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Chapter 1

 


The bus stop sign and shelter were in front
of a giant, white church. The Church of the First Race was an
historical building, preserved from the time when humans still
walked the Earth. It dwarfed the taller but smaller-scale
high-rises around it. It was the oldest building in New LA. Kipper
had been inside once and sat on the monstrous pews, but, like most
cats, she didn't feel comfortable with First Race doctrine. It was
a dog religion -- they preached that humans, the First Race, had
left Earth as emissaries to the stars and would return to bring all
the peoples of Earth into a confederation of interstellar
sentience. Someday.

Maybe that's why the dogs hadn't developed
space travel themselves yet. They had an amusement park on the
moon, but they had to borrow otter technology to put it there and
lease otter technology to keep it running. That's right, the otters
surprised everyone and were the second race to make it off of their
native rock. Except, unlike humans, they didn't just disappear.
They filled the skies with space stations and space ships. By all
accounts, they liked it better up there. Kipper wondered if she'd
like it better up there too.

But cats don't go into space. They live in
the inner cities, working low-paying jobs, and the dogs like it
that way. A poor cat is a controlled cat, but now that the average
cat income was increasing for the first time since cats won the
right to vote, dogs were getting scared.

As Kipper looked around her, she twitched the
tip of her tail nervously. There were three cats waiting at the bus
stop, in addition to her and her sister Petra. And one Chihuahua on
a cell phone.

Petra was an orange tabby, and she had the
erratic temper to match her coloring. Sometimes Kipper was jealous
of Petra's brightly colored stripes, as she, herself, was the most
common of all kinds of cats. A plain gray tabby. Petra's bold
coloring came with a bold personality, as if the bright, angry
color of her fur branded Petra down to her very soul. Sometimes
Kipper was jealous of that too. Yet, it came with a price. Petra
could be unpredictable. Uncontrollable. Even for herself.

"How did I get myself into this?" Petra asked
Kipper, barely loud enough for the words to whisper past her
whiskers.

Before Kipper could answer with the long
story of how Petra and their brother Alistair had stayed up late,
drinking spiked cream and egging each other on, challenging each
other with greater and greater outrage over the
system...

"I guess I'd best get on with it," Petra
said. The moment of lucid uncertainty gone, Petra stepped closer to
the bus stop. She stared at each of the cats in turn, trying to
catch the eyes of their fellow commuters. The tabby in the rain
slicker flattened his ears; the fat Jellicle on the bench gave her
a blank stare; and, the other tabby simply looked away. The
Chihuahua smiled with friendly, sparkly eyes. Petra probably could
have struck up a conversation with him if he weren't on the phone.
Maybe the other cats would have listened in.

Since that wasn't an option, Petra drew a
deep breath between her teeth and set her eyes on the Jellicle.
Kipper watched in awe as Petra stalked straight up to him, sat her
fiery orange self down on the bench beside his black and white
splotched girth, and said, "My name's Petra Brighton, and I'm
running for district representative."

Petra stuck out her paw and the Jellicle
stared at it dumbly. "Don't you think it's time we had more cats in
the government?" Petra said.

The Jellicle's eyes widened and darted to
either side. He clearly felt put on the spot. Kipper could
sympathize. She felt equally embarrassed watching the situation. No
one likes a politician. But if some cat didn't do the job,
all cats would pay the price... At least, that's what Petra and
Alistair kept telling her.

"There's that one Abyssinian bloke," the
Jellicle finally hazarded, clearly hoping Petra would go away.
"Isn't he a senator?"

"Senator Adinew," Kipper offered.

"Yes," Petra said. "Adinew's doing good work.
But, surely, one senator out of forty-six is hardly representative
of California's feline population..." Petra raised her voice,
speaking more loudly than sounded natural. It was terribly
embarrassing, but, clearly, she was hoping to catch the other cats'
attention. Kipper was deeply glad that she hadn't let Alistair talk
her into being the figurehead for Petra. If Petra wanted to change
the government, let her do it herself.

"Here in the central district, especially,"
Petra semi-shouted, "we cats outnumber dogs nearly four to one, but
twice as many dogs vote as cats in every single election. Did you
realize that?"

The Jellicle cat shook his head, and the
tabby in the rain slicker kept shooting them furtive glances. He
looked annoyed, but Kipper supposed that, inelegant as Petra's
methods might be, she was getting her message across. It was good
that the other cats were listening.

Petra had launched into her campaign speech
full throttle by now: "Cats have been gaining power and influence
in this country and the world like never before. There are
multi-billionaire cats and cats with important jobs in
internationally valuable companies." Petra stood up and held her
paws out in a gesture of decisiveness. "But we don't have
sufficient representation in government to protect the ground we're
gaining."

Kipper could see the bus approaching out of
the corner of her eye and realized she was relieved. She was happy
that Petra was being heard, but it was hard to be too happy. This
would all keep getting worse as the campaign went on.

The bus was a block away now, and Petra must
have seen it too. She started wrapping her speech up. "If we don't
stand up for our rights," she said, a stridency in her voice that
grated against Kipper's ears, "then the dogs are going to lock us
down worse than we ever had it before feline suffrage. The right to
vote doesn't mean a thing unless you use it. Here..." Petra
started rifling through her bag, but Kipper had already taken the
fliers out. She held them out to Petra who took them as the bus
pulled up to the curve, splashing muddy water on the tabby's rain
slicker. The Jellicle waddled his way off the bench, looking more
than a little relieved.

"Have a flier," Petra said, pushing a cheap
photocopy toward the Jellicle who was much too large to become
invisible, and clearly regretted that. "It'll tell you all about
the laws the dogs are trying to slide under our whiskers this
election. Here, you too..."

Petra pawned off fliers to each of the three
reluctant cats. The Chihuahua reached out a paw to accept one too,
but he took his eagerly. The cell phone was still pressed into his
pointed, catlike ear, and Kipper wondered if he'd been listening or
if he thought it was the flier for a rock band.

"That went pretty well," Petra said, falling
in next to Kipper.

"Sure," Kipper said, unenthusiastically. But
when she looked over at her sister, she could see that Petra's fur
was slightly fluffed. "It went fine," she said, bumping her
shoulder against Petra's as they boarded the bus. "Even that dog
wanted your flier."

On the bus, Petra was clearly sizing up the
situation. She'd been speaking quite loudly in her conversation
with the Jellicle, but Kipper didn't think it would be enough for
Petra to make herself heard on the bus. There were too many black
labs jocularly arguing over last night's scramball scores. Kipper
was relieved when Petra relaxed into her seat. Hopefully that would
be the end of her campaigning until after work.

Kipper supported her sister's decision to run
for office one hundred percent, but, honestly, thinking about
political issues made her head spin. It made her tired, and she
didn't want to hear about it anymore.

For the first time ever, a few cats could
afford the prohibitively expensive cost of a trip into space and a
stay at Moonville Funpark. Kipper wasn't one of them. In fact, the
number of cats who could was practically countable on Kipper's
claws. It was small, but it was symbolic. And the dogs were
worried. So, Senator Morrison -- a fundamentalist, right-wing
Sheltie with an inferiority complex -- had proposed a new law
banning cats from space travel.

To Petra's infuriation and Kipper's
disappointment, the bill was working its way, against little
resistance, through the legislature. There simply weren't enough
cats in the government to oppose it. And, worse, most cats didn't
seem to care. Petra, on the other paw, was incensed; she and Kipper
had dreamed about saving up their money and visiting the otter
space stations among the stars since kittenhood. If Senator
Morrison's law passed, it would be the end of that dream.

Kipper couldn't understand the other cats'
attitudes. As Petra was always saying, "Sure, dogs are too
doggarned busy worshipping humans to make it into space, but what's
our people's excuse?" Kipper had to wonder: what would happen if
cats started building space-stations of their own? Making alliances
with the otters? Who knew what wonderful havoc they could wreak? No
wonder dogs like Senator Morrison were scared.

With two stops to go, Kipper overheard
something that made her perk up her ears and turn the left one
toward the pair of cats in the seat behind her.

"I'm telling you," a silky voice said, "cats
will never be equals on this world."

Kipper was glad that Petra didn't seem to
hear. She looked across the bus and managed to catch sight of the
speaker's reflection in the opposite window: it was a svelte,
well-dressed, champagne colored Burmese.

"What're you saying?" the Burmese's seat-mate
said. "We should just resign ourselves to being second-class
citizens?" Kipper guessed the Burmese's friend was a Tonkinese, but
it was hard to tell from the ghostly window-glass reflection.

"I'm saying we should get out of here.
There's a place..." The Burmese looked around her, ears turning in
all directions, and her voice lowered. Kipper strained to hear the
whispered words, but it was no use. One of the black labs had
started singing a scramball chant, bobbing his floppy-eared head in
time. Soon, he had several rows of dogs chanting with him. When
they got up and started dancing, the bulldog bus-driver had to
shout at them. "Back in your seats!" he bellowed.

Petra was bristling beside Kipper. Another
moment, and Petra might have been the one yelling at the dogs,
rather than the bus-driver. Thank goodness for good
bus-drivers.

Usually Kipper would have been annoyed by the
dogs' noisy antics too, but she was still thinking about what she'd
overheard the Burmese cat say. Where did the Burmese think cats
could go that wasn't on this world? The otters' space-stations?
Without changing the laws down here, would cats be anything more
than refugees up there? If so, would it be better being
second-class citizens to waterdogs rather than normal ones?
Kipper didn't have time to continue pondering these questions: the
bus was at her stop.

The Chihuahua, no longer on his cell phone,
got off of the bus ahead of Petra and Kipper. He was talking to a
big, ol' Chow, and the two of them were looking at Petra's flier.
The folds of fur around the Chow's face made him look angry to
Kipper, but Chows always looked angry to Kipper. She knew she
wasn't good at reading dogs' emotions.

As the bus pulled away, Kipper saw the
Chihuahua pointing Petra out to the Chow. The Chow looked Petra up
and down, and then Kipper. Unless Kipper was seriously deceiving
herself, he was glaring at her. She smiled up at him; his height
and bulk was intimidating. There were a lot of other dogs and cats
around, but none of them looked like they would interfere if the
Chow wanted to cause trouble.

"You the cats with this flier?" he
barked.

Kipper nodded, trying her best to look
demure, but Petra's temper was flaring. "Absolutely," she intoned.
"What of it?"

The Chow sniffed. "Cats got no business in
government," he said, gruffly.

Arguing with dogs is a lost cause, but, even
though she knew it was a mistake, Kipper couldn't hold her tongue.
She had to defend her sister. "Cats have as much right to run for
office as you have," she said.

The Chow didn't reply, but his eyes became
narrowed slits. The Chihuahua was bouncing from one paw to the
other, nervously adding distance between him and the impending
disturbance. But, if Kipper and the Chihuahua thought Kipper
was bucking for a pounding, they had no idea what inflammatory
words Petra had balanced on the tip of her tongue.

"No, no, Kipper. He's right," she said.
"These dogs have messed the government up so badly, they don't
deserve our help."

Other dogs and cats began to gather around
watching.

"But," Petra concluded, narrowing her eyes
back at the Chow, "I'm willing to overlook that."

Kipper eyed the situation -- all the fuming
dogs and the crazed looking Chow especially. She realized she was
watching a mob form, and Petra's performance might earn worse than
a mere beating.

Well, if they were on a stage, that wasn't
the performance Kipper wanted to put on. She hastily looked over
the area available to her. Usually, she and Petra would walk down
two blocks and then over three more to Luna Tech Industries.
However, the alley behind them would work too, and it was littered
with discarded cans and broken bottles. Petra might not be able to
dodge a Chow's fisted paw, but Kipper was pretty sure she could
dodge thrown cans and bottles.

So, she changed the rules of the game.

Making sure she had enough distance between
her and the gathering mob, Kipper crouched down in the alley and
picked a mostly unbroken bottle. She thought about what she was
about to do, and she could feel the adrenaline start coursing
through her body. It made her shaky, but she stood up, holding the
green glass bottle anyway.

"Hey, dog!" she yelled. All of the dogs and
most of the cats turned to look at her, but it was the Chow's mean
gaze Kipper returned. Her resolve almost wilted under the Chow's
angry look, but she held firm, shouting the best taunt she could
think up. "Be glad it's my sister running for office, not me -- if
I was in government, I'd make dogs like you wear leashes!"

The Chow growled, deep in his throat, but a
couple of the other dogs laughed and a few cats applauded. Oddly,
the Chihuahua was among them. Kipper couldn't appreciate the
success of her quip for long, though. The Chow was heading toward
her. It was time to introduce the new rules of the game.

Kipper flung the green glass bottle. It
arched smoothly through the air, twisting as it flew, and landed
two feet in front of the Chow. Shards of glass flew at him, but he
was unharmed. And disturbingly unfazed.

Kipper took a step backward, watching the
Chow to see if he'd follow her lead and pick up a bottle. He
snarled, but Kipper rejoiced as he leaned down to pick up a second
bottle from among the debris in the alley. Kipper caught her
sister's eye and jerked her head to the side, hoping Petra would
understand and get the hell out of there. Whether she did or not,
it was time for Kipper to make a run for it. The Chow had chosen a
ragged bottle and was hefting it, feeling its weight, preparing to
fling it at her.

Kipper ducked as the bottle flew past her.
Its glass smashed on the pavement behind her. The shattering sound
was like fireworks in her ears. While the Chow groped for another
bottle, Kipper made her escape. She pivoted around, dropped to all
fours, and hastily loped away. Glass broke again as she ran, and
her ears flattened from the sudden sound. Worse, the shards bounced
over the damp sidewalk, creating a minefield that stung the pads of
her running feet.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Three blocks through the alleys was farther
than the Chow cared to follow Kipper throwing bottles. So, Kipper
was able to emerge onto the main street and limp the last two
blocks to Luna Tech. She wasn't bleeding, but her paw pads were
filled with slivers. Before entering the Luna Tech lobby, Kipper
leaned against the outside of the building and took a moment to
carefully dig the glass shards out of her paws. As she was working,
Petra came around the block and sauntered over to stand beside her
injured sister.

"Nice line," Petra said. "Dogs on leashes. I
especially like the way that I can either take credit for it, as
your sister, or disown you as a troubled radical who I'm
unfortunately related to... Depending on who asks."

"Glad you liked it," Kipper said, gingerly
trying her paw on the ground.

"Absolutely. I think I won several votes."
Petra opened the glass Luna Tech door for Kipper and beckoned in.
Kipper tried putting weight on her paw and found the hard pavement
too merciless to be borne. She limped inside. The soft lobby carpet
was a huge relief.

"We should try that every day," Petra said,
following Kipper inside. "Pick a scary looking dog on the bus; egg
him into throwing bottles at you..."

Kipper flattened her ears and grimaced. She'd
been defending Petra since they were kittens. Somehow, she'd
thought the fisticuffs would end when they grew up, but,
nonetheless, here she was fighting Petra's fights all over
again.

"Look, I'm gonna go on up," Petra said,
ignoring Kipper's unhappiness. "You probably have to check in with
Corrie..." Petra gestured toward the miniature poodle at the front
desk.

"Right." Kipper had temped at Luna Tech
before, but they always made her check in at the front desk and
then wait to be escorted to her position. Kipper hated temping, but
there weren't a lot of jobs that cats like her could get. Petra was
lucky -- her job wasn't much, but it was her job -- and,
Kipper always felt lucky when she got to temp near her.

Kipper approached the front desk. The
miniature poodle manning it wasn't much larger than Kipper, and her
white curls were long and shapeless, completely unshorn. But their
cascading effect could have made a pro-scramball player fumble a
free throw. Even Kipper, a cat, could see that.

"Hi," Kipper said, "I'm the temp for the
accounting department." Kipper glanced at the elevator she'd be
taking in a moment and noticed the security guard there. She'd seen
him before, but she hadn't remembered that he was a Chow. It made
her heart race. Petra didn't seem bothered, but Kipper found
herself relieved to hear Corrie summoning the personnel coordinator
over the intercom.

It rankled Kipper's independent nature, but
the best protection from a big dog is another big dog. And the
personnel coordinator, Cheryl, was a giant Golden. Kipper couldn't
help but feel safe in her easy presence. Even with her mild history
of conflict with dog co-workers, Kipper had never had trouble with
Cheryl.

Once Cheryl ran Kipper through the basics of
the specific job she'd be temping, Cheryl took her to the desk
she'd be working at. Kipper was glad to find it only a few desks
over from Petra's. Kipper dipped her ears salutatorily, and Petra
rolled her eyes back.

"You'll report to Sahalie, as usual," Cheryl
said, gesturing to the half-open door behind her.

"Right," Kipper agreed, sitting down at the
desk. It was still covered with her antecedent's personal affects:
several photographs, all of purebred Siamese; a hairbrush; what
looked like a lucky pen; and an African violet that had been
watered recently. "What happened to the cat I'm replacing?" Kipper
asked.

"Violet?" Cheryl shrugged. "No one knows. She
didn't show up for work on Monday, and we haven't heard from her
since. Is there anything else you need?"

"No..." Kipper answered, setting down a
pawful of Petra's fliers on the desk. It was strange, but this was
the fifth cat she'd temped for at Luna Tech in the last year. If
they had quit or called in sick, that would be one thing, but each
of these five cats had simply stopped showing up. She wondered what
kept happening to them. Why wasn't anyone worried about all these
disappearing cats?

Fortunately, Cheryl didn't notice Kipper's
concern. She was turning her head to look at the campaign fliers,
which were upside down from her perspective, on the desk; she pawed
them around until they were angled so she could read them. "Our
Petra's running for district representative?" The soft black lining
in her mouth showed when she laughed. Laughter was better than
revulsion, but Kipper still didn't like it.

Clearly, Petra didn't like it either. "Is
there something wrong with that?" Petra asked, stalking over with
her shoulders squared, looking at Cheryl with all the cat-dignity
she could summon.

"No..." Cheryl shoved the fliers back, her
eyes darting back and forth between the two sisters. Having
recomposed herself, she looked as if she was deciding whether to
give Petra and Kipper an important piece of advice. Both cats were
infuriated by her final decision: "Of course, if you're running for
office," she said, "shouldn't you dye your fur?"

Kipper could feel the tip of her tail itching
to twitch, and, from Petra's face, she could see that her sister
was torn between feeling insulted by Cheryl or pity for her.
"What's wrong with Petra's fur?" Kipper asked.

Cheryl looked the two sisters over, Petra
with her flaming orange stripes and Kipper with her subdued gray.
Two plain tabbies. "Well," Cheryl said, "most of the cats I can
think of in government look Siamese."

It was such a dog thing to say. Only the
lowest-class, trashiest cats dyed their fur to pretend they were a
purer breed. Petra replied, "There's not a cat in the world,
Cheryl, that can't tell the difference between a bottle-job Siamese
and a real one."

Cheryl looked surprised, as if it hadn't
occurred to her that cats could tell each other apart at all. "What
about the blind cats?"

With great forbearance, Kipper told the
Golden what any cat would know. "They could hear the difference in
the timbre of Petra's voice. She'd sound like a tabby."

Cheryl shrugged as if to say, "Have it your
way," or "Cats are so complicated," and left Kipper and Petra to
themselves.

"First Race!" Petra exclaimed. "I wish
it was that simple. Put on a Siamese costume, and win the
election."

Kipper wondered if Petra really believed in
the First Race or if she'd just picked up the expression. It was
the rare cat that fell for such ridiculous dog dogmas, though it
did happen. It was possible that Petra thought affecting such
idiotic doggish beliefs would help her in the polls... She wanted
to ask Petra about it, but she knew Petra wouldn't tell her if it
was a ruse anyway. So, all she said was, "I don't think it's that
easy even for a Siamese. Only a dog would think that being the
right breed makes the world open up for you like a clam, gleaming
with pearls inside."

"Right," Petra agreed. "Though..." She traced
an extended claw along the edge of a photograph on Kipper's
temporary desk -- a photograph of a Siamese tom. "She's right that
it would help me win the election. Anyway, I better get back to
work. If I don't win, I'm still going to need this job."

Kipper kept staring at the photograph even
after Petra's claw was gone. Eventually, picking it up to look at
it closer. Now there was a cat who was Siamese to the bone: clear
blue, almond shaped eyes; a long, triangular face with a broad
nose; and huge, wide-spaced ears. Goodness, he was handsome.
Either a brother, husband, or son of the cat whose desk he was on.
And blue-blooded down to the marrow. In fact, based on the other
pictures -- all of them Siamese -- it was a safe bet that Violet,
the name on the tacky little nameplate, was as purebred as they
came. Yet, she'd worked here, in this tiny, fishbowl of a
desk in inner-city New LA.

Even Siamese cats don't have it so good. She
was an assistant to an accountant. Not much of a job.
Though, Kipper supposed it was a step up from temp for an
assistant to an accountant. The fur on Kipper's neck bristled as
she admitted that to herself. It really was a dog's world.

As Kipper put back the photograph, the
cardboard backing slid out of the frame. A piece of paper had been
folded inside, and it fell, halfway open, on the desktop. Kipper
glanced around to see if she was being watched, feeling strangely
embarrassed to be messing with Violet's things. But no one was
looking, so she unfolded the piece of paper the rest of the way
rather than simply tucking it back in the photograph.

It looked like a printout of an airline
receipt -- there was a confirmation code, large and boxed, at the
top of the page and an overly itemized itinerary, followed by
pricing information filling out the rest of the sheet. Kipper
flattened the page out to examine it more closely, and she was
astonished by what she found.

Kipper powered up the computer on Violet's
desk and ran a few numbers through the company database. Yes, the
number on the hidden paper was for a company credit card.
Kipper was holding the receipt for a one-way ticket to Ecuador on a
flight last Saturday, bought with Luna Tech funds.

Even stranger, there were cryptic notes
scribbled at the bottom of the page. "@ SE, ask for Chip -- night
flight -- DSA, red 1/4 -- Larson w/the Manta Ray" and so on.
Kipper couldn't make out what they meant, but she knew this was the
key to Violet's disappearance. Pride swelled in her chest,
realizing what Violet had done...

Violet hadn't just vanished -- she'd stuck it
to the Dog and got away. Was that what the Burmese cat
meant? Was there a hidden colony of cats, living free from canine
rule, in Ecuador? Some sort of cat haven?

Kipper was getting ahead of herself.

Violet probably had family in Ecuador, and
there was a sudden family emergency. Or maybe she decided to give
up New LA and return to the place she grew up... And rejoin her
extended family who ran a commune of cats living peacefully
together...

In a cat haven.

Yeah, Kipper really needed to get to work.
She tried to clear her mind of visions of dancing felines, far away
from dog rule, and focus on the credit report Violet had been
preparing before her sudden departure.

Rows and columns of numbers. Valid and
invalid uses of company credit cards. The more Kipper worked with
Violet's credit report, the more she started to worry about the
fact that Violet had used company credit. Sure, she wanted Violet
to make it down to Ecuador and be with her dying grandmother for
her last days... Or dancing in a cat commune with a handsome
Siamese. But, she didn't want to get in trouble herself. And, being
a party to another cat's embezzlement... Well, it didn't seem like
a good idea.

Kipper made herself keep working, quietly,
diligently, until the morning break. Then, she found Petra in the
break room and showed her the strange discovery. She even told
Petra her strange, fantastical theory about a cat haven down in
Ecuador. Though, from the way Petra's eyes lit up, with the crazy
light that got into them sometimes, Kipper immediately regretted
it.

Petra grabbed the sheet from Kipper's paws
before Kipper could stop her. "I don't know if you want to get
involved in this..." Kipper started to say, but Petra had already
run the sheet through the copier. A fresh, warm, inky copy spat
itself into the out tray. Petra picked that up too and handed the
original back to Kipper, staring open mouthed and scruffy-furred
back at her.

"You should take that to Sahalie," Petra
said, pointing to the original she'd returned to Kipper's paws.
"She's the head accountant. That way you're covered if anyone finds
out Violet was stealing."

"What about you?" Kipper asked, indicating
the copy. "You're the one running for office."

"So? No one knows I have a copy, and there
won't be any record of a few handmade scribbles in the computers.
Besides, it's not my job to keep track of what Violet was doing."
Petra looked at Kipper meaningfully, clearly to say that the job of
double-checking Violet's records was hers. "Now...
SE... SE... What could that stand for?"

Kipper watched Petra mutter to herself, ears
back in concentration and eyes fixed on the paper. She was torn
between joining in at breaking the code and remonstrating with her
sister further. How did Petra think she was going to make it in
City Hall if she took stupid risks like this? Maybe it wasn't her
job to keep track of whether Violet was embezzling, but there was
something stranger than mere embezzlement going on. Whatever it
was, it made Kipper twitchy.

Kipper shifted uncomfortably, and for a
moment she thought Petra caught her drift. Petra looked up, but she
didn't look at Kipper. Her eyes locked behind Kipper, and Kipper
had to turn around to see what she was looking at.

To Kipper's dismay, it was the stocky but
lean, medium-sized mutt named Lucky. He explained his name, when
anyone asked -- and sometimes when they didn't -- by saying his
parents were devout First-Racers and very traditional. Kipper still
found it hard to believe any dog mother would name one of her new
puppies Lucky.

Cats with names like "Stripes" or "Mouser"
were much less surprising. In fact, Petra's original name had been
"Marmalade," but, like most cats named by overworked, tired, and
tasteless social workers, Petra had had the good sense to change
her name when she came of age. Of course, some cattery orphans were
luckier in their names than others. Kipper, for instance, had kept
hers. She thought it was cute and ironic to be named after a fish
snack. Kind of like naming a kitten Robin -- the name she'd picked
out for one of her own kittens some day. If she ever had any.

"What's that?" Lucky asked Petra, pointing
right at the incriminating photo-copy.

Kipper was trying to come up with a line of
damage control, when Petra replied flippantly, "Plans for taking
over the presidency."

"Oh, yeah?" Lucky asked, grinning a wolfish,
tongue-lolling grin. "Save me a seat on your cabinet when you get
elected."

"Try in a cabinet," Petra snapped
back. Then she noticed Kipper and said, "You're still here? You
need to get that to Sahalie. Now, shoo!"

Kipper was loathe to leave Petra alone with
Lucky, but if Petra didn't want her there, she knew there wasn't
really anything she could do. She could still hear the two of them
jabbing at each other, Lucky calling Petra "Mother Hubbard," as she
walked down the hall.

Kipper stopped in front of the door to
Sahalie's office and drew a deep breath. Whatever the receipt was
about, she knew better than to make herself a party to
embezzlement. Even so, she was pretty sure she could claim
ignorance of cryptic, scribbled notes. So, at the last moment, she
tore off the bottom half of the page and stuck it in her vest's
inner pocket. Then, she ventured into the head accounting office
for all of Luna Tech. The mere idea of a cat holding a position so
high gave her shivers. And when she saw Sahalie, the sight of her
made Kipper shiver too.

Here was a cat that could dye her fur and
pass for Siamese. Everything about her was pure and pedigreed from
her cavernous ears and broad nose down to her darkened toes.
Everything except for the stripes, that is. At a superficial level,
Sahalie looked just like Kipper. At least, a dog might think so.
Any cat would know that Sahalie must be half Siamese.

"I'm glad you brought this to me." Sahalie
said after Kipper showed her the document. Her voice purred as she
spoke. Her stripes may have, technically, made her a plain gray
tabby, but she carried herself like an Egyptian queen. Sahalie rose
from her desk and closed the door to her office behind Kipper.
"Have you shown this to anyone else?" Sahalie ran an extended claw
along the torn edge of the sheet, gently removing it from Kipper's
willing hand.

"I brought it straight to you," Kipper lied,
hoping Petra would keep the lie safe. More for Petra's sake than
her own.

"Straight to me?" Sahalie repeated, blinking
her blue eyes. She looked surprised, but eyes like that always look
surprised. "Well, good. There are some things that are better kept
between us cats."

"You knew about it?" Kipper asked, somehow
hearing that inside Sahalie's tone. But, then, those blue eyes
narrowed at her, and Kipper realized the implications of what she'd
just said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to imply... I don't think
you're..." She couldn't bring herself to say the word
embezzling.

Sahalie flicked her ears and smiled. "It's
all right," she said. "I just meant that dogs don't understand the
kind of pressure a cat feels living in this society, and we need to
support one another."

Kipper wondered if Sahalie meant what she was
saying or if she was mocking her with quotes from Petra's fliers.
Nonetheless, she decided to take a chance and ventured, "I've
noticed... I've noticed this office has trouble holding on to
cats."

Sahalie's wide eyes grew wider. "Do you think
there's a reason they keep disappearing?"

Kipper was momentarily troubled by Sahalie's
use of the word disappearing. But, the feeling was drowned
out by her memory of Petra and Lucky squabbling. The sound of them
was still ringing in Kipper's ears. "Could the dogs here be
threatening cats? Antagonizing them? Somehow, subtly, forcing them
to leave..."

"Well," Sahalie said, "I've never had any
trouble with the dogs in this office."

Kipper could well believe it. A cat like
Sahalie wouldn't stand for anything less than the best treatment.
From cats, dogs, or otherwise.

"But, I'm sure it's harder for the other
cats..." Sahalie's voice turned solicitous. "Have you had any
trouble?"

"I'm never here more than a week or two at a
time." She figured it was better not to bring her sister into this.
"None of the other cats -- let alone the dogs -- really get a
chance to interact with me."

Sahalie smiled with her eyes and put a paw
reassuringly on Kipper's shoulder. Well, partly reassuringly -- the
other part was a light pressure toward the door. "I'll look into
it, okay?" She reopened the office door, and Kipper found herself
being moved outside.

"You'll let me know if you find anything?"
Kipper asked, feeling the folded, torn paper in her pocket.

"Sure," Sahalie said. "But, if I were you,"
Sahalie turned her ears, listening in to the dogs talking by the
water cooler, "I'd be a little less worried about these cats you
didn't know, and a little more worried about the cat you do
know -- your sister."

Kipper gulped, realizing that Petra was among
the dogs, brandishing fliers at them.

"Best of luck," Sahalie wished her. "She'll
have my vote." The thought was hardly reassuring. Worse, Kipper
suspected Sahalie of being insincere. It would be hard to win this
election if Petra couldn't even get other cats to vote for her.

She'd probably have better luck if she
stopped hanging around the water cooler, yapping with the
under-dogs. Or any dogs. They weren't her target demographic.
Though, with the disappearing cats of Luna Tech, around here her
target demographic was in short supply...

"Hey, Petra," Kipper said, taking her sister
by the arm, leading her away from the water cooler. "I talked to
Sahalie."

Petra was still looking back at the dogs
around the cooler, even though she was walking with Kipper. "I'd
take that bet!" she yelled back to them. Then, finally
acknowledging Kipper, "What were you saying?" But, instead of
waiting for Kipper to answer, she said, "I was thinking, maybe we
should report that Chow who was throwing bottles at us to the
police."

"Right," Kipper said. "We could stop by the
station after work..." But when she tried to picture it, the image
was too ludicrous to seriously consider. She imagined Petra
describing the scene from that morning to a blue uniformed German
Shepherd taking scrupulous notes. "Now, what kind of bottle did
the Chow throw at you?" The Shepherd would ask the questions,
while an Airedale leaned against a desk toying with his beard. As
soon as they left, the cop-dogs would laugh their heads off at the
silly cats and dump the scrupulous notes in the wastepaper basket.
Nothing would get done. Unless the cops decided to try their paws
at intimidating Petra out of running for representative.

No, Petra and Kipper would have to handle any
hostile dogs they had to face alone. "No. No, cops," Kipper
said.

Petra shrugged. "Fine by me. It's no skin off
of my nose if a Chow gets a bit hot under the collar."

"Unless the bottle hits you in the
nose," Kipper grumbled, but Petra seemed to have completely
forgotten the extent of the danger they'd been in that morning. If
she'd ever been aware of it at all. In fact, she seemed to be
ignoring dangers of all sorts. She had her photocopy of
Violet's scribbled notes out and was waving it around for anyone to
see. "Put that away!" Kipper hissed, grabbing her sister's paws and
pressing them, with the potentially incriminating document, in
toward Petra's body, shielding the page from any prying eyes.

Petra flattened her ears at Kipper and spat
through her whiskers, but she still folded the page back up and
stuffed it in a pocket. "What's the big deal?" Petra asked. "It's
just a piece of paper with some random handwriting on it."

Petra had a point. But those cryptic notes in
loopy handwriting gave Kipper the creeps. "Just keep it out of
sight, okay?"

Petra shrugged and headed back to her desk.
Kipper headed back to her own desk as well. Petra was already ears
down in work as Kipper passed by, but she said, without looking up,
"Give Alistair a call. See if he'll meet us at Hell tonight."

So, before settling back to her important
work of balancing accounts, making sure expenses were properly
charged, and other fun accounting details, Kipper phoned up their
brother. He was more than happy to meet his sisters at All Cats
Go To Hell, one of the rattiest bars in New LA, that
evening.

"We can go over campaign strategies," he
said, looking relaxed and a bit blurry on the cheap work vid-phone.
Alistair was more interested in the actual politics of Petra's
campaign than either of his sisters.

"Maybe," Kipper answered, looking over at her
sister. "Petra's being kind of off-the-wall today." It looked like
Petra was still puzzling over Violet's notes, instead of working.
"She thinks she's found a set of secret instructions to a cat
sanctuary down in Ecuador."

"Seems unlikely."

Alistair's simple, pragmatic response made
sense, but Kipper had to admit she liked Petra's completely
unrealistic obsession a little better. The idea of a cat haven in
Ecuador, unlikely though it might be, made her feel like there was
a backdoor to this dog eat cat world. A secret ticket out, if
things got too rough.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


After Kipper finished her exciting day of
balancing accounts, and Petra finished her last-minute canvassing
of the water-cooler dogs, the two sisters headed down to their
favorite hangout, deep in the heart of Old Town. The bus ride
between Luna Tech and All Cats Go To Hell was short and, unlike
that morning, uneventful. The walk from the bus stop to the bar's
front door, however, always made Kipper a little nervous. And
tonight she was extra jumpy, seeing shadows everywhere.

Behind Petra's cheerful chatter about how
they should go down to Ecuador themselves and find out what Violet
was up to, Kipper could hear dogs talking in the alleyways. Their
laughter echoed off the dilapidated brick walls, punctuated by the
cooing, purrful propositions of gaudily dressed, faux Siamese and
Bengals sashaying along the streets.

They even passed a cat who had herself done
up as a Siberian tiger -- all black and orange and white. She was
probably naturally black, because the orange and white were
obviously fake. It made Kipper feel embarrassed to be a cat. But
she also worried for the sakes of these poor cats. Street cats
generally didn't live long lives.

As if all that weren't enough, Kipper had the
distinct feeling that someone was following them. Every now and
then, she saw a large, black shadow out of the corner of her eye
and she heard a heavy echo to her footsteps. But it was probably
nothing more than the giant, crumbling, human buildings playing
with the sound and light. Kipper was relieved when the small, cozy
shape of All Cats Go To Hell nestled inside one of the ancient
First Race ruins came into sight ahead of them.

The bar didn't look like much. The red neon
sign had a few missing letters, and the front window had a few
broken panes... But, the food was good and, unquestionably, Sammy
the bartender whipped up the best milk froths in New LA.
That's what made All Cats Go To Hell worth the trouble.

Sammy, ironically, was a dog, but none of the
cats held it against him. He was a tall but beanpole thin mutt, and
his golden eyes were everything a bartender's should be: soulful,
inviting, and sympathetic. Even the most diffident cat would
confide in Sammy, and Sammy would nod his speckled head, tutting
sympathetically at the cat's problems.

Alistair had beaten his sisters there and was
already relaxing on a barstool, making small talk with Sammy. When
he saw them come in, Alistair ordered one straight froth for Kipper
and a double froth with a shot of caramel for Petra. That had been
her drink since early kittenhood; Petra had always had a sweet
tooth.

"Hey Kip; Pet," Alistair greeted his sisters.
"Let's take our drinks and get a table."

Kipper followed her brother docilely; Petra,
however, bounced between at least three extra tables greeting cats
and dogs she knew. Only after Kipper and Alistair were settled did
Petra let the steaming, foaming drink waiting for her at their
table draw her back to them.

"So," Petra said, taking her seat, "did the
Kipster tell you? We're forgetting this whole election thing and
heading to Ecuador."

"Um... yeah..." Alistair answered, "she told
me something about it..."

Within minutes, Petra and Alistair were deep
in a one-sided debate about the importance of her running for
district representative. One-sided because Petra's wild plans
involving Ecuador were hardly coherent enough to call an argument.
Kipper had heard Alistair's organized, orderly, and logical
arguments before, and she soon found herself zoning out of the
conversation.

Her eyes kept being drawn back to a large,
black dog with brown eyebrows and muzzle sitting at the far corner
table. Kipper couldn't make out her breed -- something between
black lab and Rottweiler. If it weren't for the incident with the
flying bottles and broken glass less than twelve hours before,
Kipper probably wouldn't have thought twice about yet another dog
big enough to pin her with one paw. As it was, she kept wondering
if this was the large, black shadow that had been following
her.

That Chow had really shaken her up. Kipper
tried to shake it off and put the scary dog sitting in the corner
out of her mind. She tried to focus on what Alistair was
saying.

"They're cutting the funding for New LA
catteries again."

Petra looked bored, but Alistair kept
going.

"This is an important issue," he said. "I
think you should really focus on it in your campaigning. Most of
the cats around here grew up in catteries. This is an issue that
will touch them."

"Yes, it touches all of us," Petra agreed,
still bored and a little sardonic.

Kipper could see Petra's point. Alistair had
given them each the catteries speech about a thousand times. It did
get a little tiresome. Though, he was absolutely right. Kipper
stared into the snowy whiteness of her drink. Thinking about
catteries took Kipper back to her kittenhood. It would do the same
for most cats around here.

Kipper, Alistair, and Petra had all been
cattery kittens. They'd always speculated that their mother was a
tortie, since Kipper was gray and the other two orange. Of course,
any number of crossings could produce a litter like that, but it
was nice to have an image of her. Even a made-up one. Catteries
were notorious for their poor record keeping.

Alley cats, young mothers who could barely
support themselves let alone an unwanted litter, brought their
kittens to the catteries for a warm home with good food. The
kittens got that. But they mostly grew up alone.

Many kittens were accidentally or carelessly
separated from their siblings during kittenhood. Some lost their
littermates to young deaths. Kipper was very lucky to have both her
brother and her sister. Though, she wished she had known her
mother. Alistair looked out for her; and, she and Petra stuck
together; but it wasn't the same as having parents.

Unwanted kittens were a big problem in New
LA. Even so, only the most liberal, generous, and desperate dog
couples would adopt a kitten.

"It's a subject you can speak about from the
heart," Alistair said.

"No," Petra countered, "It's a subject
you can speak about from the heart. The subject I can speak
about from the heart is Ecuador." And with that
proclamation, Petra excused herself to the bar where she ordered
another froth for herself and Kipper.

"You know," Kipper said, watching her sister
wait at the bar, "I can't help thinking, Ali, that maybe you should
be the one running for government." He certainly knew more about
the issues, and all the cats Kipper knew liked him.

But Alistair deferred. "No, no.
Petra's the one with the passion," he said, also watching
their sister.

Kipper refrained from pointing out that while
Petra had passion, it was completely unfocused.

When the froths were ready, Petra brought
them over, along with a plate of game hen for them all to share.
She and Kipper hadn't had dinner yet, having come straight from the
office, and Alistair was always up for a snack.

As the three cats talked on, drinking and
munching juicy bird, Kipper started to feel herself coming
unfocused. The creaminess of her froth got in Kipper's whiskers,
giving her a gummy feeling, but the white warmth glowed in her
stomach.

About halfway through the plate of game hen
and around the time Petra brought over a third round of froths, the
live music started. A droopy mouthed Beagle took the stage and,
seated in a spotlighted rocking chair, sang the blues. His low,
baying voice was accompanied by the jangly bleat of a cat pounded
piano. The music was magic to Kipper's pointed ears. She wondered
if the froths had something to do with that...

"You ordered this with a shot of rum...
didn't you?" she asked Petra, but instead of answering, Petra shot
her a devilish grin and headed to the bar to get another round.

"I have to head off," Alistair told Kipper.
"My shift starts at midnight." He worked a forklift. It wasn't a
prestigious job, but it was more stable than anything Kipper had
found. "Don't let Petra get you too drunk," he said. "And see that
Petra makes it home?"

"Yeah, yeah," Kipper agreed, wondering why
she had to be the responsible sister when it was Petra running for
office. By the time she finished knocking back her rum-laced froth
-- in preparation for the new one Petra was already bringing her --
Kipper felt her cares beginning to lift. A few sips into the fresh
drink, her lightening cares took flight and flew away. Like birds
flying South to Ecuador.

"Is that where birds go for the winter?"
Kipper asked Petra.

"Where?" Petra asked.

"Ecuador."

"To Ecuador!" Petra answered, but it wasn't
really an answer. More of a toast. So, Kipper toasted with her, "To
Ecuador!"

A few sips further into their froths, Petra
named the theoretical Ecuadorian cat haven "Cat Havana." Shortly
after that, the sisters decided to spend next Christmas in Ecuador.
Do a little bird-watching, start a worker's revolution, and make
Cat Havana a reality.

Their plans were well underway when a funny
looking cat with a pinched face and buggy eyes interrupted Petra's
oratory on Ecuadorian, Cat-Havanian Christmas carols.

Kipper didn't think they should invite the
funny cat to Cat Havana with them. "You could recruit other cats
for us, though," she told him. "If you'd like."

"You don't remember me?" the funny cat
asked.

Kipper flattened her ears and focused her
eyes better. The funny cat wasn't a cat; he was the Chihuahua from
that morning. "I'm sorry, I didn't recognize you without your cell
phone." Then, narrowing her eyes, "You've got a lot of gall coming
up to us after what happened this morning."

The Chihuahua fidgeted nervously with his
paws. His eyes darted back and forth between the sister cats. "I
didn't know Gerald was going to act like that. Really. He's a good
guy. At heart..." the Chihuahua ended feebly.

Kipper's look could have withered a catnip
plant, though she would have regretted it afterwards. Petra,
however, invited the Chihuahua to join them. Of course, Petra,
herself, was on the way to talk to a table of their co-workers
across the room. She promised to be back soon.

"I think it's great you're running for
office," the Chihuahua told Kipper.

"Her," Kipper said, indicating her
disappearing sister. "She's running for office."

"Well, I'll vote for her!"

"Promising votes is cheap," Kipper grumbled
into her drink, wondering why Petra always had to be so social.

"Actually," the Chihuahua said. "I came over
here to make this morning up to you. See that black dog over there?
By the door?"

Kipper's blood ran chill. The dog the
Chihuahua meant was her black shadow from earlier. Suddenly, all
the warm milk she'd been drinking turned sour in her stomach.
"Yeah, I see that dog," she said.

"Well, she's been watching you all night. I'd
get out of here if I were you."

"Thanks for the tip," Kipper told the
Chihuahua, though she couldn't help thinking it wasn't really very
helpful. Kipper could recognize a hired thug when she saw one,
without any help from some ditzy Chihuahua. If he'd really wanted
to make that morning up to her, he would have offered to escort her
and Petra home. Not that a Chihuahua would be much protection from
the big black thing in the corner...

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/18844
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
, QIMMERS N -
- A novel by Mery E. Lowd





