
  
    [image: In Service to a Superior Species]
  


  
    
      For everyone who offered a helping hand

      during a year when we all needed one

    

  


  
    
      In Service to a Superior Species

    

    
      
        Kari Kilgore

      

    

    
      Spiral Publishing, Ltd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Janet had always liked animals much more than she liked people.

      So the chance to pretty much shelter in place as the Emergency Feline Domestic Servant for the university animal hospital during the pandemic of 2020 was a dream come true.

      At first.

      Even a few weeks in, the outbreak could still seem distant, far away, at least to anyone who wasn’t paying attention.

      The collection of graceful brick buildings and curving sidewalks nestled into a beautiful valley deep in the Appalachian Mountains, with the first flush of spring pink buds breaking across the trees.

      The setting felt isolated, safe. Secure and cozy. Downright calm and peaceful compared to the scramble for hand sanitizer and toilet paper out in the world, and the scramble for hospital beds and ventilators to come.

      And the campus was beautiful, too. Several years’ worth of horticulture students had planted a dizzying array of early spring bulbs, helped out by carpentry and bricklaying apprentices building beds in every imaginable shape and size.

      Masses of cup-shaped crocuses in blue, yellow, and white, their blooms smaller than a golf ball. Bunches of sweet-smelling hyacinths, the grape variety like tiny purple pyramids, the standard more like cylinders of white and pink and blue and purple.

      Waves of cheery yellow daffodils and a breathtaking array of irises were only a couple of weeks away, not to mention cherry blossoms and lilacs lining the walkways.

      Janet enjoyed the floral show as always on her solitary daily walks. Maybe even more than usual, since the air was remarkably clear of the remains of gas and coal, and the only sound was the cool breeze and her own footsteps.

      But even considering her normal reclusive ways, her heart ached at the flowers reaching their colorful peak on a campus empty of students, professors, staff, and pretty much everyone else.

      She normally lived in a sweet little one-story brick house a few minutes away, but her new temporary digs adjacent to the animal hospital were nicer than she expected. A few years ago, an extremely generous donor had left an equally generous endowment—with one unusual condition.

      All the money was earmarked to provide housing for people with beloved pets undergoing treatment.

      Early discussions about the possible campus closure emphasized provisions for the handful of animals who couldn’t go home for whatever reason, and who was going to take care of them.

      Janet volunteered for observation duty in the dedicated cat boarding and treatment facility right away. Time without people, and with books, movies, and music, and above all, cats, sounded heavenly to her introverted and sometimes shy self.

      And the idea of keeping herself separate from what looked more and more like a serious disease was exactly what her jangled nerves needed. A rotten case of the flu a couple of years ago that led to a bout with pneumonia was never far from her mind these days.

      She struggled with the desire to go inward and stay away from news altogether versus the need to constantly be online reading and learning as much as she possibly could about what was going on.

      Furry cuddles took her mind off her worries like magic, especially with several cats to tend to all at once.

      So by the time the difficult decision to close down the campus was made, she and her long-haired gray tabby boy Bitu were already settled into a one-bedroom apartment nicer than any of the local hotels (who all also accepted pets). Bitu often accompanied Janet for her shift at the hospital.

      Just as well, because he was more of a people person than she’d ever be.

      He walked in front of her as usual on her morning stroll through stark white corridors toward what she liked to call the Feline Residential Hall, huge fluffy gray tail aloft, the tip gently tilting back and forth.

      He didn’t mind being let out of his carrier and walking himself one little bit, thank you very much.

      Janet still marveled at what a gorgeous cat he’d turned into after his rough start at a coal mine of all places.

      He’d been a plump and well-fed kitten, with all the mice he could catch, and soft-hearted coal miners making sure he had plenty of scraps and treats. But before Bitu was a year old, one of them brought him in because he’d pulled a bunch of his hair out. Turned out once warm weather brought the return of flea season, the poor kitty’s raging flea allergy flared up something awful, leaving him an itchy, scraggly mess.

      Now he was a fifteen-pound fluff ball, with adorable tabby markings of a broad M on his forehead and backwards Fs on his cheeks, and well-defined racing stripes everywhere else. His long black and gray hair gleamed and flounced when he ran.

      He took his Resident Greeter duties quite seriously, too.

      The Feline Residential Hall (more commonly known as the boarding room) was as soothing and quiet as the canine version on the other side of the hospital could be raucous and loud. The overhead lights were dim, the air warm. Three rows of steel cages lined the walls of the small room, each wider than a normal kennel space for a cat.

      Only seven of the twenty-four cages were occupied at the moment, each of them in the waist-high row. And each of those cages looked more like a very posh apartment that many humans would enjoy spending time in.

      The animal hospital had its own supplies of blankets and towels and cushions, often donated by grateful pet guardians. Nice as those were, none of these special cats had to rely on the house supplies. Thick, soft cushions, a dizzying array of toys, and in more than one case, photos and even clothing of the humans owned by these cats decorated their temporary abodes.

      Janet would spend a good part of her day in the Playground—a cat wonderland of a room stuffed full of climbing, scratching, tunneling, windows, and everything else a boarding or rehabilitating feline could desire. Sending photos and videos of each individual cat’s playtime, coordinating FaceTime visits, and exchanging text message or calls to reassure the lonely humans that the cats were somehow doing perfectly fine in their absence.

      These pampered critters didn’t even have to tolerate their sanitary facilities in their living space. At the back of each cage, a black rubber cat door led out to a small litter box area. Janet would scoop and refresh each one as soon as breakfast was over, working in what she termed the Servant’s Passage—the hallway behind this main room.

      No matter how many times she saw it happen, she still smiled as more cats than not dashed out to their privy to immediately dirty up their newly clean boxes. Bitu would be among them, using the box she had set up for him in one of the bottom cages.

      Right now, Bitu stopped in front of each kitty apartment, lifting his head and letting out a long, curious meaaaaaow as Janet slipped her fingers through the silvery bars for her own greeting. This was mostly a sociable bunch, as if they knew they might be here for a while. Thankfully none of them were sick, either.

      Almost all of the cats chirped or burbled or meowed their replies to Bitu first.

      Greeting the superior species, of course.

      They then stood on their gorgeous cushions—chosen to coordinate with their coat color, obviously—and stretched with their backs arched and their tails reaching toward their heads. Finally they delicately stepped toward the front of the cage to accept Janet’s caresses.

      Much head-butting and mouth-rubbing of her fingers ensued, by calico and tortie and tuxedo, striped and spotted and solid, orange and gray and black. Janet’s constant hand-washing apparently convinced the cats they needed to claim her as their own again and again.

      Some of the pets here and over on the dog side had people terribly busy at the nearby university hospital, and afraid they wouldn’t be able to spend enough time with their pets. A couple had people recently returned from overseas, relieved to have their cherished companions well cared for while they were in quarantine in a distant city.

      And one poor sweet kitty named Moxie owned a person who was terribly ill with the new virus over at the hospital, and she seemed to know it.

      After stopping to send up his perky greeting to each of the relatively happy cats, Bitu stopped in front of Moxie’s home away from home. Rather than raising his head and calling out his version of “Good morning,” he sat, wrapping his tail around his feet.

      He purred softly, watching the bars the whole time.

      Janet walked over just as quietly, peering inside instead of reaching for the bars right away. Moxie had scooted her bright pink cushion as far away from the front as she could get it, nearly blocking the door to the litter box area. She’d piled a purple fuzzy blanket up on one edge like a tiny barricade, so only a hint of sleek, pure black showed.

      After a few seconds, Moxie raised her head. One orange eye opened, then the other. She slow-blinked at Janet, lifted her slender tail in a dainty greeting, and snuggled down behind the blanket again.

      Bitu got up and rubbed the length of his body against Janet’s ankle, then circled around to rub the other. As if to remind her that while he was worried about Moxie (and her human), he wanted to make sure Janet remembered how lucky she was to be with him.

      “You’re right, as always,” she said, leaning down to pick him up. He put his front paws on her shoulder, leaned his soft face against her neck, and purred even louder. “I am lucky to be with you. Now let’s get everyone’s breakfast ready so we can have ours, too.”
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      Janet knew the anxious, scary outside world had intruded on her peaceful cat-filled week when she got the text message.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket just as she filled the last bowl full of cat guardian-supplied kibble. The row of eight small steel bowls reflected off the matching table, full of whatever each of their honored guests was used to eating at home. More kibble in different shapes and sizes, canned food, or a mix of both filled the tiny supply room with aroma she couldn’t exactly call pleasant.

      But the familiarity of years spent living with or caring for cats brought its own comfort.

      She’d have her own Grape Nuts and soy milk and blueberries and mug full of strong Earl Gray tea soon enough, with a little table and chair she wheeled into the Feline Residential Hall so she and the cats could enjoy their breakfasts together.

      The supply room was brighter and cooler than the kitty condo room next door, with shelves lining the walls in the same positions as the kennels. The occupied shelves were stuffed full of extra blankets, toys, and treats, so much so that the supply of food in each could be a challenge to wedge back inside.

      Janet pulled her phone out as she replaced the last bag of cat food. When she thumbed open the message from the university hospital director a second later, she was distantly grateful through cold chills that she’d waited to read it. Otherwise she probably would have dropped the bag and had to clean up a thousand brown bits of food rolling around the black rubberized tiles.

      She shook her head, then leaned against the table to read the message over again. Bitu jumped up on the table, but he ignored food entirely for the first time since Janet first met him.

      Instead he butted his head against her arm repeatedly until she ran a trembling hand along his back. He demonstrated a perfect cat elevator-butt response by lifting his backside and tail with every stroke.

      The number of confirmed cases in their tiny university town had jumped from eight to thirty-three overnight. She knew the state had expanded testing over the past few days, much of it right here at the university.

      But the increase took her breath anyway.

      Out of that number, enough were seriously ill that no less than eleven more cats and seven more dogs would be joining the boarders by…later that afternoon?

      She blew out a breath through pursed lips, causing Bitu to blink and lay his ears to the side.

      “Sorry sweetheart. Looks like we’re about to have a whole lot of company.”

      She tapped the message to call Shannon Mullins, the hospital director. This was too big for a bunch of back-and-forth texts and escalating potential for misunderstanding. The call connected before the second ring.

      “Hey Janet,” Shannon said, and Janet could hear how exhausted she was in those two words. “Really sorry
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