn’t get it out.

“Do not look so glum, Cohabitor. Because of you,” Percy said confidently, “all that is about to change.”

The old cat seemed so sure things would be alright. Lise wished she could share his faith but she was overrun with doubts. “How am I supposed to fight something strong enough to have created all this chaos?”

“Ah, but there is the key!” Percy countered. “Seh cannot create, nor can it control free will. The power of the beast only works to influence living beings. Once you have expelled that influence, the balance will be restored. At least, we hope it will,” he added, though softly as if speaking to himself.

“I don’t know...”

“Yes, you do,” Percy challenged, back to smiling his enigmatic smile. Somehow, that made her feel better.

The slightly off-tune warble of a robin cut through the cool air, not from the savage wilds on the other side of the fence but from above them in the dark green pines. Lise looked back across the park and realized that a slim band of fire had topped the eastern horizon, carving the Earth from the heavens with its golden scythe. A scattering of ominous gilt-edged storm clouds heaved along the skyline, foretelling rough weather, but they were very far away.

Morning? Already? she thought in disbelief. “We must move on,” Percy said.

He rose and stretched, first his front legs and then his back and his lopsided tail. When he was sufficiently limber, he began to amble in a downwardly direction. Lise followed, her questions evaporating with the morning mist as she fell into step beside him.
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4. A Dangerous Breakfast
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The sky was magnificent. Lise couldn’t remember ever seeing such hues. From softest apricot to brilliant mauve, the splendid radiance cast first light upon the sleeping town. Of course, she reminded herself, she was not often up at this wee hour. Still, she did know what a sunrise looked like; this calliope of color was all that and more.

Lise and Percy sauntered leisurely through the purple shadows as if they had no cares in the world; as if they hadn’t been stalked by a monster from the abyss the night before; as if the balance of their World did not rest on their furry shoulders. But that was the feline nature, to take things in stride. The sun was sending tentacles of warmth across the city and the long cold night was over. For now.

Winding through deserted morning streets, across fences and through dew-sprinkled yards, they finally returned home. Resting on the porch where their adventures had so recently begun, they gazed out over their own little corner of the globe.

“Well,” Lise commented. “What now?”

Percy was silent. His ice-green eyes traveled back and forth across the garden but he wasn’t worried. His charge had gone into the perilous night, had met the enemy, and had lived. That wasn’t bad for a start.

“What now, kitty?” Lise repeated, thinking he might not have heard.

The old cat gave her a disapproving scowl. “You are my cohabitor and my friend, but I would prefer you use a more respectful appellation than ‘kitty’.”

“I’m sorry, Percy, I didn’t realize that offended you. But it’s not easy, you know—one minute, you’re my kitty cat, then the next, we’re co-conspirators in a world war.”

“The feline psyche adapts,” the old cat pronounced. “I’m beginning to realize just how much.”

Lise wasn’t exactly sure what had happened to her in the past six hours, but she didn’t feel the least bit afraid. An unusual confidence had come over her, infusing itself into every fiber of her being. She felt keen and strong, smart and able. She felt like she could deal with anything that came her way.

And if what the cats had told her was true, she might soon have to tap into that power. The prospect gave her pinpricks of dread, but also a thrill. Never before had she felt so alive.

“Where’s Tom?” she asked, suddenly curious about their third companion.

“Oh, he is nearby. You see that big chestnut tree at the end of the lane? The red roof line? That is his residence, but he does not spend much time there. He is somewhat of a statesman, always on the go.”

“A statesman?”

“That is the best I can describe what Evermore does for our World. His is a service, an obligation that pledges his soul.” Percy smiled. “You did not know cats could be so honorable, did you?” “I always thought more
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