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      Courtney knew she looked beyond haggard. The sleepless nights left bags beneath her eyes so large and dark that even if she dressed up in clown makeup they’d show through. She felt every bit of the fatigue that drew her lower lids halfway down to her chin.

      Outside the billing office, she heard the sounds of patients and nurses talking, phones ringing, a dull white noise that didn’t help keep her awake, particularly as the clinic was slow. People in Central Kentucky didn’t like to drive in the snow.

      It was barely mid-November and they’d had more snow than northern Canada. You’d think people would learn to handle the roads. The soft fire of the irritation woke Courtney enough to listen to Wendy, the assistant office manager, calling for attention.

      “We’re heading out,” Wendy said. “All admin staff get to go home and expect to be off for several days. There’s no break in the storm this time.” Wendy sounded excited to be the one delivering the news. Courtney didn’t care that much. What did she have to go home to?

      The black office chair squeaked as Courtney stood. She bent to get her umbrella, something she’d taken to carrying. Her problems had started back in October when she’d gone out into the snow without covering her head. Some instinct suggested the lack of covering was the reason she was suffering now. Not from a cold or pneumonia, but from the terrors of a creature that called her name throughout the night and sometimes told her to kill people.

      Courtney reached the coat closet first and grabbed her ski jacket. Usually, that was all she needed to stay warm. Lately, she’d been thinking she needed something warmer and when her brain was functional enough she took to pouring over LL Bean catalogs online.

      It was something to do in the middle of the night when the house called her name.

      Courtney had tried earplugs, which didn’t work. She still heard her name being called. She tried using her earbuds and blocking out the sounds with music, but the voices interrupted the songs, singing her name at the most awkward times.

      She’d gotten so desperate that one night, about a week ago, she’d called her friend Hannah to come over and spend the night. The voices were silent then. Nothing. No laughter. No written notes. Courtney felt rested for the first time in ages.

      When Hannah left, and Courtney had put some clothes in the washer, her computer had started chanting, “Kill Hannah. Kill Hannah,” in a robotic voice.

      The worst part of the chant was that Courtney felt like she wanted to kill Hannah. She wanted to feel her friend’s throat beneath her fingers, perhaps feel the silk of her hair as she ripped it from her head, watch as the light disappeared from her eyes. Courtney would drink in the warming terror of Hannah’s last moments and be sated, at least for a few days.

      The thoughts came from nowhere and everywhere. They made Courtney’s stomach twist in knots and bile rise in her throat.

      Her insanity, if that’s what it was, began with the first snow and worsened every time the snow fell from the sky. One evening two weeks ago, before she’d invited Hannah over, the Christensen twins from up the street had been sliding around on the icy roads, pretending to skate. Courtney had been halfway down her driveway intending to break every bone in their bodies before she caught herself.

      One day, she was going to wake with literal blood on her hands.

      The first time it had snowed, she’d driven all the way to her ex-boyfriend’s house to murder him. She hadn’t remembered the drive. Still couldn’t. Fortunately, he lived with people who seemed to understand what was going on.

      The place was weird, the people weirder, but they and their magical cats had done their best to help Courtney. They thought they had.

      But they’d failed.

      Courtney kept intending to call them. Each time, her cell phone would go missing, or die, or the call wouldn’t go through. Once she’d gotten her ex, Chase, and he’d laughed at her for trying to call.

      Their house was across town. She could drive there today, instead of going home. Maybe they’d take care of her. They’d kept her from harming anyone last time. She might have hurt one of the cats, but it was just a cat, right?

      Cats terrified her, but deep down, killing one would rip Courtney apart. She wasn’t a killer. Yet this thing in her mind tried to make her into one.

      Courtney waited by the side door of the clinic, stealing herself for the cold blast that would come when she opened it. She wore heavy winter boots, solid ones that she had gotten from LL Bean, spending more money than she wanted on snow boots. Living in Lexington, you didn’t really need such things. She’d been lucky. Hannah had tried to get some the next week but they’d been sold out. Too many people in Kentucky and Tennessee and Southern Ohio had been purchasing the heavy-duty boots in order to battle the unseasonably cold fall.

      It was only November.

      One of the other admins hurried over and paused before the door, both she and Courtney preparing as best they could to feel the cold that would eat away at their body heat more quickly than a school of piranha would finish a feast of two adults.

      “You guys are lucky,” Lori called over to them. Lori was a large woman with short hair who’d been a nurse at the clinic since before Courtney had started. Lori would be expected to continue working. She had a motherly attitude about her that made Courtney want to tell her all about the weird things that were going on with her.

      Courtney had tried to talk to Lori once and she’d not been able to spit out a word. Finally, she’d ended up telling Lori that she looked particularly nice that day. A stupid thing. Lori had laughed. Courtney had laughed too and pushed it off on her fatigue. Even that opening hadn’t allowed Courtney to say more.

      That was one reason she hadn’t gotten across town to Chase’s. She needed to get there, one way or another.

      That last thought warmed her as she thought about how nice it would be to squeeze the life of the people at Chase’s, perhaps break some bones, wring the necks of the cats, or maybe kick one across the room. She dreamed of a sharp knife that would allow her to gut the weird guy, Stuart, who seemed somehow in charge even if he didn’t live in the house. She wanted to know if his blood still ran red or if it had changed color.

      The icy blast of air hit Courtney bringing her back to the present. She followed the admin through the door. She put up her umbrella under the awning wondering why she didn’t think that Stuart’s blood would be red.
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      Stuart felt the falling snow like a drumbeat in his blood. He didn’t even have to look out the window with the half-broken, cheap metal shade to see the flakes spinning down from the sky. The hairs on his arm rose, not because of the chill outside—it was warm in the third-floor bedroom he occupied—but because something was happening.

      It had snowed since the first big storm in October that had had his seniors at Base Command sending him down to Lexington. The in-between snows had been lighter and hadn’t set his blood to thrumming in anticipation or, perhaps, fear.

      He’d have been stupid not to be afraid, not after last time. The clowder, that group of people in the house who were all telepathically linked to their very special cats, wanted to believe that they’d taken care of the problem, that the subsequent snows had just been the weather ironing out the weirdness of the sudden drop in temperature and snowstorm in October.

      Stuart had known better than to hope. He suspected most of the others did, too, though they didn’t want to admit it.

      The solid black watcher cat, Trag, curled up on the mattress that lay on the floor. Stuart had picked this particular room, the one the clowder tossed all the stuff they didn’t think was needed any longer but couldn’t just throw away, because of that mattress. He was used to sleeping on the floor. Tenny had found him some flannel sheets in navy and cream plaid. Anson had an extra comforter, an old purple one with the threads pulling out here and there, probably purchased on sale. It promised more warmth than it offered, but with the flannel sheets, it wasn’t bad, along with the extra pink fleece that Drew had come up with.

      Stuart had a feeling Drew had picked the blanket up at the store when he’d run out after the first snow stopped. Chances were the color was picked because it was on sale. It was thoughtful of him. Since then Stuart had come to appreciate the extra warmth.

      Trag yawned at him and gave him a half-lidded stare. Trag knew what was going on out there. Stuart could almost hear his thoughts, a sort of rumbling train in the back of his mind if he touched the cat. They weren’t bond-mates to read each other's minds, though, so communication wasn’t reliable. Cats only bonded with one human. Trag should be bonded to Chase, but the creature that had caused the snowfall had influenced Chase in some way.

      Chase managed to warn the cat, but since then he’d felt wrong to both Trag and to the healers, Amber and her bond-mate cat, Minnett. Privately, Stuart thought Chase felt more like the slightly alien beings at Base Command than he did like a human. It wasn’t something Stuart could talk about. The clowder members knew plenty of things, but they didn’t know all the secrets of Base Command, nor were they supposed to, not unless they were found suitable for the job sometime after their bond-mate cat died.

      Stuart tried to sink down in meditation. It was a place he often calmed himself, but the snow insisted upon his attention with all the stubbornness of a toddler needing his mommy. It wouldn’t let him go.

      Things were happening.

      He heard footsteps outside the door, probably Julia from the sound, leaving her room to go downstairs. He was becoming used to the normal sounds of the house, the fact that his room didn’t have the same level of insulation as his apartment back at Base Command. The scent of coffee permeated the house no matter the time of day. Someone always had a cup freshly made, or so it seemed.

      The clowder existed to guard against incursions from other worlds. Just a few blocks away was a portal where those incursions arrived in a park, beneath trees that normally hung heavy with thick green leaves and now huddled barren and stooped against the chill and the periodically falling snow.

      Anson was out on watch. Stuart knew Anson had been called in. That was the sort of call he could pick up if he paid attention. Being near Trag helped him focus on those general calls to the cats from Base Command. Temperatures were falling too quickly for this to be a normal storm. They would take no chances on losing another watcher. For all means and purposes, they’d lost Chase since Trag would not re-bond with him.

      Watchers watched, as their name suggested, the portals in case something came through. They could push the something back through if need be. If it was too much for them to do so alone, the guardians would assist them. Each watcher worked closely with two guardians who would have his back. A really large incursion would call out the whole clowder, but for the healer, and, if there was one, the researcher.

      Stuart had been a watcher in his day. Those were good days, spent in the Southwest, beneath a sun that usually shone too warmly at midday and beneath a moon that left the small plateau almost frosty. The moment the sun started setting, leaving the day in deep reds and blues, the heat dissipated from the rocks making it the best part of the day. Too early for the snakes and insects but too late for the hottest moments.

      If this creature, probably one of the frost witches of legend, had its way, that portal, too, would be buried beneath ice and snow soon enough. Stuart had no idea how long it would take to get that far. Ultimately, it appeared that no one had found a way of stopping the frost witches. Each world had been destroyed, the life force of the world eaten away so that nothing was left but the cold void of space.

      Stuart wondered if the eating away took weeks or months or years. However long it took, it was probably the length of time he could measure his lifespan. Trag paused in his washing to regard him. The cat had found a nice nest next to the pillow Amber had donated, his black fur in stark contrast to the pink and purple of the blankets.

      Sighing, Stuart stood up. He was going to be needed. He knew he wasn’t ready for this, but who of them was? Base Command was running scared, his direct boss, Darla more irritable each time she called, which was saying something.

      Stuart might intellectually know how bad things were, but Darla’s increasing irritation brought it home and sent shivers of fear down his spine every time his phone rang.
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      The snow on the streets was packed and solid. On the main roads, the pavement remained bare though the snow was attempting to get a foothold there, too. It would overnight, of that Courtney had no doubt.

      She drove her little silver Scion XA carefully. She’d gotten as far as Richmond Road on New Circle Road before she realized she was heading to Chase’s house rather than her own home. She decided to just continue straight ahead to head home—after all, there was a reason the highway was called “New Circle Road.”

      While others might be white-knuckling the drive, and Courtney’s hands were certainly hugging the steering wheel tighter than usual, she didn’t feel particularly afraid. The thing inside her, the thing that wasn’t her that wanted to go to Chase’s house and kill all his housemates and their cats, needed her. It wouldn’t let her die.

      Heat rushed from the air vents just barely keeping up with the temperature outside. The windows had fog around the edges but her defroster allowed her to see out, though it was a near thing. If she had a fancy car like the Range Rover Weird Stuart had, she’d be sitting pretty. Probably the radio would play songs that didn’t sound so filled with static like hers had been for the last two weeks.

      Courtney let the anger fill her. It was warm, comforting somehow. As she slowed the car when the road angled down, becoming a main throughway with traffic lights at the cross streets rather than off-ramps and overpasses, the anger began to dissipate, leaving her cold and her arms heavy with fatigue.

      Her eyelids started feeling as if she needed sleep and Courtney looked for a place to pull in and rest, just for a minute. Her sister didn’t live far from there.

      She could go to Payton’s house and settle in there, though first, she’d have to kill Payton. Her sister was so proud of her knife set so there was sure to be something plenty sharp to cut out her heart and intestines.

      Courtney gulped back bile, tears forming at the edges of her eyes. She didn’t know how she could even think such thoughts, particularly not about her sister. She adored Payton.

      No longer trusting herself to find a place to pull over, Courtney kept driving. Better to fall asleep at the wheel and die than kill her sister. If that’s what it took to keep her family safe, then she’d do it.

      The sudden rush of self-hatred helped the fatigue. Courtney made a mental note that when she had any sort of emotional rush, anger, or disgust, she was warmer, stronger, readier to take on whatever it was. When she felt normal, not particularly angry or sad but just ordinary, her body got colder and sometimes weaker.

      “Courtney…” a static-filled voice said from the radio. Courtney flipped the button off. She didn’t want to hear it. She didn’t want to hear it describe how to kill Payton or Chase or anyone else. She wanted to get home and go to sleep. Maybe she could tie herself up or something. She quickly tossed that idea. If she could tie herself up, she could untie herself when she was under the creature’s influence. Besides, she had no rope.

      She turned off New Circle and threaded her way around the northern part of Lexington. The snow was falling harder. More people were driving themselves home. Schools had probably closed early so some would be picking up their kids.

      The McDonald’s on the corner was doing a good business with so many cars in the drive-thru that Courtney couldn’t have turned into the parking lot if she had wanted to. The bright colors of the building and the interior orange-cast lights drew her. People waited in lines inside. She would love to be part of that crowd, safe with others around her, where someone would stop her if she tried murdering someone with a plastic knife.

      The light turned green and Courtney continued on to her home. She used side streets, the pavement covered with snow, some packed with a few tracks, others not so much. When her back tires slipped a bit, she held on and hoped, though she wasn’t sure if she were hoping for an accident to leave her to freeze or an accident to kill her immediately. Either way, during her drive, she became more certain that she had to die.

      When her home appeared before her and she drove into the garage, Courtney closed the garage door, intending to sit in her car until the exhaust fumes overcame her. It might even be considered an accident and her family wouldn’t need to know of her desperation.

      After about thirty seconds, before her body had any time to register that it wasn’t getting the oxygen it needed, perhaps long before the exhaust had eaten up the oxygen, the engine sputtered and died.

      Courtney put her head down on the steering wheel and closed her eyes against the tears that wanted to form. She couldn’t even kill herself with this thing inside her.

      Drawing in a breath, she grabbed her purse and walked into the house. She’d have a snack and try and decide what to do next. Just because she couldn’t kill herself the first time she tried, didn’t mean she couldn’t succeed later.

      Her cell phone rang as she put her purse down on the kitchen table. She looked at it, hoping for Payton or Hannah or someone she could talk to about the snow and maybe forget the nightmare her life had become. Instead, the caller-ID showed Amber Ryan, from Chase’s clowder house.

      Courtney wanted to answer but her fingers stubbornly refused to allow her to do so. She merely put the phone aside and started making herself a plate of nachos. She’d eat them in front of the TV while she re-binged Vampire Diaries. After all, at least those monsters were good, sort of. Even Klaus, in his weird way. And even if they weren’t good, she at least understood them which was more than she could say about the thing that existed inside her.
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      Amber made notes on her computer down in her basement office. Minnett, her bond-mate cat, lay in a bed beneath the desk, her body heat warming Amber’s feet, which felt chilled even through her heavy socks and slippers. The slab basement floor was always cold, despite the thickly layered carpet that covered much of that level.

      The overhead light was bright, one bulb beginning to flicker, probably in its last stages of life. She’d need to change that soon, or perhaps Drew would do it for her. He was good at things like that.

      Laughter came from the other room as her clowder mates, Drew, Matt, and Chase played pool while keeping an eye on the backyard and the falling snow. Amber didn’t trust Chase and knew that the others didn’t trust him either. Not since the last snowfall when something had happened to him.

      She’d looked into how often a bond-mate cat had had to severe a bond and it wasn’t something that was taken lightly. In most cases, it was done temporarily and as soon as the threat had passed or the human had been treated, the cat initiated the bond once more. She found nothing about the bond-mate cats not re-initiating the bond due to lack of trust. Their own Trag would go down in the annals of Base Command and perhaps even those of Cat Home.

      Amber looked over her notes on Chase from before the snowfall in October. She used both Eastern and Western diagnostic terms. Chase’s body hadn’t changed in any concrete way via either paradigm. Even when she looked him over, she didn’t see anything that had changed, only had the feeling that there was something she was missing. Minnett mentioned a fleeting shadow, but it was like the shadows you see out of the corner of your eye that disappear the moment you try and focus on them.

      Nothing Amber did or tested made any difference.

      They hadn’t gotten rid of the frost witch or witches. Were there two, one for Courtney and one for Chase, or were both Courtney and Chase infected by one frost witch? Amber didn’t know. Courtney wouldn’t return her calls, even to check-in. She didn’t even text which was more than a little irritating.

      Anxiety rose each time Courtney didn’t respond. Amber wondered if Courtney couldn’t respond. She’d gone so far as to check obituaries online. Courtney had a Facebook presence and posted regularly. Her profile wasn’t very locked down and Amber followed Courtney to make sure she was okay or as okay as Amber could ascertain via social media. She felt like a cyber-stalker, and, to be honest, she probably was, but if Courtney wouldn’t respond or perhaps couldn’t respond to Amber’s outreach, maybe she’d say something or give something away on Facebook.

      Perhaps Amber had failed Courtney in the same way she failed Chase. At least Chase was at the clowder house where they could monitor him. He got antsy to go outside every time the snow started to fall. Last time, Fin had had to physically restrain him.

      Back in October as soon as the first big snow had stopped falling, Julia had gone out and repaired the hurricane shutters they had on Chase’s bedroom window and re-closed them. She put on the heaviest-duty lock she could find to try and prevent people outside from trying to break into his room.

      The other shutters were open. Amber suspected that Julia and Cari had gone out to the covered front porch and closed the shutters across the big windows on the front room. Those were the easiest to get to and made the house look far less welcoming. If people were out wandering in the snow and guided to the clowder house to make trouble, even having one window covered was a good thing.

      Drew had purchased a bunch of plywood that sat in the garage in case they couldn’t get out to cover the other windows. They’d been lucky to be able to last time. Fortunately, they’d had an inkling that their house would be targeted. Unfortunately, the weather forecasters never seemed to know when snow would fall.

      Anson and Matt took turns watching the portal. They dressed in heavy layers and carried umbrellas and even had a small tent which they set up in the park to keep the snow off of them and their bond-mate cats.

      Normally, the watchers would detect at least one incursion a week. In a slow month, a week might be skipped. Nothing had come through since the frost witches unless you counted one dead fire dingo that came through about the same time everything had started. Amber felt as if the other worlds knew that there was something wrong in this world and were avoiding it lest they attract the notice of the witches themselves.

      Amber sighed, putting her hands over her face. She hated feeling helpless. She hated feeling as if the solution to the problem rested with her. She was the healer. When something happened to one of the clowder, she was the one who had to fix it, along with Minnett. Normally, Minnett had ideas, but in this case, she, too, was stumped. They’d tried everything.

      Minnett had been in contact with the command cats at Base Command but they’d offered no new insights, either. Why did it have to happen to her clowder? Why not one somewhere else, where she could study and research, and Minnett could offer suggestions telepathically but someone else would have to put those things in practice?

      Why would anyone start a world takeover in Lexington, Kentucky?

      “Because that was the portal that opened from their world,” Minnett told her telepathically.

      “How does that even work?” Amber asked. She didn’t understand the world portals.

      “I believe Drew imagines the worlds as bubbles floating around in space and sometimes they bump up against each other. It’s a good analogy,” Minnett said. “However, you must also think of the bubbles as turning the way the earth turns so that other bubbles on collision courses will hit different areas. These aren’t planets in the typical universal space you are thinking of, but worlds in other universes that inhabit all the layers of reality. Even there, they have certain vectors and speeds. It’s why the portals are not static. Where you end up when you pass through one changes as the movements of the worlds change.”

      “But watcher cats can send back creatures to their world. Stuart made sure to find a dead space to send the jars I filled with the glop we pulled out of Courtney and Chase,” Amber said.

      “We can set the portals to where we want,” Minnett said patiently, the pause aching for Amber’s next question.

      “And how do you know where something is if it’s always changing?” Amber asked. She wasn’t sure she cared. What she wanted to know was why them? Had there been a plan to invade this world or was it just accidentally found?

      “We just know,” Minnett said. “I can feel the worlds and their placements. It’s like your sense of direction. Some humans have a stronger sense of it than others. Watcher cats have the strongest sense of where the worlds are. Humans, like Stuart, know how to work the math.”

      “Is there any way to figure out where the frost witch might have come from?” Amber asked.

      “If we knew when it appeared, we could guess. Unfortunately, we think it remained hidden for about a week. It appears to Trag that something happened during a specific watch shift that Chase had a week before the first snow. However, Trag doesn’t have any memory of what happened during the time he feels his memories are blocked so we can’t be certain of what was close. Trust me when I say that Base Command and Cat Home are doing their best to coordinate and perhaps assist Cat Home’s protected networked worlds from becoming prey to the frost witches ever again.”

      “In other words, they’ll leave us and protect what they can,” Amber thought. Cynical but she didn’t expect much more.

      “We’re linked by the portals. If the witches succeed here, chances are they will hop from one world to the next and finally to Cat Home itself. They will not be leaving this world to fend for itself,” Minnett said.

      Which meant that not only was saving this world, her world, on her shoulders but so was saving all the worlds. Not exactly what Amber needed in her life.

      “No one expects you to do this single-handed,” Minnett said. “You have the entire backing of Base Command and Cat Home doing research for you. It’s quite unprecedented.”

      Amber felt a sort of pride from Minnett that they were the focus of something so important. If only she had Minnett's capacity for complete and utter self-confidence that she wouldn’t screw up and destroy the known worlds.

      Before, when she’d bonded with Minnett, Amber had loved the powers it gave her and the extra healing abilities. It made her a pretty kick-ass acupuncturist. Now, though… Now her knowledge and powers didn’t seem nearly enough to do what was needed and the responsibility weighed heavy on her shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Drew

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew listened to the bump and clack of the billiards after Chase broke for the next game. Chase and Matt were good players, but Fin was really the player to beat. He wasn’t down there that afternoon. Instead, he was upstairs resting in case something happened during the night.

      Matt had beaten Drew in the last game and was now playing Chase. Drew would rotate in and play the winner of the next game. Drew was a decent enough player but he didn’t have the practice the other two men had. Now that someone always needed to keep an eye on Chase, he’d been playing more pool and his game had really improved.

      Chase had on some country music station and someone crooned about love gone wrong in the background. Drew let the sounds flow over him, trying not to pick up on the emotion in the song. Lately, he’d felt more emotionally vulnerable, as if in offering his energy to Amber he had opened himself to feeling more.

      “You probably did,” Mack commented in the background. Drew’s big orange bond-mate cat was upstairs snoozing on the sofa. He said he was watching the backyard, but Drew knew the cat had both eyes closed.

      “I’m psychic,” Mack said, annoyed.

      Drew couldn’t argue. The cats were telepathic and each of them had different powers, most of them dealing with what humans would call psychic phenomena. Therefore, Mack was telling the truth and not completely pulling his leg.

      Drew leaned against one of the club chairs that were placed strategically around the room along with small round tables that restaurants would call two-tops. One table held two beers, Chase’s can a cheap Budweiser, Matt’s a Fat Tire. Drew held his own bottle of Guinness and took a sip, holding the liquid, savoring the flavor of hops in his mouth for a second as he watched the snowfall.

      The deep gray clouds outside poured flakes from their bellies, dousing the city. Directly outside the main room was a patio covered by the balcony above. Some snow sneaked through the wood slats and covered the concrete in rather neat and tidy rows. The grass beyond was fully covered in white and the trees near the edge of the lawn half bent over, the tips of their branches already touching the ground.

      No wind stirred any of the bushes or blew the snow off the bony branches to ease the weight of the tree’s burden.

      Drew sighed.  He heard someone hurrying down the stairs, probably from the second floor. The fast, almost robotic tread sounded like Stuart. The front door opened up there. Drew thought he felt the chill all the way in the basement, but it had to be his imagination.

      As Drew turned, Chase looked over at him and grinned as he rubbed some chalk on the tip of his cue. Behind him, a picture of cats playing poker stared at Drew, each cat with the same sort of cunning smile that Chase gave him.

      “Better go up,” Chase said.

      “Why?” Drew asked.

      He heard voices, wondered who would be trying to go out. Stuart more than most would understand the danger.

      “Courtney is here,” Mack said.

      Matt paused in lining up his shot. At some point, Chase must have missed a shot and it was Matt’s turn. Drew hadn’t been paying attention, busy watching the snowfall as if it needed his supervision.

      Chase gave Drew a bigger grin. “Told ya.” It was as if Chase heard Mack, which wasn’t possible. The telepathic link was exclusive to one person. Even Stuart didn’t really hear the bond-mate cats, though he said he heard white noise and could sometimes pick upon human thoughts.

      The idea that Chase had more power than any of the rest of them chilled Drew. It should chill all of them.

      Drew set his Guinness down on the empty coaster on the far table and walked up the stairs to see what was going on. Climbing the carpet-covered stairs, he was aware that it was colder up there. The door had to still be open.

      When he reached the top of the stairs, he walked into the great room, which held the kitchen, a large eating area, and a seating area that faced a large fireplace that currently had a fire going. This one was gas. In an emergency, they had wood for the real fireplace in the front room.

      Cari was at the breakfast nook, leaning forward, craning her neck to see the front entry.

      Drew turned the corner. Kayley stood to the side, probably watching the front room, though Drew didn’t understand why. The hurricane shutters were closed across the windows making it impossible to see out. She held her tablet, as always. Stuart stood at the door and was looking out.

      “I heard Courtney was here,” Drew said. He didn’t see her.

      “She’s still in her car,” Kayley said.

      Drew nodded. He went to the door, folding his arms across his body to try and stay warm, though that ship had probably sailed. Looking out the door, standing next to Stuart who always smelled of something alien to Drew’s nose, he had a hard time making out the silver Scion in the falling snow. It blended in with the shadows and clouds around the house.

      Courtney got out of the car about that time. She had been opening an umbrella to keep the snow off of her as much as possible. Last time she’d appeared half-dressed, barefoot, and in pajamas and a tank top, marching across the snow as if it were no big deal. This time she had her umbrella, a small duffle bag, and a purse. She was dressed in a ski jacket with a knit cap on her head under the hood. Her feet were shod in heavy-duty beige and brown snow boots.

      She hurried to the porch, clearly worried about the snow.

      “I need help,” she said, standing there, looking at the two men. Drew stepped back to let her in.

      Stuart hesitated a moment but then moved back a bit so that she could pass. “How can we help?” he asked.

      Courtney spent a moment closing her umbrella and then setting it in the corner. “I keep hearing voices. Telling me to kill people. This afternoon, I took a baseball bat to my neighbor’s car because I wanted him to come out so I could beat them. To death. He was yelling at me from his porch and had a phone. I realized what was happening and went in the house and grabbed a few things and came here. You need to tie me up again.”

      Stuart raised an eyebrow.

      Drew said nothing waiting.

      “Well?” Courtney asked. “You have a kitchen around the corner. I can feel the knives. Like they’re calling me. I want…” she trailed off and shook her head. Drew could imagine what she wanted.

      “I can’t take you downstairs. It’s too close to Chase,” Stuart said. “I believe there’s room on the third floor?”
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