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This book is lovingly dedicated to the
real TB, Butch, Melvin, Charlie, and especially the real Dani—my
daughter, Danielle, who has always had a way with
animals.

I also want to thank all of those who,
for the past several years, have asked, “When is your cat story
coming out?”

And no dedication would be complete
without thanking my husband, son, and the rest of my family for
their support. And my friends in the Etowah Writer’s Guild for
their editorial help—you all are awesome! God bless you
all!


CHAPTER ONE

 REX

 


TB padded silently down the dark
corridor, his long tail flicking from side to side. The only light
was an occasional dust-covered bulb dangling from a cord. There was
dust everywhere. Who in their right mind would send an invitation
to a dump like this? A smile twitched his lips. TB had seen cleaner
dumps.

He stopped to catch his breath. What
had the plaque at the top of the stairs said? Thirteenth floor. His
legs felt like it. A mouse poked into the hall from under a door.
TB gazed at it. Any other time, it would have provided him with a
nice snack. It gawked at him for a second, squeaked in terror, and
ran back to safety.

A few more steps brought him to his
destination. Right place, right time. The door loomed huge and
clearly out of place. TB wasn’t a lightweight, but how in the world
could he get in this one? It was a heavy wooden door on the bottom
and thick glass above. It wasn’t open. The crack at the bottom
showed pitch blackness inside. There was something eerie about this
place, and TB, while normally a very brave cat, didn’t like this
setup one bit. His confidence began ebbing away.

He reached out to touch the door. As
soon as he made contact with the wood, the knob turned and with a
loud creak, the door swung open. TB stepped to the threshold, but
wouldn’t cross it until his eyes adjusted to the darkness. He knew
he wasn’t alone; the soft whistle of breath came to his
ears.

“I was confident you would come,” a
deep voice purred.

“And you are?” TB prompted.

A light snapped on in the back of the
room; he blinked and then gasped. Around the perimeter of the room
lay a jumble of old, dilapidated office furniture. The center was
clear except for an elegant, thickly padded carpet. On the carpet
sat the largest Persian cat TB had ever seen. The light seemed to
gather around the cat, highlighting the silver tips of his
luxuriously long gray fur. His face wasn’t squashed like most
Persians. He had soft dark streaks that began between his eyes and
ran to the top of his head. They were a pattern unlike any TB had
ever seen. A long tail with similar patterns curled over the
feline’s feet. Sharp claws added to the tom’s power.

“Come, sit down.”

“You still haven’t answered my
question. Who are you?” TB sat down in front of him even as he
repeated his question. He felt shabby next to this cat. Even though
his short, black fur was sleek and clean, he kept wanting to lick
something a little cleaner.

“You haven’t figured that out yet?”
The huge tom swished his tail languidly, and the aura drifted to
one side of the room.

TB gasped as he saw a scene through
the aura. It was as though he was watching a television screen. It
showed his old family; humans he had thought were only pleasant
dreams. There was the mother and father human, the boy and girl,
the other cats, and a couple of dogs. The scenes shifted and he
realized he was remembering things from his past. He pulled his
eyes away to gape at the cat who had invited him here. Only one cat
had this kind of power. “You are the king.” TB bowed to
him.

“Of the cats,” the feline corrected
him.

“I…I don’t understand.”

“Each kind has a king. I just happen
to be over the Kingdom of Cats. My name is Rex. I determine which
cats will get additional lives and which don’t. As you realized,
what you thought were dreams are actually remembrances of a
previous life.”

The information was
mind-boggling. Not all cats got nine lives? Why me, then? TB hoped he wasn’t
being presumptuous, but he asked.

“Some of us have extra-special
abilities to connect with other species. These cats are usually
preserved to work with others who have special needs.”

“But the family in my dreams—er,
memories—…they seem ordinary enough.”

“But they are not. One of them, the
little girl, has managed to find a portal.”

“A portal?”

Rex nodded. “A portal to other
realms.”

TB’s head was spinning. Previous
lives, portals, other realms? “I don’t understand,” he
repeated.

“There are places existing side by
side. That is how cats like you are transported from one life to
another. This place is very similar to the one you lived in before,
but there are differences.”

Rex continued. “It would not matter so
much if the little girl, Dani, was another cat or some other pet,
but when a human crosses the realms, it could be dangerous. I
believe someone in this realm; maybe a dog,” Rex hissed, then
composed himself, “has kidnapped your former human for a dark
purpose. I am not sure what it is. It may be to make the two worlds
unstable. I suspect there is something more. Haven’t you felt
things that seem out of place?”

TB didn’t want to admit that he
hadn’t, but he wasn’t going to lie to Rex. “No.” He licked his long
tail in embarrassment.

Rex purred soft reassurance. “That is
all right, my friend. The important thing is, are you willing to
help your former human so she can return home? If you succeed, are
you strong enough to let her go when you have accomplished your
task?”

Rex was talking about the human who
had dressed him in baby clothes and put him in a stroller when he
was a kitten. This was the human who had stuck Christmas bows on
his back and tied ribbons on his tail when she was feeling bored.
This was the one who had named him Toe Biter, TB for short. But she
was also the one who had cried when he became sick, and held him as
he left that previous life. “I am willing to help her. I will try
to be strong. That’s all I can promise.”

The king of the cats nodded. “That is
good enough.”

Their whiskers touched and TB felt
something electric pass through his body. “What do I need to
do?”

“You will return to your previous
place, gather some of your former companions, and return to this
realm. They have a special connection to her and will be able to
help you find her. Wherever she is right now, she is in danger.
When you find her bring her to me, and then I will be able to send
her back through the portal with her companions. This will put the
realms right again.”

“When do you want me to go?” TB asked,
excitement making his whiskers twitch.

“Now.”

“Here?”

“No. I will take you to the place
where a portal connects to the other realm.” Rex calmly stood and
walked out of the room. The aura followed him. It made each
silver-gray hair stand up. Rex looked even bigger than TB figured
he actually was.

TB followed him out of the now
pitch-black room and into the corridor. They strode down the stairs
and out an open door into a narrow alley. Several garbage cans
lined the far wall. One was laying on its side, the top open, but
there was nothing inviting about it. Scraps of moldy banana peels
hung from the rim, and a smell of rotten meat wafted out. There was
a glow from inside that made TB’s whiskers stand on end.

“There’s the opening into the other
realm,” Rex announced.

“A garbage can?”

“You make your portals where you can,”
Rex replied with a laughing meow.

“How does it work?” TB asked,
wrinkling his nose.

“Go in. It will sense you and the
portal will open.”

“Oh.” TB prepared to launch through
the can. There was no way he was going to delay this. He crouched
and then leaped through the opening—smack into the bottom of the
can. TB backed out fast, shaking his head. “What?”

Rex was laughing deep in his throat.
“You need to go through slowly. For it to recognize
you.”

Despite the fact that Rex was king of
the cats, TB was still irritated enough to snap, “And why didn’t
you tell me this?”

Rex didn’t seem to take offense. “No
one has tried to jump through a portal before. I guessed that it
couldn’t be done, but you proved it.”

TB let the growl deep in his throat
die. He shook a piece of rotten potato peel off his leg instead and
licked the offending spot clean.

“No need to do that. You’ll just get
dirty again,” Rex pointed out.

TB didn’t answer. “Will this take me
to the time when…when I died?”

“No, a little later, and to a
different place. Your family moved.”

“Uh, okay.” TB had looked forward to
seeing the old country place again. The mice there had been
especially tasty. He gave his shoulder a quick lick. Did that mean
Mother human was not working at that school down the hill? TB
flicked his tail. He hadn’t liked that place anyway. It had been
terrifying being trapped in the family’s big vehicle watching the
ground race below him when he slept on the motor to keep warm one
night. The school was where the metal beast had stopped to take its
nap, and where he had jumped ship, so to speak. He had been halfway
home before they missed him. When he first heard Mother human
calling him, he had wanted to make her worry some more, but he
couldn’t help it. TB called to her. He was still a kitten, after
all. She cuddled him all the way up the hill, so he forgave
her.

“Are you having second thoughts?” Rex
asked, his voice low with impatience.

“No, no.” TB studied the filthy can
and then walked slowly in. He was more careful this time, stepping
over black banana peels, foul smelling combinations of slimy
cucumbers and moldy fish. His long tail was stuck straight out
behind him.

The rusted bottom of the can shimmered
and then disappeared. Darkness took its place, with soft glowing
edges on the left side. A scent of new grass and flowers wafted
into the can.

“Keep going,” Rex coaxed eagerly. His
meow seemed muffled.

TB glanced back and saw Rex’s eyes,
large and glowing, like coals in a fire. He returned his gaze to
the bottom of the can, troubled. Why, he didn’t know.
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CHAPTER TWO

 BACK HOME

 


TB stepped onto the new grass. His paw
crushed a long green stem of wild onion. Its acrid scent made his
nose wrinkle, but it also made him happy. The place where he was
living now had little grass, few flowers, and no spring
onion.

A house loomed in front of him; not
the front but the back, he realized. He was standing in a fenced
back yard. Lights glowed in all the windows, behind thick coverings
in a couple of them. Two of the windows appeared to be covered with
bed sheets. One of them had cartoon ponies all over it; pink and
blue ones. Dani’s room. But if she was gone, why was the light on?
Had she been missed by Mother and Father human already?

At a slight noise behind him, TB spun
around and faced a dark-furred creature with tiny glittering black
eyes.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?
This is my place!” it hissed. It’s skinny, hairless tail lashed
from side to side.

TB knew the muskrat was ready to
attack and he stepped back. “I’m not here to fight.
I’m—”

It shot forward, yellow teeth bared.
TB leaped aside and swiped with unsheathed claws. It growled and
hissed. “Go away!”

“Gladly, when I finish my assignment,”
TB replied.

The back door opened and two large
dogs raced out. Butch and Buck. Buck, a German Shepard-wolf mix,
skidded to a stop at the edge of a concrete pad that appeared to be
for a yet unbuilt porch. He whined softly. Buck had always been a
wuss, despite his ancestry.

The muskrat hissed again, but turned
and ran. Obviously it respected Butch’s bravery and fighting
ability, as well as his size.

“Not this time, muskrat!” the dog
growled.

The muskrat sped toward the bushes at
the end of the yard. The fence, intertwined with the brush and
vines, didn’t slow the creature down. They didn’t slow Butch down
either. Before the muskrat’s pointed nose reached the fence, Butch
had latched on to its tail.

As he had many times before, TB
admired Butch’s bravery and fighting skills. Under normal
circumstances, the dog was one of the gentlest creatures TB had
ever met. There wasn’t a mean bone in his body, unless something
threatened his family. TB could see why the big dog might see the
muskrat as a threat. A creature as nasty as that could very well
try to do something to one of his old family.

Butch was part St. Bernard, part Chow,
and part several other things. He was a large reddish-colored dog
with thick fur. Butch had once told TB that his dad had been the
Chow/Bernard mix. His mother had been the several other things. He
thought she had setter and retriever in her ancestry. At least the
dog had some idea of his heritage. The only thing TB knew about his
heritage was hidden deep in the alleys of downtown Athens. Of
course, cats were more aware of their actions, not their
ancestors.

Still, Butch had reason to be proud.
Whatever made him what he was, he was amazing for a dog. Having
come back, TB realized it was Butch he missed the most, other than
his people. In his present life, he had awakened behind a
restaurant, alone. He was almost fully grown the second
time.

That wasn’t the case in his old life.
There were earlier memories, kittenhood—living with a queen, his
mother, between a dumpster and the wall of an old building. Still,
he felt his life began at that drive-in restaurant where the people
there fed him and then his human family decided to take him to
their home. He was not an only cat in that home. There was already
Melvin, a big grey and white-striped tom, and Bumper, a prissy
little black and white queen who was old when TB became part of the
family. He wondered if she was still there.

The hissing and snarling brought him
back to the present. The fence rattled. “You win!” the muskrat
growled from the other side. “I’ll stay out.”

“Good,” Butch barked. “Because the
next time you won’t be so lucky.” Butch backed away from the fence,
crawling out from under the brush. Buck bounced back and forth,
adding his encouraging yips and growls. TB could almost see Butch’s
grin. The humans wouldn’t know how well Butch was protecting them,
but that wouldn’t stop him from continuing his guard
duties.

Butch hesitated as he approached. His
breath whistled softly as he inhaled the air near TB. He whined
softly.

Buck crept closer, too. “What the…? It
can’t be.”

“TB?” Butch’s voice quavered.
“No….”


CHAPTER THREE

 OUTSIDE HELP

 


“Yes,” TB replied.

“But, but you—uh, when you….” Butch
stammered.

“Died? Yeah, but you’ve heard of cats
having nine lives, haven’t you?”

“Thought that was a fairy tale,” Buck
huffed. “Besides, if that’s the case, why didn’t you just come back
to us?”

“Apparently, it doesn’t work that
way.” TB flicked his tail, dislodging a last piece of
garbage.

Butch sniffed again, then grinned.
“Smells more like you came from the grave rather than getting a new
life.”

“Ha, ha,” TB snapped, irritated at the
nastiness he’d had to endure to get here. Couldn’t Rex have picked
something better for a portal? He rolled in the fresh new grass and
then licked a still offensive spot.

“But how does the nine lives thing
work?” Buck asked, stepping closer.

“Those who are given another life are
sent to some kind of other world,” TB began. At Buck and Butch’s
questioning looks, he continued. “I don’t know exactly how it
works, only that I woke up in another place, knowing that’s where I
belonged. My life here was like a dream.”

“Were you, like, uh, born?” Butch
asked delicately.

TB twitched his whiskers. “No, just
younger. A little older than when I first came to this
family.”

“Yeah, you look a little younger,”
Buck observed, his voice tinged with jealousy.

“But why are you back here,” Butch
asked. “Miss us?” He peered closer. “Or is there something
else?”

“Yeah, I do miss you all, but you’re
right. There’s something else.” He outlined what he had learned
from Rex.

Buck drew back, shocked. Butch shook
his head, little droplets of blood flying from scratches he’d
received in the fight. “I hate to break this to you, but it was
Dani who let us out.”

Now it was time for TB to be
surprised. Why did Rex say that Dani had been kidnapped through a
portal if she hadn’t? Why come if there wasn’t a need? He trotted
back to the place where he had come through the portal. There was
nothing there. TB sniffed and prowled. A slight smell of garbage,
otherwise nothing. How was he supposed to get back, taking his
allies? Had he been sent here to prevent her kidnapping? If so, why
hadn’t Rex just come out and told him that? Something was very,
very wrong about all this.

“Maybe you are here to warn us?” Buck
ventured.

“You’d think this king of the cats
wouldn’t be so sneaky; that he’d just come out and say so,” Butch
commented. “But then most cats are rather sneaky.”

TB couldn’t think of a ready retort.
Butch had a point. Alarm made his hair stand on end. “We need to
get inside. I need to see Dani!”

“No problem, but I think you might
freak out Mom if you trotted in like nothing was wrong.”

“You distract and I’ll slip
in.”

“Okay,” Buck agreed.

Butch went to the door and whined.
Buck scratched the door. Butch barked. It wasn’t long before an
outdoor light flashed on. TB blinked and backed into a shadow
formed by a stack of moving boxes. Buck and Butch whined in unison.
Buck scratched on the storm door again—harder. TB thought he was
overacting.

“All right, all right,” Mother human
said. She opened the door wide enough to accommodate both
dogs.

TB slipped between them, thankful the
inside light wasn’t on. The two dogs continued into the kitchen,
where only a night light was shining. More luck. The cat slunk
through a smaller room with a table and chairs. Just beyond were
two doors. He sniffed at the first one—Dani’s room. Butch padded up
right behind him.

“Your sniffer has improved in your new
life,” he said with a soft chuckle.

“Ponies on the window
curtain.”

There was some soft meowing on the
other side of the door. TB glanced over his shoulder. It didn’t
sound like Bumper or Melvin. This voice was younger.

“After you…uh…died, Mom and
Dad human got a new cat.” His tone added, like we needed another cat. “Mom
human named him Diego.” Butch butted his head against the door and
then stopped when he heard a strangled meow behind him.

“What? How? But you were—dead!” Bumper
stuttered. Her fur stood on end, making her look like an overgrown
dust bunny. TB had to remind himself of his reason for being here
to keep from laughing.

“Long story,” Butch commented, before
butting his head against the door again. “I can tell you
later.

“It better be good,” Bumper meowed,
and began licking her long fur back down,

To their surprise, at the dog’s next
push, the door handle clicked and the door squeaked open to reveal
a grey, white, and black-colored kitten with eyes as big as
saucers. TB didn’t think they were normally that way.

“She just disappeared,” he burst out.
“She crawled into a bright tunnel thing and was gone. I tried to
follow, but it wasn’t there anymore.”

“What tunnel?” TB asked, his alarm
growing. “And I presume you’re Diego?”

Diego tilted his head and looked
suspicious. “Who are you? How did you get in?” He gave a reproving
glance at Butch.

“TB. Long story. Where’s Dani? She
disappeared from here?”

“Yeah, that’s the scary part. Weird
and scary,” Diego replied, his meow cracking.

TB waited several heartbeats.
“Well?”

Diego glanced at Butch, who
nodded.

“Well, it was like a light turned on.”
He nodded toward the corner of the room. “And it grew brighter and
bigger. You could see stuff on the other side.”

“What kind of stuff?” Butch
coaxed.

“Like outside stuff. Flowers and
grass. You could even see trees way back past the flowers.” Diego’s
tail fluffed in his agitation.

Butch and Buck turned their gaze to
TB, who had a pretty good idea what had happened. “A portal,” he
began. “I was sent through a portal to get help to rescue Dani in
the other place and bring her back.” He sat down and scratched a
nervous itch on the back of his neck. “But she didn’t need to be
rescued. She was still here. So why was I sent here?”

“To be a nuisance like before?” Bumper
suggested snidely.

“Not the time or place,” Butch
growled. Bumper shut up.

“What place?” Diego meowed. “Where did
Dani go? How do we get her back?”

“Okay,” Butch mused. “You were sent by
this king of the cats in your realm so we could go back there and
help you get Dani so this place—realm—whatever, wouldn’t get out of
balance. Have I got that right?”

TB nodded. “He said all sorts of
things could happen.”

“Like what?”

TB thought about what Rex had told
him. Not much detail, and TB hadn’t asked any questions. He had
just trusted. “Like nothing. He didn’t give me any specifics,” he
admitted. “I believed him and came.”

“Because you could be counted on to
help your family.” Butch did his own stress scratch. His collar
jingled wildly.

“Shh!” TB warned. “We don’t want
Mother and Dad human learning about this sooner than they have
to.”

“Appears Rex lied to you.” Buck stated
the obvious.

“What does he want with Dani?” Butch
added.

“I can only guess that by sending me
here, it made it easier to kidnap Dani,” TB mused, his voice
changing to a snarl deep in his throat.

“Again, why?” Buck asked.

“He did say something about her being
special.”

“She is, but what are we going to do
to get her back?” Diego demanded.

The pets ranged around TB, who didn’t
have an answer. That was when he heard a yowling coming from
outside. It rose and fell in a rhythmic cadence, one voice higher
than the other. Two perfectly harmonious feline voices, one male
and one female.

“Who’s that?” TB asked, figuring it
was a pair of neighbor cats.

“No one I ever heard before,” Bumper
responded with a sniff.

Butch whined softly. “Pretty good for
cats, but I don’t recognize them either.”

“We need to figure out how to find
Dani,” Diego broke in with his high kitten voice.

Had he ever sounded like that? TB
wondered. Still, the kit had a point. The sound seemed closer, but
not louder. Despite the emergency, the voices were compelling. TB
noticed a slightly open window. He jumped onto the sill and tried
to squeeze out. His head was too big. In the dim light of the moon,
he could see two scruffy cats. One of them had longer fur, and the
smaller one sported a short-haired silvery coat. That one seemed to
shine with a light of its own.

She—TB somehow knew this was a
queen—leaped upward
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