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        The characters and events in this book

        are not based on real events.

        Well, maybe a little bit.

        But the names have been changed

        to protect the innocent.

        Sometimes.

      

      

      

      All of the stories in this series are full of real events in the lives of our cats Kimba and Hiro. You will find photos of them at the end of many chapters, as well as photos of other cats and events that sparked my imagination.

      Of course, Kimba and Hiro don’t really talk to alien cats in our bathroom mirror, nor do they visit ships in space. Not that I’ve ever seen. Maybe they are just tricky.

      You never know with cats.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Some cats are born on Earth

        and never know who they really are.

        Others are sent.

        They are undercover for their years on Earth.

        They know who they are.

        They know that they are not from Earth at all.

        And they are part of a bigger plan.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SO FAR IN THE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Starting with Book Five in any series is a bad idea. Go back and read the first four books if you really want to enjoy this one. For those of you determined to start here, or in case you read the first books a while ago and need a reminder, here are some details you should know.

      
        
          	
        All cats (wild and tame) are aliens from a planet that is so far away they live on spaceships all over the universe instead of going back. They have plans for a complete takeover of Earth—when the time is right.
      

      	
        Most of the cats on Earth do not know where they came from anymore. The old stories have been lost. They don’t know they are aliens and are quite happy being pets. Some are just wild or lost or stray.
      

      	
        Specially trained agent cats from the ships spend time on Earth. They pretend to be regular cats, but they are not.
      

      	
        Agent cats communicate with the ship and each other through reflective devices. Mirrors are the best and most common ways to communicate.
      

      	
        Ship cats live for hundreds of Earth years. An Earth-life is just a fraction of that. When an agent dies on Earth, their being is transferred back to the ship. Agents rarely return to Earth more than nine times.
      

      	
        The two main characters in this series, Kimba and Hiro, are sisters and littermates who were accidentally born on Earth. A human (Daddy) found them and took them in before they could return to the ship. Their mother is the high commander of all the cat ships in the known universes. It is their destiny to follow in her paw prints as the highest-ranking cats.
      

      	
        Once Kimba and Hiro learned who they really are, they started training for their future as alien cat leaders. They travel back and forth between their Earth home and the cat spaceship headquarters.
      

      	
        Special Agent Artemis is the main contact on the ship. He watches over the two royal daughters and ensures their safety on Earth.
      

      	
        Kimba has completed her training and is now officially an agent. Hiro is not that interested in her ship life. She loves her human Daddy too much. She just hopes to be on the High Council one day.
      

      	
        Miss Fatty Cat (aka Agent Ebony) lives in the house with Kimba and Hiro. She belongs to the younger daughter in the family, Leia. Miss Fatty Cat is rather lazy and loves Leia’s attention.
      

      	
        Slinky (aka Agent Onyx) is the younger sister of Miss Fatty Cat. She lives in an apartment with the older daughter in the family, Mindy. A dog named Dottie (aka The Wiggly Black Beast) has come to live with them.
      

      	
        Life on the ships is highly organized. All kittens follow in their parents’ profession in an orderly system that has continued for millions of years. Long-term contact with the democratic process on Earth has stirred up resistance to this system. A group of rebels, the League For Cat Equality, is fighting the established system. Commander Horus is in charge.
      

      	
        Miss Fatty Cat sneakily helped the rebels kidnap Kimba in order to force the high commander to listen to their new ideas, but no proof of her help could be found. Miss Fatty Cat had her own motives and jealousies, but she came to regret being involved at all.
      

      	
        Kimba was saved from her kidnappers by Transfer Technician in Training Thoth and her uncle, Special Agent Buddy. Another transfer technician named Snowball was captured and blamed for the plot against Kimba.
      

      	
        When Slinky was accidentally locked out of her apartment and became lost, a team, including Thoth and Kimba, helped find and rescue her. Through this adventure, Kimba realized Thoth would make an excellent agent and convinced her parents to break all of the traditions on the ship and allow him into agent training. Thoth is now an agent, despite the fact that there has never been an agent in his family in all of known history.
      

      	
        Kimba and Hiro have now settled into their Earth-lives and routine and are enjoying being well-loved pets, but they know the time will come when High Commander Felicity, their mother, will call them back to the ship permanently.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          O CHRISTMAS TREE

        

      

    

    
      Kimba watched in fascination as prickery green plastic branches of different lengths and a tall metal stick came together to form an indoor tree. Her humans came up with the strangest ideas.

      It was that fabulous time of year again. For a few weeks, Christmas changed everything.

      Each year, assembling this tree in the house happened right after Thanksgiving and the big turkey party. It was part of her family’s holiday traditions.

      As a kitten, Kimba had learned that climbing the giant fake tree would send the humans into a panic. It was a temptation and a challenge that had been hard to resist. She would hide underneath, and when no one was watching, she could leap up inside the branches lickety-split. If she stayed still, she could hide there for hours. But with all the dangling, sparkling ornaments, being still was impossible. She’d stretch her paw out to snag one, and the game would be over.

      The girls would squeal, “Kimba’s in the tree again!” And Mama would yell, “No! No!” Daddy would reach in with his big hands, pull the white kitten out, and plop her on the floor.

      Now that she was more grown up, Kimba didn’t bother climbing into the tree anymore. It was plastic, so she couldn’t dig in her claws or really enjoy the experience. But she did love to lie underneath it and watch the sparkling lights. As Daddy set up the tree, Kimba knew she would be napping underneath it shortly.

      The humans often shared stories of their Christmas trees over the years, and Kimba had learned that sometimes a real tree was part of the tradition, instead of the plastic put-together one. The family had gone to a shop and bought a fresh tree. It had then been carefully set up in the living room and supplied with fresh water. More than once, even though the pine tree had been cut down from its roots, it had started to grow new shoots off the ends of the branches.

      Daddy found that fascinating and often suggested they get a real tree next year. Then Mama would remind him of the time that water from the base of a real tree had ruined the wood floors in the living room. From what Kimba could put together, that was one of the last years a real tree came into the house.

      A real tree with bark that she could dig her claws into sounded much more interesting than the cold, hard plastic pole at the center of the fake tree. If Daddy ever got a real tree again, Kimba was certain she would try to climb it. She’d never climbed a real tree before, but she imagined it would be thrilling. Her claws flexed in and out at the thought of it.

      Once the assembly of the different layers of branches was done, Daddy wrapped strands of lights up and down and around the tree. Mama followed with shiny gold garland. Then Leia carefully placed ornaments all over the tree, talking about why each was special and when they had found it.

      “Spider-Man goes at the top,” Daddy said when Leia tried to hang that ornament too low.

      “I have Rudolph here,” Mama said, “but who has the Bumble? They should all be together.”

      Kimba’s heart raced watching those magical, dangling toys sparkle from the branches. The soft ones Mama placed on the lowest branches had tiny bells attached.

      “These should distract them,” Mama said, “in case the kitties forget the rules.”

      Kimba lashed her tail, knowing she would capture one of two of those soft ornaments before morning.

      In her eight years with her much-loved Earth family, Kimba had witnessed this routine over and over. Boxes were brought down from the attic above the carport, and piles of odd-smelling items were stacked all over the living room. It was the same routine here in the new mountaintop house in Arkansas as it had been back in Houston when she was just a kitten.

      The cat Nativity was displayed on the mantle over the fireplace, and the stockings were hung with care. There was one for each human and one for each cat. There was even one for The Big Black Beast.

      Kimba had a special pink stocking with a white cat wearing a glittery crown on the front. She blinked happily at the sight of it. Before the Christmas celebrations were done, Mama would tuck some special treats into that stocking.

      Daddy laid a white mat under the tree and set up all the little ceramic buildings and figures that went together to form his Christmas village. The elaborate process of shifting each house and little figure into just the perfect position went on for over an hour. Daddy was very particular about the final product, though he was sure to leave space for the cats to sleep under the tree as well and spots within the village for Hiro to sit. Hiro thought sitting in the village was a very important part of the holiday. Kimba preferred the challenge of tiptoeing through it without knocking a single figure down.

      Out of the final set of boxes, Mama selected trinkets the girls had created over the years and all kinds of candles and statues, placing them around the living room. Finally, Mama stopped and put her hands on her hips, surveying the decorations.

      “I think that’s it,” she declared.

      Daddy returned the empty tubs and boxes to the attic, and Leia headed for her bedroom. But Kimba stayed in her spot on the sofa, enjoying the glow of the holiday lights.

      Now that the commotion was over, Hiro wandered out of the bedroom to join her sister. She curled up a few feet away, watching the flickering lights of what Mama called the “disco ball” tree topper. Yellow and green and red splotches danced across the walls and the ceiling. Every year, just the same.

      Miss Fatty Cat staggered out from Leia’s bedroom, sniffing the air to take in all the new smells. She flumped up on the sofa near the sisters, and they all exchanged slow, content gazes.

      “It’s Christmas time again,” Miss Fatty Cat said.

      “Yep,” Kimba murmured. “Everyone will be busy and happy, and there will be presents for everyone.”

      “Yep,” Hiro said, curling up into a tighter ball and shutting her eyes.

      Kimba’s eyes drooped too, feeling the comfort and peace that always came with vacation and the family all celebrating together. Christmas was a most wonderful time of the year.

      But all three cats stirred and their eyes grew wide as Daddy walked past again. He had returned from the attic with a giant going-away bag in each hand.

      “What is he doing with those things?” Hiro asked in horror.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have put up the tree this year,” Mama said as Daddy dragged the suitcases past her. “What if the cats go wild and break things while we are gone?”

      Daddy paused at the bedroom, set down the bags, looked at the cats, and then back at the tree.

      “No,” he said. “It’s fine. They are big girls now and won’t mess with it. And it would be weird to spend December with no tree in the house.” He picked the suitcases back up. “I’m going to put these in our closet until the trip. I didn’t want to have to go back up in the attic.”

      “Good idea,” Mama said as she took one last look at the tree and then wandered into the kitchen.

      Kimba looked at Hiro, who was frozen in fear. Hiro hated it when the family went away. Any day she didn’t get kisses and cuddles from Daddy was sad and lonely for her, no matter how many other cats or people were around.

      “I wonder when they are leaving,” Kimba said. “It must not be right away if they are putting the bags in the closet.”

      Hiro didn’t answer, but she curled her tail tightly around her body and tucked her nose into her front paws. Maybe if she didn’t see them, the bags wouldn’t be real and Daddy wouldn’t actually go away.

      Kimba looked up at the sparkling tree again and wondered, What will Christmas be like without the family to help us celebrate?
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        Kimba’s very own stocking and an ornament made from her paw print. Both are very pink.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          KIMBA PLANS A TRIP

        

      

    

    
      Music twinkled through the house as Mama cleaned the kitchen a few weeks later.

      Jingle bells, jingle bells,

      Jingle all the way.

      Kimba kept Mama company, sitting on the kitchen window ledge and watching the bright-red birds jockey for seeds at the feeder in the yard. There was no snow that December, but it didn’t matter to Kimba either way since she never went outside. It was chilly enough that Daddy would pile wood in the big black stove in the corner of the living room, and the cats would all find toasty spots to sleep in front of it. Winter fires and cuddly blankets made the season nothing but wonderful for Kimba, Hiro, and Miss Fatty Cat.

      Mama finished her work and then scratched Kimba on the top of her white furry head.

      Ah, the perfect spot. Kimba purred and closed her eyes.

      “Time to go get some shopping done before the trip,” Mama said.

      The trip? Kimba had forgotten about the going-away bags and the possible absence of her humans. She hadn’t heard anything more about it since they put the tree together.

      Kimba watched as Mama and Daddy bundled into coats. As usual, Mama tried to get Leia to wear a heavy coat, but the teenager fussed and refused.

      “Mom, I’m fine,” she protested as she wiggled away from Mama’s attempts to fasten her light jacket closed.

      Mama put her hands on her hips, sighed, and picked up her purse to leave.

      “Be good while we are gone, kitties,” she called behind her as they went out the door. “Max, you are in charge!”

      As always, The Big Black Beast wagged his tail eagerly. He loved being in charge.

      With happy smiles, the three humans bustled out into the carport, talking about what gifts they needed to find for Mindy and Grandma.

      Kimba didn’t move from her spot on the counter until she saw the car turn off onto the highway at the end of the long country driveway. Then she hopped down and trotted to the master bedroom. Mama and Daddy’s bathroom mirror was the main location for any communications with the ship. It was tucked away nicely and made it easy to hear if a human was coming. It was vital they never caught Kimba talking to a Cat in the Mirror.

      Hiro was asleep on the big pillow on the cedar chest, where she spent most of her life, but Kimba didn’t need her help to contact the ship. Her sister had never really had any interest in that. Hiro would be more than happy to spend every one of her possible Earth-lives on the planet with Daddy.

      Jumping up onto the bathroom counter, Kimba settled herself properly and curled her tail around her front feet.

      “Greetings,” she said to her reflection in the glass.

      That was the signal to let the Cat in the Mirror know the coast was clear. In a few seconds, Kimba’s image blurred and the face of her friend Thoth appeared.

      “Greetings,” he said.

      “Ah, good. I was hoping you would be on duty,” Kimba said.

      “Any contact from you always goes directly to me. The high commander wants to be sure nothing is left out or miscommunicated.”

      High Commander Felicity had personally set up a system for no one but Agent Thoth to accept messages from her youngest daughter. Thoth had saved Kimba’s life twice, dangerously risking his own safety the second time in order to save her from an angry beast during a mission on Earth. The high commander knew he would do it again too, without a second thought. Anything Kimba-related went directly to Thoth, and Thoth thought this was a perfect arrangement.

      “The humans have gone Christmas shopping,” Kimba said. “It seemed like a good time to alert you to some developments here.”

      “What kind of developments?” Thoth asked, his hackles rising in worry. “Is there any danger? Should we bring you to the ship immediately?”

      “Nothing like that. Everything is fine. The family will be taking a trip. I’m not sure exactly when. They got down the going-away bags a few weeks ago, but today Mama mentioned doing the shopping before the trip—like it would happen soon. Christmas is coming, and I hope they are not gone then. But I don’t know yet.”

      “That is very standard human conduct. Families often take trips at the holidays. It is the busiest travel season of the year on the North American continent and a couple of others as well.”

      “What I’m wondering is if Mother would like me to come to the ship for more training during the vacation, like I did when they went to Florida a few Earth-years ago.”

      “That is certainly a possibility,” he said as professionally as possible. His heart felt like it might leap out his chest.

      “Daddy, the human male, brought the huge going-away bags down from the attic, so it must be a trip lasting several days at least. Definitely longer than a weekend. I will see what I can find out about dates and watch for when they start packing.”

      “I will inform the high commander,” Thoth said. “She can begin to make plans for what special training and ship tours can be done during that time.”

      “I haven’t been in the predator training rooms yet,” Kimba said.

      Her pupils widened and darkened with excitement at the thought of it. Thoth had told her stories about his training sessions in those rooms—climbing trees and escaping from skunks and badgers and even dangerous creatures like bears and coyotes. It was a part of agent training that Kimba had skipped, and that bothered her.

      “Running for your life from an angry beast in a tiny Earth apartment wasn’t enough?” he asked.

      Knowing she had been in that much danger had certainly been enough for him. His tail puffed and his whiskers tingled at the memory.

      “That’s not the same thing as learning how to escape real hunters,” Kimba said. “You’ve done sessions in the predator rooms. It’s not the same, is it?”

      “No,” he admitted. “It’s much more dangerous. A wild coyote is a whole different monster from a tame pet canine.”

      The thought of his beautiful Kimba treed by a coyote with snarling teeth and drooling jaws, even in a controlled situation on the ship, made him dizzy. There had to be other training sessions that would be safer. In his opinion, all of them would be safer.

      “I’m not sure how useful outdoor training is for you right now,” he continued, ready to try a different tack to change her mind. “You don’t go outside at all and may never have a mission that involves wild animals. That’s not the kind of thing those in the family of the High Command do. The risk is too great. I’m sure there are other lessons that will be more vital and important for your education.”

      Kimba flared her whiskers at him, but she realized it was true. After spending a night outside at Turpentine Creek Wildlife Refuge when the rebels transferred her there, she knew she would never volunteer for any missions like that. Outside was terrifying.

      “Maybe I’ve had enough of lions and tigers and ligers and bears and angry beasts for now,” she admitted, but she knew in her heart she had missed
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