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      Francis was born, as were all of his kind, with a fully conscious mind. He knew nearly everything he was likely to know in his entire life. It was his skinny, little kitten body that was the problem. It was uncoordinated and weak. It didn’t work with his mind yet. And it had fleas.

      Francis jounced down the dark sidewalk, lit only by a street light here and there. His all black fur made him nearly invisible to humans. He smelled the coming of spring, tiny white flowers in bloom, the rains of winter lessening and the soil warming up. Squirrels ran through the trees and chattering birds fluttered on the ground, picking up twigs for their nests. Insects swarmed around the dim lights high above. Not close enough to catch.

      A big dog crossed the street. Francis’ heart leapt as he jumped up on a short concrete ledge, sidled through an iron fence and hid in some thick bushes. He sat hunched up, ready to strike out or flee. The dog wandered past, sniffed the ground and looked through the fence, but moved on.

      Francis relaxed a bit. Still, he stayed beneath the bush, watching his surroundings for quite a while. He was a small kitten still. Homeless and hungry. He hadn’t been adopted when his siblings had. Black cats weren’t popular his mom had told him.

      He needed to move along. This place wasn’t safe. He could smell the scent of stinky dogs on the other side of the bushes. Dogs lived here.

      Sliding back through the fence, he continued down the street. He needed to get to the place where food was left. Before other cats or worse, raccoons, did.

      Then it was on to the other place.

      He ran now, he’d lost time from hiding. He turned quickly and ran down the alley. A sour smelling human was lying among flattened cardboard boxes. Sleeping.

      Francis sped past and stopped a little farther down the alley, where one of the buildings was set back farther from the alley. He stood against the warm brick wall of an adjoining building, surveying the scene.

      The gray tabby tomcat sat near the door. Licking his paws nonchalantly. And waiting. The orange striped cat crouched under the car. Watching the tom. He glanced up at Francis and looked away. Francis wasn’t a threat.

      A calico sat on top of a garbage bin. She was next in dominance, after the orange. The only one missing was the white cat with the ragged ear.

      A light turned on, above the doorway. Then the door opened. The gray tom stood by an empty bowl. Waiting.

      The human came out and bent over the bowl, scraping the food into it.

      “Well, hello Mr. Pickles.”

      Which was silly. The tom’s name certainly wasn’t Mr. Pickles.

      The orange cat came out from under the car as another bowl was filled.

      “And Mr. Sunshine is here too.”

      Not Mr. Sunshine meowed with hunger before lining up at the second bowl.

      The calico jumped down and ran to a third bowl.

      “And it’s Ms. Patches,” said the human. “Now, where’s Snowy?”

      Francis walked cautiously towards the bowls and the other cats.

      The human filled another bowl and he slunk up to it, afraid of being attacked.

      “Oh, and here’s the Prince of Darkness. What am I going to call you?”

      Francis wolfed down as much food as he could quickly. He would be the first one kicked away from his bowl, if the human left before he finished.

      “My you are a hungry little baby aren’t you? You’re just young enough for someone to take you home with them.”

      The human sat down in a chair, watching them eat. Humans were the strangest creatures he’d ever seen.

      The food tasted fishy and good and he was starving. He hadn’t eaten since last night and a growing kitten needed to eat more often than that. He had almost finished his bowl when the gray tom moved in his direction. Francis fled rather than be swatted with the larger cat’s claws.

      “Now Mr. Pickles. That’s rude. He wasn’t finished yet.”

      Francis continued on down the alley. He’d get no more food there tonight. He didn’t trust the human enough to get close. The other cats always finished first.

      It was time to move on to his next stop. He raced down two more blocks, noticing the full moon rising above the brick building. The alleys were mostly empty. There were rats, too big for him to catch, at least now. When he grew up, they’d be his dinner.

      The door to the abandoned building was broken, leaving a hole, just large enough for a cat. He sniffed, making sure no humans were around. Francis smelled only dust, old garbage and urine. Human urine, but from earlier in the day.

      He jumped through the hole and went down to the basement. The upper floor was currently inhabited by humans. They never stayed long, but they were always replaced by other humans. Some of them had eaten cats. But they never went down into the basement. It was the perfect place.

      The wooden stairs didn’t make a sound as he plopped down them. They were big stairs for him. He could smell more of his kind down there.

      He could see their eyes glowing in the dark. Smell their fur, carrying the scents of pollen and dust. Feel their presence. And hear their meows of welcome.

      Francis found a place to sit, between Phoebe and Anise, a tabby/tortoiseshell and a long haired black and white. He groomed himself, feeling the satisfying fullness of his belly. He would have liked to curl up and fall asleep, but this was an important meeting. He kept busy pulling little burrs out of his fur. There’d been a lot of them in those bushes. He’d try to avoid that place again.

      Finally Herrington jumped up onto an old table and began speaking. Herrington was one of the elders, wise in the ways of this world and their own.

      “My companions tell me that our plans are going well. We’ve covered the Earth as far as we are able. There are still a few remote or non-habitable places we haven’t gotten to. We’ve decided those aren’t important now. Those of you who live with humans have done a fine job, habituating them to our demands. Infiltrating the internet and putting it under our influence. We can still do more. We are only present on twenty-seven percent of the internet. We need to get over fifty percent before we can put the final steps of our plan into action. We need to ingratiate ourself with all governmental leaders. And with the money people, the people in the shadows who control the government. And with the artists who are the forerunners of where culture will move to in a few years.”

      Herrington began pacing across the table.

      “Now, I won’t bore you with the details. It’s time for assignments and reassignments. I want each of you to gather with a Lead to find out where to go. And then we’ll be finished. See you next time and good luck. We’re almost there!”

      Francis stood on his hind legs, but still couldn’t see a Lead nearby.

      Anise said, “Over there,” she pointed with her whiskers.

      Francis wove through the crowd, looking. He fur stood on end and his tail fluffed out with excitement. He was going to get a home. And a job. He’d been waiting for this ever since leaving his mom.

      He stood with another group in front of a tall, brown striped Maine Coon. She was a Lead. She took each cat’s name and then thought for a minute, or perhaps she was getting instructions from a higher up. Then she’d give the cat an address and a person’s name.

      When it came Francis’ turn he was given a lot of information. She ended saying, “Okay, this is a tough assignment, that’s why we’re giving it to a kitten. 1839 Vine St. George Ashton is your target. He’s not a cat person. You won’t be able to use the normal procedures, but because you’re a kitten, you’ve got ultra cuteness on your side. You’ll have to be very inventive.”

      Francis bounded towards the stairs and up, although he missed a couple of steps and had to make the leaps again. Someday his legs would be long enough. He jumped through the hole in the door and just barely missed hitting the two humans standing outside the door arguing, the smell of alcohol hung in the air.

      He ran down the alley. Now which direction was Vine St.? To the right. He felt sure. It was two blocks past the park. But the park was dangerous. Too many dogs and kids. Even at this time of night.

      Francis decided to go three blocks out of his way to avoid the park. He crossed an intersection and sped across the street. The bright lights of an SUV came out of nowhere. It roared towards him and he ran as fast as his paws would move. Still, he was almost blown over by the air dispersal of the SUV. It had gotten that close. He huddled next to a tree, breathing quickly and his heart pounding. He hid for several moments, waiting until the panic subsided.

      When he could breathe normally again, he set off. Francis could only move a few yards at a time. Too many dogs or cats who were protecting their turf. Some of them had also been turned from the cause. They had contracted amnesia and become pets. Every cat had to be on guard against that.

      He got to the end of the block and guessed there were two more blocks to go. A huge brown dog trotted into view. It was coming his direction. No chance the dog wouldn’t see him.

      Francis looked around. There were no nearby cars to hide under. A tree was the only choice. Halfway across the yard. He streaked over the lawn and got up the tree just in time. He felt the dog’s breath on his tail, the stink of dry dog food nauseated him.

      His claws scrabbled for a hold as he climbed higher. The dog barked and bounced, trying to reach the lowest branch. It was big enough to hold the dog if the monster reached it. Francis went higher, shaking. His hair stood on end making him look twice his size. His breath caught in his throat, his mouth dry and hissing at the insanely barking creature below.

      A porch light came on. If the people inside saw him, his chance to go to George Ashton’s would be jeopardized.

      The door opened. A man came out and yelled, “What’s going on?”

      The dog fled.

      Francis froze, listening to the beating of his heart, willing it to beat just a little quieter. He was dark enough and the porch light didn’t reach this far. If he could just stay hidden in the leaves, the man might go away.

      The man came out into the yard and peered into the tree.

      “What is it Dad?” asked a child from the door way.

      “I don’t know. Can you bring me a flashlight?” he asked the child.

      Oh no. He’d be seen. While the man turned away to talk to the child, Francis leapt from the tree and raced through the yard and across the street.

      He heard the man yell out in surprise, but knew the man was too slow to catch him. It was better than staying in the tree.
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