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Introduction

Anyone who has ever been owned by cats knows what a privilege feline company is. While we might think we teach our cats how to behave, in reality it is the feline companion who shapes the human’s behaviour. From the sheer joy of catching a ray of winter sunshine through the window, to the value of regular meals, plenty of playtime and enough sleep, cats have the good life figured out to the smallest detail.

Being owned by two wonderful furry companions has definitely changed me, and makes me wonder what an entire society owned by cats might look like. This story collection is an attempt to find out.

Science fiction is one of my favourite genres, since it permits to skip the early development phase and time jump right into the most interesting period. And while we are at it, why not put it all into an evolutionary hothouse in the constrained form of a remote space station?

Welcome to Felicette Station, the only place in the solar system where cats have full citizenship rights.

Recently, I re-watched some Star Trek: The Next Generation episodes and was once again struck by the show’s amazing optimism and faith in humanity. The perfect antidote to the news of our troubled times.

I have taken some of that optimism as inspiration and run with it. If cats can make their human companion a better person, how about an entire town of essentially decent cat people?

There is still plenty of room for challenging conflict and difficult dilemmas, though. Whether it is the treatment of outsiders, a fire rescue, the meaning of a good death, outwitting a thief or cats versus aliens, Felicette station offers a wealth of excitement, a pinch of food for thought, and cute cats in abundance.

Come join me for a ride into a fabulously fluffy future.

Jo Appleby 
March 2022





Citizens and Denizens

DCI Cathy Craddock in search of lost cat. Young mother Tessa in search of a better life. An extraordinary cat with a mind of its own.


Citizens and Denizens


Prologue

Not so long ago, when human space travel was still in its infancy, an enterprising business man by the name of Nathaniel Wright built a space station in the middle of nowhere, half way between Jupiter and the Asteroid Belt. Being a great lover of cats, he named the station Felicette after his faithful feline companion, who was herself named after Félicette, the first cat who travelled into space.

A few generations later Felicette Station, having grown to a sizeable community of nearly fifty thousand permanent inhabitants, does brisk business supplying passing ships with everything that might have run out on their seemingly endless journey to and from the outer planets.

Naturally, Felicette Station has long since shaken its corporate shackles, but the legacy of Nathaniel Wright lives on in a constitution that gives his feline friends full citizenship rights.




Chapter 1: Cathy

Not again!

Detective Inspector Cathy Craddock was in a foul mood as she left the Police Station by the unobtrusive grey steel side door, about twenty yards down the road from the large, welcoming main entrance with its big, friendly, illuminated blue Felicette Station Police sign. The quiet electric tram stopping in front of the station spilled its cargo of noisy commuters travelling from one of the growing number of residential districts into the central business district. The new arrivals were mostly office workers, well-dressed in the customary garb of dark trousers paired with shirts or jumpers in bright colours, many favouring the currently fashionable shades of green and turquoise.

Cathy would never understand how anyone could be so lively first thing in the morning. She herself felt more like the tired-looking army of cleaners in their drab grey overalls, leaving the district at the end of their shift. Truth to be told, Cathy was always grumpy this time of the day. She hated working mornings.

She stared at the photo in her hand in dismay.

By all rights the image staring back at her was cheerful enough to brighten anyone’s day. A big, fluffy black cat with green eyes so bright they were almost white frolicked in the grass, hunting rainbow-coloured soap bubbles. Under any other circumstances Cathy would have installed this cute photo as the background image on her portable and picked up a kit to make soap bubbles tonight for her two lively ginger buddies, Albert and Aloysius.

Instead, the picture made her grumpier still.

When the Super had called her into his office, before Cathy even had a chance to pour herself a cup of coffee, she had thought something important had come up. Perhaps a new lead in the tax fraud case that her team was currently investigating, or another of those annoying cyber attacks that might originate from organized crime, though Cathy was more inclined to suspect a bunch of bored students. Felicette Station had quite a reputation for its first-rate educational programmes, offered in cooperation with some of the best universities on Mars.

But no, it wasn’t any of that.

By all rights she should have led her team in the raid on the Santa Katarina that had docked this morning. The ship was known to be the head of a large people smuggling ring, and this time Cathy was determined they would get them. Inspector Johnston was a capable officer, and Cathy knew the raid would go just as smoothly without her, but she had been looking forward to looking those arseholes in the eye when she fastened her handcuffs on them.

Besides, they still had to identify the unknown corpse in the morgue, and she had planned to accompany the freshly minted Inspector Munish and show her the ropes. Despite its remote location, Felicette Station was a highly civilised place, and suspicious deaths were rare. Though the stranger’s death was beyond suspicious, with him lying in his room at the Siamese, Felicette Station’s top five star hotel, with a ten inch knife his chest.

Instead, the highest ranking police officer from here to Jupiter—apart from the Super himself, whose function was mainly representative—was sent out to find a lost cat.

Not that lost cats weren’t important. Quite the contrary, Felicette Station was huge with its well-equipped space docks, vast agricultural areas and even larger energy farms, and all too many places were unsafe to explore for a curious cat. Besides, the two-legged citizens of this place took their responsibility for their four-legged fellow citizens very seriously indeed. It wouldn’t do to let any cat become feral. A feral’s life was nasty, brutish and short, and the delightful creatures deserved much better than that. Felicette Station was the only place in the known universe where each and every cat had a good home.

Still, lost cats weren’t a police matter. They were a matter for the Department of Cat Welfare, a huge department with trained specialists who would not only find the lost kitty in no time, but also work out if anything needed to change to prevent it from happening again. Most people welcomed the expert advice. On Felicette Station there was little more shameful than being rejected by one’s furry companion.

Besides, the black beauty on the photo wasn’t just any cat, she was Esperanza de la Luna—Sassy for short—Councillor Fletcher’s feline companion and the most valuable member of his election campaign team. Everyone loved Sassy, she was one of the truly great cats. Not only was she exceptionally pretty with her curly black fur and expressive eyes, but she was also the friendliest cat Cathy had ever met. Sassy loved people, had a friendly meow for everyone and would gracefully let strangers and friends pet her. Even unruly toddlers who hadn’t yet learned not to pull a cat’s hair.

Out and about in public with the Councillor, Sassy was in her element. In fact, Cathy was hard-pressed to remember when she had last seen Fletcher without her.

Had Sassy simply gone walkabout, or was there something more sinister behind her disappearance? Deity forbid the Super had handed her a case of cat-napping!

But if there were any reasons to suspect foul play, the Super would certainly have put the full force of the police department behind her. Not sheepishly handed her a photo and asked for the utmost discretion.

No, she’d better not let her imagination run away with her. Just because she saw the worst of humanity, it didn’t mean crime was everywhere. Let’s not get paranoid.

She’d better check the usual haunts first, and start a discrete search of the security camera footage. A few taps on her handheld set the automated computer search in motion. With luck, she’d get first results by the time of her coffee-break, before the endless walk around the huge station wore her feet flat.




Chapter 2: Tessa

Tessa carefully tucked the crying little bundle into the pram, pulling the ever so soft white blanket over her son. She loved Leo to bits, but there were times his incessant screaming brought her to the end of her tether.

As soon as the Space Gypsy had completed docking, her irate mother had kicked her out of their cramped shared cabin, screaming at her to get lost. No matter that local time wasn’t even six o’clock in the morning.

Tessa was tired. So tired. Tired from lack of sleep. Tired of Leo’s never ending crying, though Filipo, the ship’s medic, had assured her over and over again that there was nothing physically wrong with him. Some babies just are that way. Tough. Deal with it.

Most of all she was tired of her mother’s constant I told you so. Did her mother hate all children? Had she resented Tessa’s birth, too? Or did she just object to the grandson who symbolised that, at forty-five, she was no longer a spring chicken?

Tessa wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She was just glad that she never told anyone that Leo wasn’t an accident. Everyone on the Space Gypsy had assumed so, and Tessa had never corrected their assumptions. If her mother had known, her fury would have been so much worse.

Besides, Tessa couldn’t explain it herself. It wasn’t the bloke she had met on Johnston station, though he was handsome enough with his curly black hair and winning smile. A laid-back, gentle soul with a great sense of humour, but he was just a chance encounter when she went out in search for a bit of fun, as single girls do when they leave their ship after weeks or months of being cooped up in a tin can speeding through the void.

No, she had long since forgotten his name. Though she had written it down just in case Leo might want it one day.

She’d do anything to make her beautiful olive-skinned son happy. One of his rare smiles would lighten up her mood for days. If only she knew what made him happy.

At least she had been able to hire a pram at this ungodly hour. And a very posh one at that. Three sturdy wheels, brightly painted red metal framework without a single scratch, the cleanest and softest bedding she had ever seen in a rental. Perhaps the lavender smell of the sheets would help Leo calm down.

This place—Felicette Station, she remembered—was unusual in other ways, too. Much airier and cleaner than your average space station, and Tessa had seen plenty in the nineteen years of her itinerant life. And once she had left the noisy docking area behind, it was surprisingly quiet. Even Leo’s screams appeared muffled, no longer reverberating from wall to wall. They’d probably splurged on sound-proofing materials during construction.

Walking through a small business district, hoping the slow, steady movement would calm her beautiful baby, she watched the station gradually wake up. The lights turned brighter, slowly changing from orange to white, and the wide streets—pedestrian on the outside with a central lane for wheeled traffic such as bikes and skateboards—steadily filled with more people.

Well-dressed people, mostly wearing tailored dark trousers and brightly coloured tops, carrying briefcases or elegant shoulder bags. Tessa stood out in her well-worn green chinos and matching sweatshirt, her straight black hair tied into a simple ponytail.

At least her brown skin colour didn’t stand out. Folks here came in all shades from deepest brown to pale white. This was a relieve, since travellers such as Tessa were not generally well-liked. Well, that was really an understatement, but not one Tessa wanted to dwell on right now.

She had more immediate concerns.

Coffee, for example. In her haste to get away from the discord, she had left the Space Gypsy without breakfast.

The first cafés were opening their blinds, and Tessa chose a smaller one, a few steps off the main street. Better not get into the way of harried office workers.

Pram with the incessantly crying Leo by her side, she joined the short queue in front of the dark, fake-wooden counter. The air smelled divinely of freshly ground coffee beans and sweet bakes. The gleaming chrome coffee machine behind the barista hissed and steamed as it brewed one heavenly beverage after the next, partly droning out the upbeat tunes playing on the sound system. Tessa felt more alert just by taking in the sights, sounds and smells.

Putting her mother’s bad mood behind her, Tessa decided to make the most of what essentially constituted a rare holiday. Most of her days were spent slaving away in the Space Gypsy’s cramped, hot kitchen, and she would have to get back there soon enough. But today, everyone would want to go out and sample the local cuisine. So, a holiday it was.

“What can I get you, love?” The pale, white-haired barista with the reddish cheeks smiled calmly at her despite the growing queue of the early-morning rush. “I haven’t seen you here before. Just moved in?”

“Just passing through,” Tessa shrugged and decided to splurge. “Can I have a large almond latte and a piece of chocolate cake, please? And do you have some porridge for the baby?”

“Sure we do. Oat milk? Or almond milk? And what kind of chocolate cake? There’s Chocolate Charlotte,” he pointed at a posh gateau decorated with plenty of cream and dark chocolate shavings, “or Mississippi Mud Cake,” generously-sized dark, most-looking squares with a crisply baked outer shell.

Tessa decided on oat milk and mud cake, asking for a take-away bag.

“Are you sure, you don’t want to sit down, love? You look like someone who needs a bit of rest. A new baby can be trying, I know. Raised three of them myself, back in the day. All grown now and living their own lives.” His voice took on a wistful tone.

“Nah, we’d only annoy your customers,” Tessa knew all too well that patience for a stranger’s unruly kid was limited, and she didn’t want any trouble.

“If you’re sure, love. But tell you what, take the road to the left, walk straight through to the next residential quarter, and you’ll find a lovely public park at the centre. Plenty of greenery to give you some peace and quiet.”

“Thanks,” Tessa paid for their breakfast with her all-purpose wrist-pad, glad that she had remembered to charge it up last night. She might just do that.

Perhaps, if she could get Leo to calm down, she would even get a few hours of uninterrupted time to finish the novel she had bought last week. She may have dropped out of school at fourteen and be destined to spend the rest of her live as an unskilled labourer on the Space Gypsy. But who said that reading was just for the high and mighty with degrees and fancy job titles?




Chapter 3: Cathy

At eleven a.m. Cathy flopped into the soft purple armchair in her favourite tearoom, as her friend Jane carefully set down their tray of goodies. Cathy had swapped walking the beat in favour of detective work over a decade ago, and her feet were no longer used to carrying her weight all day. In fact, she might be getting a blister at her left heel.

“So, tell me the latest gossip,” Cathy demanded as Jane sat down and poured each of them a cup of strong breakfast tea. “Met any good-looking girls recently? Any strange cases at work?” Jane worked at the DCW, the Department of Cat Welfare, and the cases she worked were often stranger than fiction.

Because, you know, cats.

“Nothing new on the girl front, but…” Jane lowered her voice to a whisper, barely audible above the hiss and clatter of the busy café. “Can you keep a secret?”

“Course I can,” Cathy replied with her mouth full of hot, flaky pastry filled with spinach and tofu.

Plenty of salt and fat, not the best combination for a middle-aged sedentary copper, but the freshly baked pastry smelled so heavenly that Cathy simply hadn’t been able to resist. It tasted divine, too. The crisp pastry melting in her mouth with a bitter note of well-seasoned spinach and creamy tofu. Just what she needed after hours of futile search.

Jane took a fork full of her sensible mixed salad. Her food looked good with its crisp green iceberg lettuce, juicy red cherry tomatoes and brightly yellow sweetcorn. Still, no match for Cathy’s pastry.

Jane was a good story-teller, who knew how to make the most of it. She leaned over the low round coffee table and stage-whispered, “I had to put Councillor Fletcher on notice, the day before yesterday. All very hush-hush of course, you know how it is with celebrity, but you should have seen his face.” Jane giggled.

“What’s he done? And what does it mean if the DCW puts someone on notice? Is that like being cautioned by the police?”

“What? You don’t know?” Jane seemed surprised, but soon caught herself. “Of course you don’t. Few people know, unless it concerns them. And Albert and Aloysius clearly adore you. I just thought, police officers automatically knew.”

“You see, it’s cats who choose their person, not vice versa, right?”

Cathy nodded, her mouth full of the rapidly vanishing pastry. Anyone who had ever been owned by cats knew perfectly well who pulled the strings in a feline-human relationship. It certainly wasn’t the human.

“So when a cat runs away,” Jane continued, daintily loading another fork, “the first time we assume the poor kitty got lost and return the cat to their human. It happens quite often. You know how curious cats are, and some parts of Felicette Station are a veritable maze. Returning lost cats takes up a huge chunk of the department’s time.” She thoughtfully chewed on her salad.

“Sure,” Cathy agreed looking longingly at her empty plate. Could she get away with ordering seconds and not appear like a greedy pig? But first she wanted to hear Jane’s story.

“If it happens a second time, though, we have to assume that something is not quite right. So we speak to the human, offer them our support in finding out what the kitty wants. Give them any help we can to make the relationship work.”
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