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      The fading day’s dull orange glow filled the void in Drea’s attention usually occupied by the TV and computer. The landscape held no movement, not even the expected high winds that had caused her power to be shut off to prevent forest fires. A surge shot through her body in the same uncomfortable fashion that the flu had done last week. But it wasn’t a virus relapse—it was a warning that someone, or something, was watching her. 

      Perhaps it was a wild animal. A deer, or even . . . “Rob, is that you?” She held her breath, waiting for a sign. Finally, she blew out the empty hope when she couldn’t keep it in anymore. Two years of this had worn her down.

      The cold gun on her lap offered no protection against the dark thoughts that took her to a place that was getting harder to climb out of. She pulled her sweater tightly around her and scrutinized the tree-lined driveway that led to the curvy country road. She shifted her weight in the yellow-and-white lounge chair and studied the weapon in her hand.

      “You understand, don’t you?”

      The .45 pistol her husband had bought her for protection ten years ago had become her confidant when she tired of talking to ghosts. Today, though, it carried the heavy weight of her existence.

      “It’s too much. Just too much loss. I’m so alone, and to top it off, Robbie’s so far away.” Her throat tightened. She sipped some water and took a deep breath. “I must disappoint you, even thinking about using this gun on myself, Rob. It would devastate Robbie if I⁠—”

      Drea’s shoulders slumped, and her head followed when her glance caught a prominent headline in the morning paper she had retrieved from the end of the driveway. An unidentified woman’s body had been found, and a killer was on the loose. She used the gun to cover the fearful headline, even though her chances of being murdered by a serial killer were slim to none.

      She shook her head. What she needed to focus on was her relationship with her son. They used to be so close, before he met that woman. Now he barely called his mother to check on her after his father died or when her beloved pets passed. This morning had brought an unwelcome text from him.

      Tammy isn’t feeling well. It wouldn’t be a good time to visit right now. Sorry, Mom. I’ll talk to you soon. Love you.

      “I hope he wakes up someday, Rob. That woman is toxic. Of course, you saw through her the first time you met her. I should have listened to you. Do you hear that, Rob? It’s me admitting I’m wrong, which we both know hardly ever happens.”

      By habit, she reached down, expecting to stroke the soft fur of her constant companion of sixteen years. That sweet mutt had been her protector and best friend. Lady would alert her to an unknown human, or even a squirrel, that got too close. Nothing got past that dog until her heart gave out eight weeks ago.

      Drea impatiently wiped away the warm tears dripping down her face. Two weeks after losing Lady, her oldest cat, Boo Boo, had gone to sleep and never woke up. The vet thought it was heart related too, and Drea agreed. Boo Boo had been Rob’s cat. They had been inseparable since he’d found her as a kitten on the side of the road. She’d been lying with him when he took his last breath and slept in his chair until she died there. Now the chair was empty again.

      Sasha, the sweet gray tiger kitty, escaped in a thunderstorm when Drea was taking the garbage out, which added to the horrible stretch of events. The cat had sprinted away like she was being chased and ran in a direction she’d never gone before. A car hit her, and they didn’t even stop to check if she was okay. She wasn’t. They were all buried together, where she spread Rob’s ashes.

      Her whole life was now a part of the earth, except for her son, who was on the other side of the country. This left Drea alone for the first time since she was a teen.

      “I thought it would get easier, but it’s only gotten harder, Rob.” She wiped away more tears. Now the house captured every noise or emotion and amplified the emptiness. Drea had fed that misery for too long since she’d taken early retirement from the county tax department after Rob died. Financially set, her only occupation had been working on that book she’d always wanted to write. Their friends had stopped visiting a few months ago. Drea was okay with that, mostly.

      “Who wants to be around a depressed, middle-aged woman and be reminded of what can go wrong in life? I’d avoid me too.”

      The generator sputtered, allowing the sound of a branch snapping to reach her. Although an occasional bear roamed her property and got into the garbage, this wasn’t a bear. It was smaller. She grabbed the gun as the sensation of being watched intensified and slowly backed into the garage while peering into the trees. She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, but the generator let out its final roar and stopped, letting her know it needed its next feeding of gas. That pulled her out of her petrified trance. The silenced beast ran the well, the fridge, a couple of outlets, and the lights. She lifted the heavy yellow five-gallon gas can with a grunt, careful not to spill.

      After she filled its hungry mouth, she washed her hands. The smell still clung to her skin like the spray of a skunk. The generator’s rumble filled the air again, and the garage lights blazed on, making her blink. Her loneliness had become a straitjacket, and it was time to take it off. She took one more look into the forest but saw nothing.

      “Time for some changes around here, Rob. I’m going to the animal shelter when we get our power back and adopting a pet no one wants. Just like we talked about. Although I need this pet more than it needs me at this point.”

      She picked up the newspaper that had fallen to the ground, tucked it under her arm, and gripped the gun in her hand. An image of Robbie as a baby flashed through her mind.

      “Life was so perfect the first time we held Robbie. Wasn’t it, Rob? It would have made all the difference to have been able to hold our first grandchild and watch her grow up. I hope the baby’s with you and you’re holding her.”

      Her stomach growled loudly. “Thanks for listening, Rob, and as much as I want to be with you again, as you used to say, ‘I’ve got shit to do.’”

      She tucked the gun into the back of her jeans but didn’t retreat into the safety of the house to heat a TV dinner. Instead, she watched the sun sink behind what was left of the fading autumn colors. She’d missed too many of these beautiful events without Rob. This had been her favorite time of year, with the holidays on their way. The decorating used to begin in October for Halloween and finish with Christmas. Halloween had passed, and Thanksgiving was coming, and yet the boxes of decorations sat untouched in the dusty garage.

      “I promise to continue watching the sunsets, Rob.” She’d made this pledge to him right before he took his last breath. Until now, it had hurt too much to do it without him.

      Drea checked her car to ensure it was locked. It had her go bag and important papers in the back seat. She was prepared to evacuate at a moment’s notice if there was a fire. This was the new normal lately, not getting any rain until almost Thanksgiving. Everything was changing around her—everything but her.

      She sniffed the air, satisfied there was no smoke. She would be glad when the power and her connection to the world returned. Movement at the edge of the woods captured her attention just as a bright flash of silver shot through the trees. There was no familiar rumble of a helicopter checking the power lines before they turned the lights back on to explain the flash, but there was a large, yellow dog who reminded her of Lady at the edge of the forest. It was watching her.
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      A slight breeze wove through the pine trees, making them sway to nature’s song, but Drea and the dog didn’t join in the flowing movement. Instead, they maintained a tense pose, as if studying each other from a safe distance.

      Drea made the first slow movement of setting her newspaper down. “Are you lost?”

      The beautiful brown eyes pulled her in. It was like they could peer into her soul. There was no threat or fear in those eyes as the fluffy dog sat down. Encouraged, Drea stepped back into the garage and grabbed the pink leash and collar still hanging on the wall. The dog watched her every move with a slow tail wag.

      A can of dog food she hadn’t donated to the shelter yet caught her eye. “Hungry?”

      It wagged its tail harder.

      She opened the can and shook the smelly chunks onto a white paper plate she kept under the cans. Holding the offering, she moved cautiously to the dog. Using a soft tone and a smile, she kept moving forward. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”

      The dog blinked and nodded as if it understood her. The sun fully abandoned the sky, leaving behind the encroaching darkness lit by a half moon. But the sadness that had weighed her down seeped out into the night with each step she took toward the pup. She wished she’d brought a flashlight, but the evening offered its remaining luminescence. Soon she was within a foot of the dog. The posture and build indicated a golden retriever mix like her Lady, but this was a male, and he was beautiful.

      “I don’t recognize you. I know all the neighbor’s dogs. You have a home?”

      The dog blinked and shook his head as her feet crunched through the dry pine needles. The sound reminded her of when Robbie would place bubble wrap on the ground and gleefully jump on it. She would clean them up—tomorrow. As she got closer, the dog’s condition was more apparent. He hadn’t eaten in a while.

      “Here, this used to be Lady’s food. I lost her a little while ago.”

      He licked his snout as though he understood. Smart dog.

      “No collar. Maybe you have a chip.”

      She set the food down and backed away. He lunged toward the plate and wiped it clean in seconds, then sat down, licking his chops. She inched her way toward him. Each step toward the mutt brought him closer to her heart, which was beating like she’d run a marathon. She slowly reached out and rubbed his fur. The dog didn’t flinch. In fact, a small sigh escaped him. Drea gently searched for injuries. Other than a small gash on his neck, he appeared healthy and wasn’t afraid.

      “You must have someone who loves you. What happened?”

      She wished the dog could answer.

      “I’m going to put this around your neck and bring you into the house, okay?”

      He nuzzled her with his wet nose and cooperatively offered his neck, probably happy to be found. Once he was leashed, the dog stood up and stayed by her side like her valiant protector until they got into the house. She poured some dry dog food out of the half-empty bag into Lady’s old bowl. The dog smelled it and sneezed. He glanced at her, brows furrowed, and gulped down half the food with a loud sigh, washing it down with the water Drea provided. Then, like he’d been there before, he lay on the rug by the woodstove.

      “I’ll let you rest a minute before I bathe you, okay?”

      He answered her with another sigh as he closed his chocolate-brown eyes. Setting her gun on the counter, purpose coursed through her again. The dog shampoo was still under the kitchen sink. She grabbed a large beach towel. This was a familiar routine.

      “Bath time!” Drea cheerfully announced.

      The dog opened his eyes and stood up.

      “Come on.”

      He groaned as he stepped into the tub. The water washed over his fur, rinsing the red dirt off him.

      “No fleas!”

      She soaped and rinsed, putting no strain on her back. His cut was healing nicely, but she avoided scrubbing there. This was the easiest time she’d ever had bathing a dog. Someone had trained him well.

      “Good doggie!” she praised, wrapping a towel around his dripping fur.

      He wagged his tail in response, went back to the hearth, and licked himself.

      “We’ll look for your owner tomorrow. If you don’t have one, you’re welcome here—if you want me.”

      He raised his head, and she met his intense gaze. This dog had been through something. If only he could tell her what.

      “You sleep. You’re safe here. I’m going to make dinner.”

      Drea hummed as she chopped and ripped the salad ingredients. She tossed them all into the wooden bowl Rob had gotten her for her forty-fifth birthday. She had a propane stove that didn’t require power to run, but she reheated a precooked meal of chicken, rice, and peas in her microwave instead. Simple, but filling. The generator moaned with the strain as the microwave ran, so she shut off the kitchen lights and didn’t use the water.

      “You might want your bowls near you.” He didn’t respond as she set them next to him. It was cold enough for a fire, but no need to tempt the fire gods at this point. She threw a blanket over the sleeping dog.

      Instead of eating on the couch like she’d done since Rob had died, she set her dinner down in the formal dining room where the family had always gathered on special occasions. Not being alone was a reason to celebrate. She loved the purple walls with their grapevine pattern. It reminded her of the trip to Italy for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Washing her dish and wineglass didn’t wake the dog. Poor thing was exhausted.

      “Guess I’ll read.”

      Drea went to retrieve the newspaper she’d left outside. The generator was loudly belching out its power. All was well. Her hand was on the silver doorknob when she heard a thump of something landing behind her. Her mouth went dry as she whirled around, wishing the gun was in her hand, not a newspaper.

      Green eyes peered up at her. “Are you lost too, kitty? I—” Drea started as a gray rat ran down her garage freezer, climbed on the black cat’s back, and lay down.

      She backed up. “Well, I’ll be. Are you together? Or did you bring me a present?”

      The cat turned its head and licked the rat.

      “Okay, you’re buddies. Um, I still have a cat box and some sand. Plus a bag of food. What does your rat buddy here eat?”

      The cat met her gaze without blinking.

      Drea pointed at her head. “From what I remember when Robbie had one, rat food and lots of treats, like carrots and bananas. He was a sweet little guy named Rocky and sometimes got into the dog food. But bringing a stray rat in the house, I don’t know. Feels weird to me. You understand, right? But I don’t want to leave you guys outside. So do you want to come in and stay in the laundry room until I can figure this out?”

      The cat continued its stare like it wanted to push its thoughts into hers.

      “I’ll be right back. Stay here.” Drea hurried into the house and placed the cat box and litter in the laundry room. It was now ready for her new guests, who hadn’t moved.

      She pulled on a pair of thick gloves and carefully approached the cat and rat. Each foot was placed flat like she was trying to walk silently, but it was more not to scare them. Encouraged when they didn’t run away, Drea bent down and gently touched the soft fur on the cat’s back. Loud purrs filled the silence.

      “Good kitty.”

      She touched the rat, who offered his belly to her.

      “You’re both friendly. Are you with the dog?”

      The cat’s head moved like it was nodding, but that couldn’t be.

      “I’m going to pick you both up, okay? I won’t hurt you, so please don’t bite me. Deal?”

      The cat meowed, and the rat grabbed onto the cat’s fur.

      “I’m picking you up now.”

      Drea scooped up the pair and held them to her chest, expecting them to smell, but they didn’t. She felt their bony frames through their fur. Like the dog, they hadn’t eaten in a while. Soon she had them on a towel next to the dryer.

      “You have some food and water, guys. Get comfortable, and later we’ll try doing a bath, okay?”

      The rat and the cat made all the food disappear in loud gulps and immediately settled on the towel.

      She grinned. “I feel like I’m in a kid’s movie. What’s next, birds? Let’s see if you guys know each other.”

      The cat looked up and put its head down again.

      “Be right back.”

      Drea carefully slipped the collar around the dog’s neck. She leashed him up and brought him to the laundry room.

      “Be nice, pup,” she warned.

      He licked her hand. Drea held tightly to the leash, ready to pull back if she needed to. The dog bent down and sniffed. His tail went into overdrive as he licked both the cat and rat. Neither recoiled.

      Drea’s grip on the leash relaxed. “You had me worried there for a second.”

      She watched the dog lie down next to the cat and rat. Who discards animals like this? It was unlikely she’d ever know, but it wouldn’t be the first time people had dropped off their pets to go live free in the forest. Idiots.

      “I’m going to have to give your friends a bath too.”

      The dog appeared to be smiling, so Drea smiled back. She already had gloves on, so all that was needed was fresh towels. She carefully scooped up the cat, who responded with more purrs, while the rat ran up her arm and sat on her shoulder.

      “I’ll feel better after the vet checks you out.”

      The rat shuddered. She took both in for a bath and met with no resistance, just like the dog.

      “I can’t believe you enjoy this.”

      The rat pushed his head against her hand like a cat as she rinsed it off. No fleas on either of them.

      “I don’t think I’ll need these gloves since neither of you has bared your teeth at me, but until I get you your shots, I’ll be careful. You don’t know how expensive a trip to the ER can be.”

      The cat flipped her tail and nudged Drea’s hand in response. Wrapping them both in a towel, she brought them back to the laundry room and placed them on a dry blanket together.

      “You’re both safe here. Like I told the dog, you have a home if we can’t find yours.”

      The cat and rat snuggled against each other and fell asleep next to the dog, who let out a loud exhale. Drea gently covered the animals with a blanket and went to get ready for bed. She’d sleep well with her new guests in the house, even if she had to get up and let the dog out or clean up rat poop.

      After brushing her teeth and slipping into red flannel PJs, she was ready for some chamomile tea and a book. The microwave strained again as her cup heated. She peeked into the laundry room but only saw the dog.

      “Oh, no. Maybe I should have kept the cat and rat locked up. Here, kitty!”

      There was a digging sound coming from the cat box. She crept past the dog and peeked around the corner where not only was the cat using the box, but the rat too.

      “Good kitty and rat!”

      They both jumped out of the box together, shaking the litter off their paws, and strolled past her. The cat flicked its tail at her legs, and they snuggled with the dog again.

      “Do you have to go to the bathroom?”

      He immediately stood up and headed for the back door.

      “Okay, I guess you do.” She slipped on the leash and headed into the chilly night.

      “Good dog.” She praised him as he completed his business around the old cedar tree.

      Soon after everyone was settled, she slipped into bed with her tea and book but couldn’t focus on the words. She had just picked up her cell phone to play solitaire when she heard the familiar thump of the garbage can falling to the ground. The bear wasn’t hibernating yet. She threw on her bathrobe and checked the animals.

      The dog didn’t bark at the bear the way Lady used to but greeted her with a loud tail wag from over by the woodstove, where the animals had moved. A warm vibe passed through her. She was ready to let all of them into her heart. She climbed into her big, empty bed and went back to the card game on her phone until she fell asleep.

      Whispers coming from the living room startled Drea awake. She jumped out of bed, gun in her hand to defend her household, and tiptoed down the hall. She froze when her foot hit the squeaky floorboard. Not hearing anything, she peeked around the corner. The animals were sleeping. She listened for a moment but only heard silence. She double-checked all the windows and doors.

      “Must have been a dream.” She climbed back into bed.

      She tossed and turned for the next hour and was about to try to read when the voices floated down the hall again. This time, she carefully crept out of bed and quietly made her way down the hall.

      “She—”

      Her bare foot landed on a sharp tack.

      “Shit! Where did that come from?” The voices went silent.

      She peered around the corner and saw the animals. They were wide awake and staring at her. The dog stood and padded to the back door. It was just her and the animals. She took him out on a leash, wondering if she was hearing things—or perhaps it was noise from the generator or even her cell phone. Back in bed, she shut off her phone and lay quietly awake for the rest of the night, but nothing but her breathing filled the space where those voices had been. When the sun rose, she fell back to sleep.
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      Drea slept past nine thirty. Her sleepy morning stretch was cut short when she found a cat and rat snuggled next to her. She carefully turned back on her side so as not to awaken them. The snoring dog was curled up on the floor by her slippers on the same bear rug Lady had loved, the chilly house was quiet, and generator silent.

      After lying there for an hour watching the but stayed on the rat. animals sleep, a smile broke over Drea’s face. It mattered again whether she got out of bed today. There were animals to attend to. She wiggled around them and left the comfort of the warm flannel cocoon. With the precision, but not the style, of a model slipping into her next runway outfit, Drea was quickly dressed in jeans, a pink flannel shirt, and matching pink socks.

      She bent over to pet the sleeping dog. “You guys sure made yourselves at home.”

      The dog’s eyes immediately popped open, and his tail hit the nightstand with a vibrating thump. The cat and rat didn’t move from their cozy nest on the bed as she snapped several pictures of them.

      She slipped into her clogs and pulled on her fleece coat. “I’m going to check around to see if anyone is missing a dog, a cat, and a rat.”

      The dog followed her to the door and sniffed the air.

      “Come on. I’ll take you outside first.”

      They circled her truck and the woodshed, and he completed his business and was quickly back on the kitchen rug.

      “Watch the house!” She closed and locked the door behind her.

      Drea spoke to the three neighbors who lived within a mile of her, but no one recognized them. Just as she stepped into her frigid house, the familiar beep of the electric smoke alarm signaled the return of power. Now she could go online and check if anyone had reported losing these pets. Nothing. A call to the animal shelter got the same results, leaving Drea hopeful that they were hers now.

      The trio had gathered around her computer chair like she was about to give a speech.

      The landline rang, and the dog’s ears perked up. Some of her newfound hope deflated. What if it was their owner? “Hello?”

      “Mom. I’ve been meaning to check in with you. I heard they were doing power shutoffs again because of the high fire danger. Are you okay?”

      Drea held back a loud sigh of relief. “Yes, the winds have died down, and our power is back on. No fires here this time.”

      Robbie’s voice sounded thin and tired under his forced cheerfulness. “Great! I’m sorry I couldn’t visit. Tammy isn’t feeling well and still healing after her surgery. She has really needed me since we lost the baby, and the doctor told her we shouldn’t try to have more kids.”

      The story had already changed from Tammy didn’t want to have any more babies to the doctor said she shouldn’t have any more. That was Tammy’s skill, and it kept her son chained to her. Drea let it go.

      “It was a hard loss, and I’m sure it’s harder now. I would love to see you, though, and I miss you. I can come help anytime if you need it.”

      There was a slight intake of breath before he responded. “I miss you too. But Tammy, she’s having a rough time and only wants me around. She knows you’ll understand and says we’ll come to visit you soon.”

      “I understand and can’t wait to see you.” Drea pictured Tammy standing over his shoulder, controlling the call.

      “Hang on a minute, Mom.”

      There were muffled voices.

      “Sorry about that, Mom. Tammy was going to talk to you but felt dizzy and needed to go back to bed.”

      Drea clenched her jaw, holding back the words she wanted to say. Pack your bags and come home. All that would do was push him further away from her, so she went with a safe response. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Thanks, I’ll let her know.”

      “Thank you.” Drea took a deep breath and let it out quietly.

      An awkward moment of silence weighed the conversation down. She waited, hoping, but he didn’t go there. “Is your generator still working okay?”

      “Yes, it just needs gas. It’s quite a workout lifting those heavy cans, and I’ll be all toned up by the end of winter.”

      His voice lowered. “Sorry. I wish I were there to help you.”

      Drea rubbed her face in frustration. “You have your own life to live, but don’t forget you still have a home to visit anytime.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      The unsaid message was delivered. It was up to him. “You won’t believe what showed up at the house last night.”

      His voice returned to that cheerful, plastic tone. “What? That bear again?”

      “Well, him too, but a group of animals found me.”

      “A group?”

      Drea explained.

      “Mom, that’s crazy. I agree that someone dumped them. But a rat? Do you still have my old cage?”

      “I won’t need it. The rat uses the cat box.”

      A quick burst of unexpected laughter dashed across the miles. “You’re kidding!”

      The three animals’ keen observation while she talked on the phone made her understand how it would feel to be on display at the zoo. “Nope. They are what I needed. Don’t worry about me. You take care of your wife.” Drea had a feeling that the woman was on another phone, monitoring.

      “I will. She wants me to be sure to tell you hello.”

      Drea focused on her inner actor while repressing the bile moving its way up her throat. “Well, tell her hello right back for me.”

      “Will do, Mom. Call if you need anything. I love you.”

      Drea fought back the tears. They were so phony to each other. Leave her. Be happy, she desperately wanted to say.

      “Love you too.” She set down the phone, hoping that someday he’d wake up and she’d still be around to help him. She glanced at the ceiling. “Rob, I hope you’re watching over Robbie. That wife of his has some serious mental issues, but of course you’d see that, wouldn’t you?” She rolled her eyes and looked over at the animals, whose attention hadn’t wavered. “Did you guide these animals to me?”

      The dog turned his attention to the woodstove as he wagged his tail. She squinted into the shadows and swore she saw a figure standing there for a moment. After a quick eye rub and shake of the head, she cast one more hopeful glance. This time, there was nothing.

      “Must be cabin fever. I’m seeing things.” Her attention turned to the animals. “You guys need names. I’m open to suggestions.” She laughed at the blank looks.

      Unable to settle on any names, she focused on laundry and vacuuming. Two days flew by as she got to know her new roommates, including the protective dog who never left her side, especially when she ventured outdoors. And then it was time for the vet appointment and some grocery shopping.

      Dr. Smith peered over his black-framed glasses. “All three are healthy, Drea. The same cut on their necks is strange, but maybe the owners who dumped them took their chips out. They’ve healed up nicely, so I wouldn’t worry about it. I recommend shots and heartworm pills for the cat and dog—there are none for rats. Even if they don’t have any now, I would treat them all for fleas and ticks. You can get all that today. They sure found a wonderful home. Lucky pets.”

      “Thank you. I’m just as lucky.”

      He bent down and patted the dog’s head. “I’ll send the tech in to do the shots. There’s an early snowstorm coming, and I hear it’s a big one. I don’t like the cold, but at least the fire season will be over. Drive safe, and I hope you enjoy the upcoming holidays with your new fur babies.”

      “Thank you. Happy holidays.”

      The doctor slipped out of the room. The animals huddled next to her when he said shots and didn’t move until they were done.

      After filling her gas cans for the generator while watching a bank of thick, gray clouds creep in, she quickly found a space in the rapidly filling grocery store parking lot.

      “Okay, you three, be good. I’ll leave the windows cracked, but I must get us some supplies before the storm hits. I avoid driving in the snow or ice unless necessary.”

      The dog held her gaze while the cat cleaned herself. The rat never left the cat’s side.

      “I promise to give you names soon. It was embarrassing not having names for you at the vet, but nothing fit. Be right back.”

      Drea rushed through the store like she was being timed on a game show. The lines snaked along the aisles, so all she could do was wait with her cart full of snowbound delights, which included a frozen pizza, ice cream, chips, wine, and coffee. She tossed in some healthy stuff, pet supplies, and the essentials, and added a small turkey, a package of stuffing, a frozen pumpkin pie, and cranberries for the upcoming holiday. Maybe next year there would be a place to go, but she wouldn’t be lonely with a new furry family.

      Back outside, the chilly fall air set her teeth chattering. She yanked on her gloves and hat as small November snowflakes floated down onto the asphalt parking lot, where they immediately melted. This prompted her to go into superhero mode—she unloaded her cart at lightning speed into the passenger seat and half of her back seat while the animals watched. Her purchases left little room for her passengers. After double-checking the bungee cords on her gas cans in the truck’s bed, she was ready to head home and ride out the first storm of the season.

      The delicate flakes thickened and took over the atmosphere as she drove slowly up the hill. Other people rushed past her. She shook her head at the unsafe drivers. “Someone is gonna have to pull you out of a ditch later.”

      The dog snorted. Drea pretended it was because he appreciated her deep insight into snow driving. After collecting her mail, she maneuvered the last mile of snow-covered road in four-wheel drive, with every muscle alert. Finally they pulled into the white-coated driveway. She parked at the end near the road in case she needed to drive somewhere later. Less snow to shovel to get onto the main road, which was always kept plowed, but that meant she had to haul her supplies all the way down the long driveway.

      “Come on, guys, I’ll get you in the nice, warm house before I get the groceries.”

      The dog raced down the driveway with his ears up and alert. He sat in a drift of snow at the edge of the garage. Drea lugged the carrier with the cat and rat to the house under his watchful eye. She flipped a switch in the kitchen.

      “Let there be lights. Yay! No one has hit a power pole yet and knocked down a line. Come inside. It’s cold out there.”

      The dog ignored her as she let the cat and rat into the house. Both ran to the litter box.

      “Okay. Up to you if you want to stay outside in this cold.”

      The wet, heavy snow dropped around her as she pulled her groceries and gas down the driveway in the old sled, her sentry dog watching every movement. Her hands already ached from her damp mittens, so she peeled them off and shoved them into her pocket.

      “You’re lucky you don’t have to deal with this where you are, Rob. You’re probably lying on a beach sipping a margarita. But we sure had some fun in those storms, huh?” Drea grinned as she locked the truck. Making snowmen, sledding, and cross-country skiing in their front yard had been straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting, but that was how life was—until it wasn’t. It seemed like she was paying for all the good they’d had. Was that her karma? Weren’t people meant to be happy?

      The biting winds kicked up as she headed back to the house with her last load. The snow pushed sideways, hitting her directly in the face. She pulled down her cap as the whiteness built up with an unusual fury for the first storm of the year.

      She bent down and petted the wet dog. “I’m done. Let’s get inside where it’s warm.”

      As if he understood, he got up and trailed her into the house.

      The snowstorm continued the rest of the afternoon and into the darkness, which came earlier after the time change a week ago. She brought in wood to feed the stove and push away the cold—what a difference from the previous week’s dry and hot weather and accompanying fire danger! The weather was all over the place, like her emotional state for the last two years.

      The oven roared, and the spicy aroma of the pizza soon filled the house, making her mouth water. The lights flickered but stayed on.

      “Good! I’ve had enough of these power outages for a while.”

      Drea opened the black cast iron doors of the stove and added some seasoned oak. She loved the smell of a wood fire. The dog settled in by the flames, and the cat and rat soon followed. Drea filled their dishes and plopped onto the couch with her pizza, a glass of wine, and a book. Soon her plate and glass were empty, and she was deep into the story of a woman giving love a chance again. She yawned, and the next thing she knew, the book fell to the floor, startling her awake.

      “Tell her⁠—”

      Silence.

      Drea sat up and glared down at the animals. “Okay. I’m positive that wasn’t any dream. Tell me what?”

      The dog stared at her, panting, while the cat cleaned her fur and the rat looked away.

      “Either I have talking animals, or I’ve lost my mind.” The animals’ full attention was on her now. They appeared as scared as she felt. Drea rubbed her temples. “The last two years have been hell for me, but I haven’t lost my mind. And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you can trust me. Please talk to me.”

      “We trust you,” a soft, feminine voice replied.

      Drea jumped up, and everything went black.
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      Drea came to sprawled on the floor like she’d woken from a nap, but it hadn’t been sleep that put her there. She tentatively moved her sore body but found nothing broken. The maroon rug cushioned the cold wooden floor, and her head had narrowly missed the table and the stonework around the woodstove. She turned her attention to the three animals standing over her.

      “I’m okay, I think.” She slowly sat up and rolled her shoulders with a slight grunt. She grasped the coffee table for support and carefully stood while the animals surrounded her in a tight circle.

      The heater clicked on, filling the tense silence.

      “I know what I heard.”

      The dog shook his head. “Please sit, Drea,” a rich male voice said.

      She sank onto the couch with a deep breath. It was like being in a bad sci-fi movie. “You . . . ” was all she could get out.

      The dog’s nails clicked on the hardwood floor as he moved closer. “We aren’t normal pets.”

      Drea chuckled. “No kidding.”

      The cat leaped with the grace of a ballerina and landed next to her. “We won’t hurt you, Drea. We made sure you didn’t hit your head when you fell.”

      “I figured if you wanted to hurt me, you would have already. But thank you.” Drea reached for her wineglass. A small groan escaped when she found the crystal goblet empty.

      The rat settled in next to the cat, who wrapped her tail around it and glanced at the dog. He lowered his head. His deep voice was soothing, like a father reassuring a child with a scraped knee. “You’re welcome. Do you need to refill your glass? It might help.”

      “Sure.” Drea stood up and immediately felt like she was floating. She quickly sat back on the couch with a full glass of wine and the animals facing her.

      The dog jumped up on the couch next to her. “I won’t go into all the details right now, but how about a summary of our situation?”

      As she clung to whatever shred of sanity still believed this wasn’t real, she relaxed into that disbelief. That opened a space inside where her emotions could escape. Unfortunately, they came out in a silly grin so enormous that it was probably frightening to the animals. “Sure, go ahead.”

      The cat jumped on the coffee table with the rat on her back. “Take some deep breaths, Drea. This is a shock to you.”

      “Shock? Talking animals. Don’t be silly.” Drea choked back a giggle. If she started laughing now, she’d never stop.

      “Keep it together, Drea. For us.” The dog nudged her arm with his nose.

      Her giggles were sucked back down, and her smile disappeared. The temptation to pinch herself was strong, but she worried that would scare them. They might believe she was hurting herself and not checking to see if it was a dream.

      The dog squinted at the cat and rat as his tail and left ear drooped. “Okay, first off, let’s introduce ourselves to you. They called me Charlie 89. She’s Jane 72, and the rat is Ben 12. You can skip the number part. That meant there were more before us. They didn’t live long.”

      Drea gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. She shook her head like her brain had fallen out.

      “Does she need help?” Jane bumped Drea’s arm with her head.

      Ben stood on his hind legs, waved his forelimbs, and added a piercing squeal.

      Charlie softened his voice. “No, Ben, she won’t die. It means we overloaded her with information is all. Like they used to do to you at the lab.”

      Drea finally found her voice. “I’m fine. The rat—I mean Ben, he doesn’t talk?”

      “Well, he does, but only we and others like us can understand him. So they considered him a failure.” Jane wrapped her legs around Ben, and he plopped back down to all four paws and snuggled against her.

      “Others?”

      Charlie shot Jane a look that reminded Drea of the stare she’d give Rob when he would ask her friends too many questions. It was a “shut up” look.

      Jane smoothed her whiskers with a flick of her paw. “He only speaks as a rat. Animals like us communicate with him, but humans can’t.”

      Charlie’s eyebrows furrowed. “We are the product of lab experiments. We aren’t experts in this matter, so we can’t tell you the entire process, but it was our time to be recycled, as they called it. Meaning they couldn’t use us and were ready to give us that last shot. The three of us were working with this lab tech named Sharon. She confided to us that she couldn’t kill any more animals. She had planned to set us free. Things went the way they did, and here we are.”

      Drea sat up and finished her wine. “So someone is creating talking animals. Why?”

      Charlie jumped off the couch with a thunk. “Not sure. I believe it had something to do with, um . . . security. That word was thrown around a lot, but we never saw any military, just security guards. It was private.”

      “We should let people know what’s going on. I could call the newspaper or something.” Drea bit her lip, trying to take it all in.

      Charlie’s hackles raised. “If this gets out, Sharon’s life will be in jeopardy, and they’ll kill us. We’re putting our trust in you.”

      Jane sprang off the couch and rubbed against Charlie. “It’s a lot to take in. Give her a moment.”

      There were more high-pitched squeals from Ben as he followed Jane.

      Drea put her hand across her heart. “I won’t say anything if it means you’ll die. I promise.”

      Charlie’s fur settled. “Thank you. We don’t want you to die, either. That gun you had when I met you worried all of us.”

      Heat gushed out of Drea’s facial pores. “Thinking about it and doing it are two different things.”

      “Don’t think about it anymore, okay?” Jane’s green eyes widened as Ben ran up Drea’s arm and nestled on her shoulder.

      “Deal.”

      Charlie cleared his throat. “I’ve told you the important things now. We’ll fill in the little details as we get to know you better. We can all use a good night’s sleep.”

      Drea worried about those little details but didn’t push. “Getting some sleep sounds good. Is there anything you need?”

      Jane rolled her eyes. “Maybe we could talk about your food choices for us later.”

      Drea stood up and smoothed her long, yellow sweatshirt over her black leggings. “Sure, we can do that. One question, though. How did you know you could trust me?”

      “We were drawn to you.” Charlie headed into the kitchen.

      “Oh. Well . . . okay.”

      Charlie stopped and turned around. “Would you like us to sleep in another room?”

      Drea’s emotions were riding through her like a greasy burger. “No. You’re welcome in my room.”

      “Thank you. We feel safer altogether.”

      Drea set the heater to sixty degrees for the night. “That’s a good start.”

      “Yes, I suppose it is. Just promise you’ll always talk to us before doing anything connected to us.” Charlie drank some water from the stainless steel bowl.

      “I will.”

      Jane answered. “I believe in you, Drea.”

      Drea swallowed hard and didn’t answer.

      The group headed down the hall like an army of ants toward their colony. Drea glanced back and saw a shadowy figure appear behind Charlie. It was only there for a second. “Did you see that?” She pointed.

      “See what?” Charlie asked. Jane and Ben, who were behind him, remained silent.

      “Oh, nothing. Just a shadow.”

      Drea climbed into bed, surrounded by talking animals.

      “Night, Drea.”

      “Night.”

      She didn’t believe sleep would ever come again. Her entire world had changed. Exhaustion won, and soon she spun into the darkness.
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      Morning arrived with two feet of bright snow, but all Drea could think about was a strong cup of coffee to help her process everything. She tugged on her bathrobe and slippers without waking the animals and was grateful to be alone when she stepped onto the kitchen’s cold linoleum floor. After filling the coffee maker with water and turning it on, her hand passed through a chilly mass that sent a shiver through her body.

      “I’ve heard that a cold spot means a spirit is here. Is that you, Rob? Maybe the animals could talk to you too.” A burst of uneasy laughter bubbled up, but she pushed it down with a forced smile.

      The coffee dripped down into the glass carafe, making her think of melted chocolate. The nutty aroma with a hint of mocha made her mouth water in anticipation. Like every other morning, she cracked an egg into sautéing onions and spinach while nibbling on a banana. She passed her hand through the air again, relieved to find that the cold wasn’t there anymore. After pouring her coffee and scooping her eggs onto a blue plate, she took breakfast into the family room.

      “Talking animals? Ghosts? What’s next?” She held up her hands. “No. I don’t want to know.”

      Drea set her coffee on the oak side table, sank onto the couch, and ate her breakfast in silence. She could have been eating the newspaper and wouldn’t have noticed because there was no way to get her mind past what she’d learned last night. It would be easier to pretend it didn’t happen, but she’d never been good at that. Washing the last bite of omelet down with a gulp of lukewarm coffee, she caught a movement from the corner of her eye.

      “Good morning, Ben.” She used her best cheerful tone as she stood up with the empty plate and mug.

      The rat wiggled his whiskers in what she took to be a response.

      “Time for a second cup.”

      The rat was right behind her and replied with a small squeak. He dashed past her into the laundry room, where the familiar scratching in the litter box began.

      “Maybe the animals can clean their litter box.” Drea rolled her eyes and poured another cup of java.

      Charlie’s head bumped against her legs, and she almost dropped the coffee on his head. “Jane and Ben don’t need a litter box, and I don’t need to go outside. We can use the toilet. We didn’t want to—what’s the saying Sharon always used?—freak you out.”

      “Too late. I’m already freaked out. Take the guest bathroom. I don’t get many guests anymore. In fact, I get none.”

      Charlie’s ears went up. “Guest bathroom?”

      Drea pointed down the hall. “The first door on your right before the bedroom. It has an ocean theme. You know, dolphins and stuff. There’s extra toilet paper under the sink if you need it.”

      Charlie showed his teeth in what appeared to be a smile. “Dolphins, yes. We are aware of them but never met one. We don’t need the paper, thank you. Ben can’t flush, but we’ll help him. Jane doesn’t have a problem jumping up, but if you wouldn’t mind putting a chair or step for me, I’d appreciate it.”

      Drea loaded her plate and fork into the dishwasher. “I have Robbie’s old stool in the garage that you can use. I was saving it for my grandkids, but that’s not going to happen.”

      “Thank you, and I’m sorry.”

      She reached out to pat the dog’s head but pulled back, not knowing if that was okay anymore. “It’s a sad story I’d rather not talk about now. You have the pet food I bought you, but would you prefer eggs?”

      Charlie wagged his tail. “Thank you for asking. We prefer human food, but you don’t have enough for all of us. We’ll eat the food you bought until you can get to the store again. Besides, it’s better for us. Later we can get the ingredients to make our own.”

      Drea held her cup with both hands while she sipped the coffee. The warm liquid had her wide awake, but her mind wasn’t any clearer as she studied the dog over the rim of the cup. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Charlie held her gaze before exhaling loudly. “I’m sorry to keep bringing this up, but the reason I mentioned the chair is I need to use your bathroom.”

      “I’ll meet you in there.”

      “I’ll help you.” Charlie followed her into the garage, where she immediately found what she was looking for and placed it next to the toilet.

      Drea frowned when Charlie slipped off the blue stool. Robbie had gotten it for his fourth birthday, and it still had the Batman stickers he’d put on it that day. He used that step every day until he could finally reach the sink on his own. But the stool wasn’t designed for a dog.

      “Maybe a taller chair with a nonslip surface would work better,” Charlie suggested.

      “I’ve got just the thing.” Drea grabbed a chair out of the spare bedroom closet. Rob had used it in the shower when he broke his foot. It was the same height as the toilet.

      “Just like being back in the lab.” Charlie’s smile couldn’t hide the pain in his eyes or the way his tail went down.

      Drea held back the urge to gather the dog into her arms. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.”

      Shortly, there was a flush and running water. Was he washing his paws? But the lapping sound indicated he was drinking water. Jane was at her bowl, eating alongside Ben. The distant roar of the snowplow meant they were cleaning up the roads, making them drivable. But not by her. She was going to stay home with her strange menagerie.

      Charlie padded out and sat at her feet.

      “Did that work for you?”

      “Perfectly. It helped that you have handles on your faucet instead of knobs. That way, I don’t have to drink out of a bowl or toilet, but I will if you need me to.”

      “No, use the sink. Do you need a chair to reach it?”

      Charlie sat down and scratched behind his ears. “I stood up on my hind legs, but yes, it would be easier, thank you.”

      Jane flicked her tail as she sat down next to Charlie with Ben on her back.

      Drea smiled at the image of a dog standing in her bathroom using her sink. It would make a great kid’s story. My Best Friend, Charlie. “You’re welcome. Tell me, how long do you guys plan on staying here? I mean, you’re welcome as long as you want to.”

      “Why would we tell you about us if we were going to leave?” Jane said.

      “Good point, and I’m relieved you said that.” Drea finished her third cup of coffee and set it next to the empty pot on the gray granite counter.

      Charlie peered down at the cat. “We won’t leave you on our own, we promise. If you ever want us to leave, we will. No hard feelings.”
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