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      The snow had been silent, creeping up through the mid-October day and into the evening without even a slight breeze to indicate a storm was coming. Courtney McLaren watched the flakes from her front window as they fell softly, silently through the dark late-evening sky to find their place upon the ground where they joined with their fellow snowflakes to knit the light blanket of white which covered the neighborhood.

      Inside the house, the heat clicked on, making Courtney jump. She turned, eyeing the worn, brown sofa that she’d gotten from her parents. Then she went back to watching the snow. She’d turned off the lights in the house to watch, to see how high the snow would pile. She felt… she didn’t quite know what she felt. Odd.

      Like she’d been waiting for this all her life.

      Which was strange because while snow was exciting—Lexington, Kentucky didn’t get a lot of snow—she couldn’t say she loved snow. This snow made her five years old again, getting up on Christmas morning to find her new bicycle beside the tree, outshining her sister Payton’s new Barbie roadster.

      Courtney bit her lip, not sure why this snow drew her. She wanted to be out in it, dancing around. She wanted to go put on shorts and a t-shirt, ready to run out into the night and dance beneath the flakes. She was halfway across the room before it occurred to her what a ridiculous idea it was to go out in the cold and snow in such an outfit.

      Instead, she paused to grab her jacket, which wasn’t much more than a hoodie. She didn’t need that much in a normal winter. Courtney put it on, frustrated when her arms got stuck in the sleeves, making her swear slightly under her breath, a habit she’d learned when she’d had roommates and parents and siblings who didn’t like the fact that she could swear like a sailor.

      Getting her arms through the hoodie, finally, she hurried through her kitchen, a room arranged such that she could have her table and chairs inside it, surrounded on two sides by espresso cabinetry. The stainless steel appliances gleamed even in the dim light she had on, which brightened the room. It also helped that she’d painted the room a very pale lavender gray which was picked up by her lavender kitchen towels.

      Tonight it smelled like the pizza which she’d picked up on her way home from work. She had a passion for sausage, mushroom, and onion. The pizza place next to the medical clinic where she did billing made it perfectly with fresh mushrooms and sausage hotly spiced.

      If her dad was going to interfere in her life enough to talk to her into buying a house instead of the condo she’d wanted, she’d insisted on the decorating scheme, something slightly wild. Something to annoy him, just a bit, like her swearing. She loved being a homeowner but hated being cut off from people the way she was in the house. Never mind that she could practically stretch out through her bathroom window to touch her neighbor’s house. She didn’t have someone on the other side of the wall snoring or singing or even annoyingly playing drums to keep her company.

      And Courtney hated that.

      A blast of cold hit her when she opened the backdoor and walked out under her covered patio. The trees along the back of the yard were bare of leaves this fall, their long limbs reaching towards her like the boney arms of a skeleton. The house behind her had on lights which sent shadows playing on her lawn, black snakes against the white blanket of snow.

      Courtney shivered in the night air. She wished she had someone to share the moment with. Her ex-boyfriend Chase would have been good. Chase liked the outdoors. He did some sort of weird security work that never made sense to her. He lived almost dorm-style in a big old house not far from the University of Kentucky.

      His housemates were weird. Courtney hadn’t exactly disliked them at first, but they had all those cats. She wasn’t a big fan of cats, who moved and jumped and tickled at the least opportune moments. She shuddered just thinking about it. Chase had almost always come to her house.

      She’d suggested he move in last week, maybe leave the cat behind, and the next day, he’d decided things weren’t working out. As if Trag—a stupid name for a stupid black cat—was more important than she was.

      Courtney made a face and stepped out from beneath the safety of her covered patio. She raised up her arms and turned her face to the black sky, letting snow fall around her. She smiled as it touched her, feeling something deep inside her change. She felt stronger. As if the snow were making her stronger.

      She hadn’t felt that good since she’d broken up with Chase. She’d almost felt as if he’d taken something from her, but now she understood she’d just been waiting. For the snow to start falling so she could reimagine who she was against the blank white canvas the flurries provided.

      Courtney looked down, feeling sad that she’d messed up the smooth blanket on her lawn with her footprints. Never mind. The snow was falling fast enough that those would fill in quickly.

      She hurried back under the covered patio, the concrete cold beneath her feet which were slightly damp in her tennis shoes. She hadn’t even thought to put on boots. She went inside, shaking out her wet hair and pulling off the sweatshirt that quickly dampened as the heat inside melted the flakes that had cuddled upon her shoulders.

      The house creaked. The groan the settling foundation made sounded like someone calling out her name. “Courtney.”

      At first, she wasn’t bothered, but the sound came again, a hint of a groan. A bit of a whisper. A thing that was coming for her.

      Suddenly the snow didn’t feel like something she was waiting for at all. The blinds in the front room were open. The angle of the light from the neighbor’s garage created a shadow with the tall oddly shaped bush that sat near her door. The shadow moved.

      Courtney laughed at herself. Surely it was the wind that moved the shadow. Except the bush outside remained still. No sound came from her wind chime. Nothing. The shadow continued to dance.

      The desire to laugh changed to a desire to scream, but her throat felt as if it had closed up upon itself and only the tiniest little whine came out of her mouth.
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      Drew watched Amber pace at the back window, looking out at the snow, her arms crossed in front of her chest. The cats were equally restless. He looked over at his big orange tabby, Mack, who was on one of the chairs in the breakfast nook looking out. The room smelled of years of garlic and onions and coffee. They’d probably have to strip the walls down to nothing before it smelled any different.

      The house wasn’t that old but plenty of people lived in it, plenty of activity through the years. Each of them had probably become inured to the smell of cat litter, which no doubt lingered beneath the other scents.

      Everyone had their bond-mate cat, as they were called, in the house and each cat had his or her own litterbox. Of course, maybe being telepathically bound to a cat meant he didn’t notice the smells from the litterboxes unless they needed cleaning?  Drew was very aware that being a bond-mate to a cat had changed him.

      The gas fireplace was on, though the lights were down. Chase was in the chair, looking irritated by everyone in the room. Tom and Tenny sat near the fireplace looking at their tablets. Chara, Tom’s Siamese, a petite girl with a voice the size of Jupiter, laid practically up to the fireplace screen. While she was stretched out, every muscle in her body was on alert.

      Like Amber.

      Drew felt it. Felt Mack trying to discern what was going on with the unusual storm. Matt was out there, with his solid black cat, Wilbur, watching.

      That’s what they did in the house. They all watched. Matt, Anson, and Chase were the designated watchers, like point guards, sent out from the house to keep an eye on the portal which existed in the park around the corner.

      Drew had lived his life in Lexington. He’d worked for numerous animal shelters and veterinarians. He was on an unofficial list of folks to call when a pet went missing and he spent more than his fair share of time searching out animals in various parks and neighborhoods throughout the city. Until a decade ago, when he’d become mind-bonded to Mack, he’d had no idea the park was anything but normal.

      The portal wasn’t visible to ordinary humans. Even now, Drew didn’t see anything. Matt, who was out on watch that night, had once told him that he only saw something when the portal opened. Even then, it was more a sensation of a door opening to a new place. Sometimes, the shadows around him changed.

      The portal only opened when a creature from another world came through. Based on Mack’s description, Drew thought of the universes as bubbles floating in the air. Sometimes they floated close together and touched for a moment. At those times, something could slip through into the wrong world.

      The person and their bond-mate cat watching would then push the creature back through the portal. Sometimes a host of creatures would come through, requiring more than one person to send them back. That had been Drew and Mack’s job before Mack had reached his tenth birthday and officially retired.

      Mack’s age meant Drew was also retired. He could have taken Mack and gone to live somewhere else, but Drew liked it there. They called it the clowder house because a group of cats was a clowder. The house had been purchased by a group, which Drew only knew as Base Command, that administered the clowder houses around the world—or, if Mack were to be believed, worlds.

      The cats were uniquely tuned to the portals. They had, in fact, been created to watch the portals. Before there were portals, the bubbles had come together in random spots, and creatures would come through, get lost in the wrong world, and die.

      Drew wasn’t clear on the details of the history of the portals. Nor did he fully understand their magic. He heard Mack sigh in his head, letting him know within their bond that Drew was disappointing him.

      Still, history wasn’t his thing. That was Riley’s thing. Drew didn’t dwell on it.

      He was a worker. He liked animals, all animals, and was currently trying to figure out what he might want to do seeing he had no official duties at the house. Naturally, in addition to room and board, he got paid because he was bond-mate to Mack. Even retired, Mack was valuable to Base Command, but Drew wanted to do something. He just wasn’t quite certain what it was.

      Going back to working in shelters didn’t quite appeal to him. He’d seen things that he’d never been able to imagine. One time, he’d encountered tiny little fairy-like things that buzzed around in a swarm like bees and had tickled him so hard he’d almost fallen over laughing as he had worked with Mack and other bond-mates, human and feline, to send them back through the portal to their home.

      The watcher cats knew how to read the portals and had known four of the fairy creatures were missing. Mack and Drew had spent hours searching the park for them. Mack had found one on the ground. Drew had carried it back. It, like the other three, was dead.

      It had taken long enough that the watcher cat had had to reset the portal once the others were found, also dead, and send them through. Their deaths had affected Drew, made him sad. The creatures had made him laugh in ways he’d never laughed during his life before and then they were gone. It was as if their fairy-like lights had literally brought light into his heart and mind and just as suddenly they were taken from him.

      “Stop woolgathering,” Mack said.

      Drew would never have said woolgathering. Mack always sounded more educated than Drew was.

      “At least smarter,” Mack agreed.

      “The temperature has dropped over thirty degrees since this afternoon,” Tom said. A few inches shorter than Drew, Tom was of medium height and weight. His dark hair was trimmed neatly, and he was, as always, clean-shaven, though Drew knew Tom often went and shaved after dinner to keep his face that smooth.

      “Riley hasn’t yet come up with anything in the records about a creature that can change the weather like this,” Mack said.

      Drew sighed. They’d joked about frost witches earlier. Now, it might not be a joke. Frost witches were legends. Supposedly they came and ate the warm life spirit of the worlds, perhaps even the suns, and then left again. No world survived

      “They are,” Mack said. “Although all legends come from somewhere.”

      “I don’t like it,” Amber said. “It feels all wrong.” Amber’s tuxedo cat, Minnett, sat on the cat tree in the corner between the fireplace and the window. Her white front toes hung off the side as she worked to get her nose closer to the window so she could see better.

      “It’s snow,” Chase said. “So it’s that arctic blast or whatever the hell they’re calling it this time. It happens every year.”

      “This wasn’t forecast,” Tom said.

      Tenny didn’t even bother to raise her head to look at him, as she continued to examine her tablet. Drew knew she was rolling her eyes at the comment. Chase had been difficult for the last week or so. Drew figured it was because he’d broken up with his girlfriend Courtney. It was hard having a partner that wasn’t in the clowder house. There was so much that you couldn’t say. Drew envied Julia and Cari who had each other.

      Kayley’s boyfriend was in the navy and he was deployed overseas. It meant she could tell him the good things about her life but didn’t have to try and hide the times she was out searching around the city for creatures that didn’t belong. In terms of not having to lie about her life, it worked well, but Drew knew Kayley missed the guy something awful.

      Drew often ran out to the store at night to get a pint of Ben and Jerry’s which the two of them would share while watching sappy old movies until Kayley felt better.

      “So what? You want to go with frost witches?” Chase practically yelled. “I know that all legends are based in some fact, but that’s ridiculous. Why would they even want to come here?”

      “We were in the wrong place and they came through,” Tom said quietly. That was how it normally worked with creatures.

      “Except Matt hasn’t seen anything come through.”

      Amber stopped her pacing, her face going white.

      “I can’t get Wilbur,” Mack said. “He’s just gone silent.” All the cats could communicate with each other. It was how a cat on watch could contact others.

      Tom pulled out his phone to call Matt. Drew leaned forward watching as the phone rang.

      Tom shook his head when voicemail picked up.

      “Something happened,” Tenny said. She was already standing. Upstairs, Drew heard Julia and Cari rushing around to gather up clothing. They’d want to go after Matt. They were his backup, just as Tom and Tenny were Chase’s. Fin and Kayley were Anson’s. They all worked in teams. Amber was a healer. Riley was a researcher. And Drew was just an extra, kind of like he’d been all his life.
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      Courtney hated the way the house was settling and creaking in the cold. She’d tried calling her dad, but the call didn’t go through. She tried texting her best friend, Hannah, but her phone gave her a message it would send when it re-connected.

      The creaks and groans seemed to be calling her name, “Courtney.” It sounded like something in a creepy, old movie with bad special effects except that this was her life in her house.

      Just yesterday it had been a happy enough place with a comfortable sofa, even if the sofa was older than Courtney herself. She’d been proud of the colors she’d painted the place, the lavender gray in the kitchen in an eggshell finish that meant the slight sheen reflected even dim light, brightening the otherwise dark room. She’d gone with a pale beige with lavender gray undertones for the rest of the house. She intended to paint her home office a bright lavender but hadn’t gotten a color she liked well enough, yet.

      “Don’t go overboard on bright colors. Neutral tones are better for resale,” her dad told her, as if she were only going to live there for a year or so.

      Back when she’d bought the place, maybe he’d been expecting her to marry Len, the guy she’d been dating then. He’d been an engineer and she’d been head over heels until she realized that Len was just as head over heels in love as she was, but with himself. When he’d gotten a job just outside Cincinnati, he’d expected Courtney to just pick up and move because it was good for him. As far as he was concerned she could find a job anywhere.

      So her job wasn’t exactly exciting in terms of a career. She was good at insurance billing and making sure the medical clinic got paid. She had a backbone at work, which was not something she apparently had in relationships with men.

      And here she was, afraid in her own house and there were no men to call.

      Courtney could hear her dad, “All houses creak and groan. Remember the time you thought there were monsters outside your window and it was a tree branch?”

      She’d been seven years old. What did he expect? Yet, whenever she got scared being alone in the house, which happened more than she liked, her father would bring that up. When she’d first moved from her apartment building into the house, she’d come home and sleep at her folks or at Payton’s once or twice a week because she’d been scared.

      “You need to get over it,” her dad said. “Stand on your own two feet. I can’t make Payton send you home, but I want you to know that unless your house has burned to the ground or you’re too ill to take care of yourself, you are not welcome to spend the night here anymore.”

      Courtney had gone home and cried, not even trying to argue with him.

      She sniffed again.

      If only Chase hadn’t chosen his cat over her. How bad was that? He wasn’t even cheating on her with a human. He just preferred his cat. What kind of girl loses a guy to his cat? And it wasn’t like she’d insisted he get rid of Trag, either. She’d suggested he move in with her and maybe Trag would stay at the big house where the others would take care of him.

      But no. Chase had been quiet for a bit before leaving, saying he had to think about it. The next day he’d come by and basically shut her down, breaking up with her because he wasn’t about to give up his cat. He said she clearly didn’t know him at all if she could even suggest such a thing.

      It wasn’t even something he was willing to let her backtrack on. He was just out of her life. He’d even come prepared with a duffle bag to bring home the things he’d left there. Courtney had been crushed when he’d left the photo of the two of them at the fair on her dresser. It was still there, staring at her, reminding her of the failed relationship. The problem was, of course, that she hadn’t a clue what to do with it. She didn’t want to throw it out, not yet. She wasn’t ready.

      If Chase had been there, he’d have seen the shadows dancing on her floor where they had no right to be. She’d know she wasn’t crazy.

      He could tell her if the house groaned her name every time it settled or shifted. It happened every few minutes. Courtney had lived a lot of places and none of them had groaned and creaked like this house was doing that night. Even her little house was normally silent if she had the television and radio off.

      The furnace clicking on or the refrigerator running would be loud against the stillness. She’d listen to water gurgle in the pipes sometimes or the condensation from the air conditioner drip behind the laundry, but that was it. Courtney normally filled her house with music or with the sounds of whatever show she was binge-watching, but tonight, she couldn’t make herself get caught up in anything.

      She was on the third season of a re-watch of the Vampire Diaries and while the show was campy and romantically thrilling, as opposed to scary, she had no desire to fuel her imagination about any sort of monster. Not even friendly vampires.

      Comedy laugh tracks had sounded too loud. Any show threw odd shadows over by the window, which was now covered by a blind and had been since the neighbor’s porch light had gone off and the shadows had disappeared, at least for a moment.

      Courtney still didn’t feel safe. She hadn’t seen anyone out on the street, so it wasn’t like she could go out and call to someone. She’d gone into the hall bath and listened in there. Sometimes if her neighbor played loud music, she’d hear it when she was in that part of the house, but she’d heard nothing. Just more creaking and groaning. And while she was in there, she thought she’d heard a voice, bubbling with water, call her name.

      She’d barely been able to flush, she’d been in such a hurry to leave the room.

      What really frightened her—though her house speaking her name, echoing through the sewer plumbing of the toilet like something out of a Stephen King novel, was scary enough—was that she was drawn to the voice.

      Courtney wanted to answer the voice, to bring it into her house and talk with it about what it wanted. Except, if she did that, it could be like inviting a vampire into her home. Then she’d never be safe.

      Checking her phone again, Courtney was sad to see no one had responded. She tried calling her sister this time. It was a little late to try Payton, but sometimes she carried her phone around on vibrate once her little girl was put to bed for the evening.

      Once again the call didn’t go through. Courtney tried looking up the weather. She was able to do that. She was also able to search Facebook to find out that lots of people in Lexington were talking about the unexpected snowfall.

      Courtney had expected the snow to be widespread but it had settled around the Lexington area. Even people in Georgetown just a bit north were getting only scattered flurries. Lots of comments about how weird the snowfall was. Courtney typed in her own response but was told that she needed to be online before her comment would go through.

      It surprised her because she was certain she had been online reading comments. She clicked on several threads on her timeline and she was always able to see comments. It was only when she tried communicating that her phone refused to work.

      It was like something was trying to cut her off from people.

      Courtney shivered. And just like that, the house groaned out her name. Again.
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      Chase scratched at his arm as he waited for Cari and Julia to get ready to go out. He didn’t itch so much as he felt like something was crawling on the outside of his skin, like dozens of small ants. He’d had that sensation for over a week, since before Courtney had suggested he get rid of Trag and move in with her.

      The idea of being with her all the time was tempting, but he couldn’t leave Trag behind.

      “You took your sweet time telling her that,” Trag said.

      Trag’s comment made Chase feel small. This was his bond-mate. He’d never had a relationship like the one he had with Trag. Trag knew what he was thinking, sometimes influencing it. He’d been changed by Trag, he knew that.

      Chase had always been good at moving silently. When he was a teenager, going hunting with his father, he’d taken great pride in walking through the forest so soundlessly he could sneak up on his dad. Which had not gone over well. Once, he’d faced down the barrel of the hunting rifle. The rifle barrel had suddenly looked a lot larger than he’d expected. As the rifle had dropped, Chase had seen his father’s pale face and noted the shaking arms.

      He could have been killed.

      Now, he could have snuck up behind the most skittish rabbit if he wanted, and in the early days of bonding with Trag, he’d wanted.

      He was ready to be out in the snow. If only he hadn’t traded nights with Matt then he could be out there. It was one of the things he loved about being bonded with Trag. They watched.

      Chase couldn’t believe he got paid to sit in a park. During the day, he’d sit under one of the trees in the small area that had been let go wild. The blue sky and green or yellow leaves would be a patchwork above him. He’d hear children laughing and the slight squeal of the swing set nearest the park entrance.

      The little wooded area held plenty of squirrels to rustle leaves and birds to sing a variety of bird songs, and even a few mourning doves to hoot their haunting call. It was large enough to attract the city deer and sometimes, cloaked beneath the spell that he and Trag used to stay unnoticed, the deer would come within touching distance.

      Rabbits would hurdle through the brush and pause, sniffing the air as if they almost understood that something was there. Then they’d run fleetly through the underbrush to a favorite hiding place.

      Raccoons would scale the trees, their paws scratching deeply into the bark. Sometimes the squirrels would yell, disturbed by another creature making its way too close to where they lived.

      The smell of exhaust would give way to the smell of damp leaves and fresh grass and sometimes the faint odor of musk when a deer got close.

      Later in the summer, the cicadas would play their songs, orchestrating a hundred or a thousand different voices into one tune, rising and falling around him.

      As the day got later, the children’s voices would quiet, mother’s calling to take them home. The purr of cars and the occasional honk of a horn would rise as workers came home for their dinners or delivery people were out in force bringing dinner to those who worked all day.

      When Chase watched at night, it was quieter. Dogs sometimes barked. He’d heard the slap of shoes on the path around the park as joggers came out in the cooler evening air. The birds would stop their songs and the cicadas would quiet.

      Then it would be the frogs or toads around him croaking. In summer, lightning bugs would flash their colors around him.

      The sounds of the cars would all but disappear. Sometimes it would be so quiet, he’d hear the splash of a fish in the lake behind his house. Sometimes the frogs and grasshoppers and other night creatures would make that impossible.

      Owls would come out and hoot. In the evening hours after day was nearly gone and the night hadn’t yet fully sunk in, the local foxes, and sometimes even a bobcat, would wander through. Early on, Chase had worried about Trag with bobcats and foxes. And then one had spotted the cat.

      Trag appeared to grow bigger, the size of a broadly built doe and his fangs elongated. He let out a roar that Chase heard in his head but not in his ears. Clearly, the bobcat had heard it. He’d turned tail and run as fast as possible through the woods. Chase never worried about Trag after that.

      Which was why, as soon as Julia and Cari were dressed to go out, Chase went out the front door, pausing only to catch his breath in the sudden chill that hit him. He had on a heavy jacket that had always been warm enough sitting in the park, even in the snow, but tonight it wasn’t quite up to the job.

      There wasn’t a wind. It was like walking into a freezer naked.

      He shivered. But part of him felt exhilarated.

      He stepped off the long deck that lined the front of the big house and walked down the three concrete steps to the ground. He could barely make out the short walk to the driveway, though the latter was better delineated thanks to the low bushes that lined it on the side nearest the house.

      The driveway was as wide as the three-car garage. It wrapped around the side by the garage so there was room for all the cars the clowder owned between them. Everyone had their own car. Drew, as the senior person in the clowder, got a spot in the garage. So did Riley. She was also senior, on her second bond-mate cat, which Chase heard was really unusual. Plus, she was older and had problems walking.

      The third area was for bike storage and also held a plethora of homeowner type stuff that Chase paid little attention to.

      His car was around the corner, off to the side so he could back out easily.

      Julia’s Subaru out front of the garage along with Tenny’s Honda CRV. Chase could just make out the blue of Fin’s truck from where he stood. He turned and trotted off to the portal, the snow falling around him.

      The houses around him were large homes on even bigger lots. Chase thought the clowder house was ridiculously sized on a slight hill that sloped down to the lake. It included a walk-out basement and then two full floors and a partially finished attic, which was where some of the clowder had rooms.

      The house next door, for instance, was also two floors in solid red brick. Two large lights designed to look like candles under glass framed the oversized two-car garage. There were four huge windows to the left of the garage and upstairs Chase counted six windows and then two dormers up above. A huge tulip tree sat in the front, not quite centered in the yard. The tree had an unusual crook that always told Chase he was nearing the clowder house.

      The streets curved oddly, and though he was good at finding his way in nature, he was less certain of himself in the city. Particularly this area of the city. It was almost as if people understood that there was something odd in at the edge of the wooded area of the park and had curved their lives around it, wanting both to avoid it and be near it.

      Across the way, the white brick house with black shutters, a long, low ranch style house that was probably bigger than it seemed, had a series of black cats outlined in its front window. Halloween was coming.

      Chase shivered.

      “We ought to dress you up,” he said to Trag.

      There was no response.

      Chase turned. His stomach sank. No one was behind him. In fact, as he’d walked, the street behind him had darkened. Snow came down harder, making it more difficult for him to see.

      “Trag?!” Chase called, out loud this time.

      Still no response. Not from Trag. Not from Julia or Cari.
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      It was a cold night in Columbus. You’d think he’d be used to it by now, but even after decades, he still hadn’t habituated to the chill of winter in the Midwest.

      Stuart longed for his home just outside Miami. He even longed for the weather of the clowder house he’d been assigned. He’d been fortunate to get a calling to go to New Mexico, to a place in the desert that was so isolated he sometimes wondered if the world had ended and it was only him and his clowder.

      Things had changed since then, of course. Things do in nearly a century. After losing his bond-mate Stardust, he’d stayed in the clowder house, not certain what to do until base-command had called him, ordering him to come in. They required another worker and wanted him to consider the position.

      It had sounded good at the time. There were things he hadn’t known, hadn’t realized. The cold and snow of Ohio were the least of them.

      It was only October. Early for this kind of cold in Columbus but not unheard of. What had everyone on edge, including the command-cats, was the snow in Lexington, Kentucky.

      While trace amounts to slightly measurable snow weren’t unheard of, the kind of snow they were getting was more than a little unusual. Worse, the forecast hadn’t called for snow or even rain when it had been broadcast that morning. By noon, there were hints of a storm brewing, something the weather forecasters were watching, puzzled, as Central Kentucky was not an area where storms suddenly appeared. Even so, the weather forecasters expected rain.

      The precipitation had fallen as snow.

      More snow than expected. And it was still going.

      Stuart sat in his apartment, glued to his computer. His apartment had only one bedroom. His request. Stardust had whispered to him before dying that should he be tapped to continue he should always be disciplined. Stuart wasn’t sure what the cat had meant and there hadn’t been time to ask. Too many goodbyes and stray thoughts, memories of their time together to share in those last seconds of life.

      He still wasn’t certain that he understood. But here he was in a one-bedroom instead of a two or three, a falling apart old, black faux-leather sofa across the partly windowed wall that faced the gas fireplace. Stuart only ran the fireplace on the coldest days.

      His one luxury was a 60-inch flat-screen television that hung above the mantle. And the computer. The computer, though…that was for work. As the youngest at base-command, it was up to Stuart to stay on top of the changing world. That meant learning computers and how to search out information from them quickly and easily.
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