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        For Cheetara:

        Happy 9th Found Day,

        which would make you at least 10 when your book is finally published.

        We love you, Snickerdoodle-butt!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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 universe. 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.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Lower Level of Kimba’s House
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        Kimba’s house, from the back.
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        Lower level glass doors and patio.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          FIRST EARTH-LIFE
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      The dark walls and floors around the transfer platform at headquarters on the ship vibrated gently as the machine warmed up. Ship cats of all shapes and sizes moved between computer terminals and control panels. Each was focused on their own assignment while a specialist prepared to send an agent to Earth for her first mission.

      Paying no attention to the busy cats, a skinny brown spotted tabby leapt up and down the steps leading to the transfer platform.

      “Earth! Earth! Earth! Earth!” she chanted with each bounce.

      She stopped at the top of the platform to chase her tail in three expert spins and then bopped down the stairs again.

      “Earth! Earth! Going! To! Earth!”

      Distracted by a stray piece of fluff, the tabby attacked with full force. She leaped from the bottom step and slid along the dark tile floor with all four legs splayed. Grabbing the fluff in her jaws, she rolled and tumbled until she landed with a thud under a nearby computer station. The agent working there sighed and twitched his whiskers, but he didn’t look up from his task.

      On the elevated transfer platform, the high commander and the tabby cat’s parents watched and waited.

      “Are you sure about this, Felicity?” the mother tabby asked the high commander. “Are you confident Akiiki is ready for this important Earth mission? She just completed her training. I’m not expecting any special treatment because of my seat on the High Council. She can wait, if you think it wise.”

      The high commander could tell from the look in her eyes that this mother cat was more nervous than most, but it was time for her daughter to take on a mission. Akiiki’s obsession with the wilderness training room and the natural habitats on Earth made her perfect for this particular job.

      “She has much to learn about the universe.” Felicity watched the young cat regain her footing long enough to chase her tail in a circle five times and bang into the desk again. “Some time on Earth will give her a new perspective. It will provide her an opportunity to mature and grow outside the limitations of the ship.”

      “Are you positive they will take her in?” the father tabby asked, the M-shaped markings on his forehead crinkling down in concern. “What if she’s too much to handle and they send her away? Or worse?”

      “At any sign of trouble, we will simply transfer her back to the ship,” the high commander assured him. “But I sense the humans will take her in, just as they did for my daughters. If they could tolerate Kimba as a kitten, they can certainly handle your Akiiki.”

      “And Kimba isn’t jealous a different agent is being brought in?” the mother tabby asked.

      Felicity considered her response. “Kimba understands the need to make contact with the colony from Operation Ozark Occupation who have been enjoying freedom in the forest near her home for the last five years, but she is not trained for the outdoors as well as your daughter. Kimba has no interest in this mission.”

      They watched Akiiki race by, taking the length of headquarters in a blur of tan and black stripes.

      Felicity pursed her whiskers. “And Akiiki certainly has the energy to handle what she may face in the Ozark Mountain woods. We are sending her down to Earth in the body of a one-year-old cat. It will make her seem pitiful to the humans. Akiiki may be twenty, but that is still quite young in the big picture of her whole life.”

      Her parents—each nearing two hundred years old—nodded in agreement.

      Akiiki behaved more like a kitten than other cats her age, but that’s why Felicity felt the assignment was perfect for her. That level of vitality could never be contained and focused to support another agent from behind a desk at headquarters. Akiiki needed the wildness an Earth mission provided.

      And it got her off the ship for a while. No one, not even her parents, would complain about the peace and quiet that promised.

      A flash of red light from the main transfer station alerted Felicity that all was ready. Akiiki spotted it too from her position on the floor and raced back up to the top of the platform in a whoosh.

      “It’s time! It’s time!” she cried, leaping from one parent to the next.

      She stopped abruptly when face-to-face with the high commander. Akiiki’s pupils were fully dilated, so her eyes appeared black. Felicity attempted a stern, disapproving frown.

      “Yes, Agent Akiiki,” she said, “it is time. But you must calm down. A transfer is dangerous if your heart rate is too high.”

      “I’m afraid her heart rate is always too high,” the tabby father mumbled.

      Felicity slow-blinked at him. Some assistance would be required.

      “We can help calm you,” Felicity said to the excited agent, “just like I calmed my own daughter Hiro years ago before she had to make a quick transfer. Akiiki, sit here in the circle.”

      Akiiki obeyed and moved to the center of the platform. The fur along her back twitched, and her tail thrashed in excitement.

      Felicity nodded at Akiiki’s mother. “Groom the top of her head gently. Talk to her about favorite quiet things, like you might have to help her get to sleep when she was a kitten.”

      “She usually just collapsed,” Akiiki’s mother said with a sigh, but she obeyed the high commander.

      She ran her rough tongue up from Akiiki’s nose, past the unique orange dot of fur at the top of her head, and all along the flat of her striped neck. She whispered into her daughter’s ears about cuddly times with brothers and sisters. The young tabby cat began to purr vigorously in response.

      The senior specialist on duty indicated there were now acceptable readings on his control panel. It was safe to make the transfer.

      The mother tabby stepped away and returned to her position next to her mate and the high commander. Akiiki remained calm, and her purrs echoed off the dark tile walls and floors throughout the control room at headquarters. Felicity suspected they didn’t have long before her excitement level rose again.

      “Remember your training, agent,” the high commander said firmly. “We are placing you right in the yard so you can be found by the human family. Stay put. Don’t rush off into the woods to find the colony. If you are lost in the forest, there are no mirrors to help us find you. And you must wait for final approval before beginning Operation Ozark Occupation Retrieval. It is time to allow those agents a chance to return home before it’s too late. Are you clear on the steps of the mission?”

      Akiiki sat up tall, and her amber eyes flashed with excitement.

      “Yes. I remember all of my instructions. I am ready.”

      Agent Akiiki officially gave a nod to the transfer operations specialist, and he nodded in return before engaging the system. A tingling began in her toes, and she started silently counting backward from ten—one of the first lessons every agent learned.

      There was a flash of light, and Akiiki was gone.

      The tabby parents hesitated for a moment, then they both glanced nervously at their high commander. Once the specialist announced that the transfer had been successful, she stood to lead them down from the platform.

      “It may be a while before we have confirmation of her acceptance by the family,” Felicity said. “I will alert you when we do. It’s best not to fuss too much while your offspring are on the planet. Akiiki has many years of adventure and learning ahead during her first Earth-life.”
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          STRANGER IN THE YARD
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      Three, two, one. Akiiki blinked her eyes against the glare of the late-September sun. Her pupils shrank to mere slits. No light on the ship had such brilliance or heat to it. The sun’s warmth sunk into her fur. She dug her claws into the rocky soil at the top of the Arkansas mountain—delightfully different from the hard tile floors of the ship. The ground felt alive.

      Earth. I’m finally on Earth.

      She inhaled deeply and sorted through all of the new and amazing smells. Dirt and leaves and pine needles. Dropping her pink nose to the ground, she breathed in the aroma of minerals in the rocks right at the surface of the soil. There were animal smells as well that she’d been trained to recognize. The family’s beast. Squirrel. Opossum, maybe. Skunk, definitely. She lifted her head again, but her mouth stayed open and her tongue curled as she pondered all the odors.

      A massive black bird flew overhead, and she ducked instinctively. One look at the dark underside of the wings and the red head of the bird helped her identify it.

      Vulture. Not hawk.

      Still, her hackles rose at the sight of it, even if she logically understood a vulture was no danger to her. Eagles had wings with black undersides too and hunted in these mountains.

      The open blue sky above her was surprisingly unnerving. The wilderness training room on the ship tried to copy that feeling, but it didn’t succeed. Akiiki had never felt so vulnerable and exposed in her whole life.

      Taking stock of the area, she identified the landmarks she’d learned in her briefing on the assignment. She was at the top of a small mountain. Ahead, she could see the solid line of trees where the forest began.

      Not yet, she thought as her paws itched to explore.

      To her left, on the far side of the vast lawn, ran a two-lane country highway.

      Stay away from that at all costs. Her warnings on cars and roads had been crystal clear.

      Most importantly, to her right lay Agent Kimba’s home, just as it looked in the surveillance pictures. The ranch-style house sat on top of the mountain, and there were big glass doors to a walk-out lower level where Agent Onyx had lived with her human for a while. Akiiki remembered something about a “game room” down there where Kimba had been sleeping when she was kidnapped five years ago.

      Something skittered through the grass in front of her, and Akiiki dropped into a crouch. Her eyes scanned the lawn, and her ears twisted and turned, listening for any movement.

      There!

      The slightest shifting of the soil caught her delicate hearing, and she focused her attention on where the creature must be hiding. Every muscle tensed, and her rump began a slow, rhythmic sway. A tiny blade of grass moved, and she pounced with all her might.

      Fur balls!

      She snorted as the lizard escaped and hid under a rock in the flowerbed, but her blood still ran fast with the thrill of the hunt. It was nothing like fighting with her siblings or the practice hunts in the training rooms. She crouched again, looking for another victim.
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        * * *

      

      Mama set down the pan she was washing at the kitchen sink and stared out the window, squinting to see better.

      “Is that a bobcat in the yard?”

      Kimba was sitting on the kitchen window ledge, keeping Mama company and watching the birds. The white cat shifted her gaze. A small spotted and stripy tawny cat was leaping around and pouncing on something in the grass. Kimba knew immediately it wasn’t a bobcat. Agent Akiiki had arrived.

      “Honey, get in here!” Mama called. “There’s something in the front yard.”

      Daddy joined them in the kitchen, and Mama pointed out the animal in the grass.

      “Is it a bobcat baby . . . kitten . . . cub . . . whatever you call it?”

      Daddy drew his own conclusions. “It’s too small for a bobcat. And too skinny. I think it’s just a stray cat.”

      “Merciful heavens,” Mama said. “What’s it doing way out here?”

      The excitement in the kitchen got Leia’s attention. All she needed was one glance into the yard.

      “Ooohhh! A kitty!”

      Without another word, the three humans rushed outside.

      Kimba flicked her tail in annoyance but didn’t move from the window ledge. They were acting like they’d never seen a stray cat. There were often strays here and there in the yard, though sometimes Kimba wondered if they were other agents. Those cats usually ran from the people and had no interest in being rescued. She knew this time would be different.

      As soon as her humans stepped outside and called “Here, kitty, kitty,” the striped cat ran right to them, full of meows. Leia was delighted to scoop her up.

      Kimba watched as Mama and Daddy whispered, their heads close together. She could imagine what they were discussing. The white cat at the window tensed, and something deep inside her belly clenched.

      They were going to bring that strange cat inside.

      Inside her house.

      That was exactly what Mother, the high commander, had carefully planned.

      The Big Black Beast trotted into the kitchen, tail whirling like a helicopter. The weather was getting cooler, so Mama had let his fur grow out. Soon he would look like a black wolf with a white snout and chest.

      “What’s goin’ on?” His big brown eyes glanced between Kimba at the window and the front door.

      “They’re bringing a new cat inside,” Kimba said.

      The beast’s tail froze and drooped, along with his ears. Then he click-clacked over to his big pillow, spun around twice, and callumped down with a sigh.

      Guess he’s not any happier about more cats than I am.

      Mama left the others outside, came back in the front door, rushed past Kimba without a word, and headed downstairs to the basement. Before she could even jump down to follow, Kimba heard a door slam.

      Racing to the stairs, she realized Mama had gone into the lower level section of the house—where the game room and Mindy’s old bedroom were—and closed the door. Kimba’s ears twirled and twitched, and she heard the unmistakable sound of outside doors being opened. They were bringing Agent Akiiki in the house from the big walkout doors to the game room.

      Tiptoeing down the stairs, Kimba smelled outside air wafting underneath the doorway. Leia’s high-pitched voice carried into the room, making all kinds of baby-talk sounds.

      Miss Fatty Cat will freak out if she hears her girl fussing at another cat that way.

      Kimba crouched outside the game room door and tested the air with her sensitive nose. Yes, they had the ship cat with them. She could smell her.

      Daddy’s heavy footsteps headed toward her, and Kimba jumped back just in time to avoid getting whonked in the head as he swung the door open.

      “Whoa, Miss Kimba,” he said as he closed it again. “Watch out. This room is going to be off limits for a few days.”

      Kimba hunkered out of the way, but she had no intention of leaving.

      Daddy clomped up and then back down the stairs with a dish of water balanced on top of a dish of crunchy food. Kimba caught a quick glance inside the door as he went
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