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      Joule looked down into the dark water that puddled at her feet. It seemed shallow here, but she didn’t step in. That was the problem with dark puddles: Sometimes, they were deep.

      A movement flicked at the surface of the otherwise still water. Maybe it was a bug. She was no fisherman, but there was something about the ripple that told her it had come from under the water, not on top. It was definitely bigger than a bug.

      Gingerly, she stepped one foot into the saturated grass at her feet. This was why she’d worn her rain boots: They covered her almost to her knees. I’ll be okay, she told herself and took another step.

      The water slid across the smooth rubber of her boot—navy with small white polkadots. It was still shallow enough that she could see her feet. Taking another step, she lost sight of the toe of her boot. The water only reached to her ankle now and there was plenty further to go, if it didn’t get too deep too fast.

      Glancing outward, the vast pool of water reflected upside down campus buildings to her. It would have been just a puddle, if not for the size. The rains had come hard all last week, with very few gaps in the showers. Sometimes, they’d come heavy and dark, with thunder shaking the buildings. And other times, they’d come light and misty, seeming almost enchanted. But the clouds and their water hadn’t stopped.

      The average rainfall in the Bay Area was just over twenty-four inches annually; this storm had dumped almost ten. Sliding in from the ocean, the storm had seemed to skid to a stop over the famed university. Now Stanford squished in all the places it wasn’t fully underwater.

      Today, the showers had lightened to a mist and the rain was predicted to—finally!—stop, but it hadn’t yet. Joule could feel the unruly waves of her wet hair tightening to ringlets, but she had a curiosity to satisfy.

      In front of her, the surface rippled again and she stepped forward slowly, letting her boot sink into the loose ground. Behind her, she carefully lifted her other foot, holding her ankle rigid and making sure the mushy earth didn’t steal her rain boot.

      Once she had her feet planted again, Joule breathed easier. From her back pocket, she pulled blue nitrile gloves she’d inadvertently stolen from chem lab and snapped them on. She’d likely get water inside them, but if she touched anything… well, she didn’t want to actually touch it.

      “Are you okay? Did you lose something?” a voice called out behind her.

      Not wanting to move her feet, Joule twisted slightly, catching sight of a professor behind her. She didn’t know him. But it figured. A few other students had walked by, but no one had spoken to the young woman wading out into the crap.

      “No,” she called back. Then she turned her head again and looked him up and down. Wool pants, jacket with patches on the elbows. He couldn’t look more like a young associate professor if he tried. Maybe he was just a TA. But this puddle was in the middle of the science buildings, so she took a chance. “I thought I saw something in the water and I wanted to see if I could figure out what it was.”

      “Oh. That doesn’t necessarily sound safe.”

      It wasn’t. But he didn’t know what she’d done last year. Her smile was wry. “I’ll be fine.”

      “What if it’s a water moccasin?”

      Oh, good try, she thought, but kept it to herself. She called back over her shoulder as she took another tentative step forward. “Water moccasins are common to southern California, not up here.”

      “Yes, they were. But I have two in my lab that were locally caught. They’re moving northward.”

      So he wasn’t a student. He’d said “my lab.” Most likely he was probably a professor. She moved another foot forward and saw the ripple again. It didn’t have the “S” shape of a snake in water. “What are my chances this is a fat water moccasin?”

      The water was now halfway up her boots, deep enough for whatever was swimming around. She pushed forward, watching as each step took the water line higher on her boots. If it got within three inches of the top, she’d call it a wash and turn back.

      She took another step forward but frowned when she heard the water moving behind her. When her foot was planted firmly, Joule turned to see the man high-stepping his way through until he was even with her. Her mouth fell open.

      “You don’t have boots. You just ruined your shoes.” What was he doing? “And your pants.”

      “Well, whatever you pull out of here, I want to see it. And if you get bit by a water moccasin, someone will have to carry you out and call for help.”

      “I’m wearing boots. You’re the one who’s going to get bitten.”

      “Ah. Yes. Supremely bad choice on my part, then.” He only shrugged and she thought, He was probabaly already wet from this never-ending drizzle.

      He looked her up and down and she was about to frown at him again when he asked, “Are you stronger than you look?”

      A harsh burst of laughter exploded from her lungs, and she was glad she could at least say, “Yes. I am.”

      “Alright then.” He turned his gaze to the surface of the water and didn’t move his eyes as he spoke. “I’m Dr. Dean Kimura. Marine sciences.”

      “Well, that’s lucky of me. Joule Mazur. Freshman. Undeclared.”

      She, too, was watching the water intently. Neither of them had moved. She had four inches of clearance to the top of her boots, but Kimura was standing in his loafers… or maybe his socks?

      Perhaps his hasty arrival had scared away whatever it was. Now she waited, with a stillness and patience she’d learned the hard way. She was relieved he was here. What if it was a water moccasin? That was a threat she hadn’t considered.

      She had pushed the sleeves of her hoodie up until they stayed put around her elbows, as she fully intended to plunge her hand into the water. But she watched as the professor slowly unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt. He’d lost the jacket. Probably tossed it away somewhere back at the edge of the puddle/pond.

      The water had been here for enough days now that she’d begun to think of the edge as “the shore.” His books and his bag must be back there, too, soaking up all the water they can. She refused to feel guilty.

      Producing his own blue lab gloves, he registered her raised eyebrow and only shrugged. He probably really was a marine sciences professor. She looked back to the surface and waited. Smooth and reflective, it showed her more of the endless gray sky, the tops of a few trees, and the sharp rooflines of the nearby buildings.

      At the edge of her vision, his now-blue finger flicked and she followed the point fast enough to catch the ripple at the surface about ten feet away.

      It was still here.

      But, even as she thought that, his finger flicked again and her head snapped the other way catching another telltale mark on the otherwise placid surface. “There are two of them,” she said, hoping she didn’t whisper like an idiot.

      “At least.”

      She didn’t like the tone in his voice.
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      Joule’s eyes flicked to the right, her normally steady heartbeats stuttering.

      Was that a shadow just under the tree? She’d been seeing them everywhere after yesterday’s foray into the water.

      Figuring she could prove to herself there was nothing there, she leaned in closer. She didn't see anything. Then again, what could she see? The water was dark and, in places, so muddy that something might be just below the surface and no one would know.

      “Joule!” The voice called from further down the street. Startled at getting caught staring into the giant puddle again, Joule cautiously moved a few inches further away from the water that hugged the sidewalk she stood on.

      In the distance, she saw a figure waving wildly at her. Though she was too far away to discern the facial features, it was easy to tell the young woman wore her tightly curled hair pulled up in a messy ponytail, shooting like a fountain above a perfectly symmetrical face. That alone made Joule certain it was Gabby approaching.

      She waved back, hand high over her head, the movement large enough to be seen as she kept walking forward. Maybe it wasn't Gabby, but it would be more embarrassing not to wave back. Again, though, Joule’s eyes darted to the side as a ripple formed in the standing water at the ditch.

      The water’s color was deep, somewhere between the darkest evergreen and black. She reminded herself that any number of things can be alive in the water—things that should be alive in the water.

      It might be something as simple as a current carrying a stick. After all, the ditches and gutters had been made for drainage. The water had simply gotten high enough that no current flowed now and they all stood still, backed up and waiting for something further down on the line to let them drain again.

      Focusing again on the figures down the street—definitely Gabby—she recognized the other person then. Tall and reed thin, Marcus would always stand out in a crowd, even though he most certainly didn't want to. The deep red Stanford sweatshirt didn't help. His parents, so proud of their son’s achievement, had spent their money on a bag full of school merchandise for him.

      Marcus was here on scholarship, like Joule and Cage. Unlike them, he didn't have a backup savings account, so he didn't have the money for white Oxford button-downs, designer jeans, or even a hoodie that didn't have a huge “S” emblazoned across the front.

      “Max. No!”

      Cage’s shout gave Joule only a moment’s warning before she felt the large body slam into her from behind. She would have been thrown to the ground if strong arms hadn't wrapped around her, lifted her up, and swung her in a circle. Her feet passed ever so slightly over the edge of the standing water in the ditch. She yanked them back, her heart freezing at the thought of landing in the water.

      Her body clenched in response to being yanked backward and swung around, even though her brain knew this wasn't a random attack. This was Max—Cage’s roommate and possibly the worst football player on the Stanford team, but dedicated to his physical regimen and surviving the academic rigors of the school.

      Somehow, Max and Cage were a perfect match. After almost eight months living on campus, it remained well beyond Joule's comprehension how this worked. But Cage liked his roommate enough to bring him along when everyone met up. Joule would have chosen otherwise.

      College was supposed to be a time when she and her twin possibly went their different ways, learned different things for once, ran with different friends. But they didn’t. Max was the thing they differed on. Go figure.

      “Put me down, Max.”

      Joule tried to utter the words without irritation in her voice. Max had never quite outgrown the idea that torturing someone was fun, so she tried not to let her aggravation show.

      “Jesus, Max. How many times do I have to tell you, she hates that?”

      Her brother’s words were firm, but unfortunately, so was Max's head. Joule sincerely doubted that the message would get through this time. It certainly hadn't penetrated his brain any of the times before.

      Still, slowly and gently, she felt her feet touch the ground. Whatever he wanted to accomplish by rushing her was over and Max would now be a sweetheart again.

      As she sucked in a breath, grateful at being back on terra firma, she saw that Gabby and Marcus had almost arrived at the corner.

      It was Gabriella who scolded, “Max, you big idiot. You realize she can kill you. Right?”

      “Sure,” Max said, the death threat not fazing him in the slightest. “But she's most deadly at a distance. That's why I gotta get in close.”

      Joule just shook her head. Max wasn't entirely wrong. She was best with a bow and was just as deadly—if not as quiet—with a nine-millimeter or a shot gun. But she hadn't killed people.

      Some days, Max had her rethinking her position on that.

      The five of them stopped and waited on the corner. It would be at least a handful more minutes before Sky and Roxie showed. The two remaining friends coming to their little conglomerate were identical in their long, narrow faces, large blue eyes, and ability to geek out over something scientific. Every other thing about the Baker twins was radically different.

      All around her, the group chatted while Joule remained quiet. Today had bothered her. Though the new rain was concerning, it was the water on the ground that bothered her most.

      Then again, it might be the date. April wasn’t going to be her best month. She could already feel it creeping up, and she was hoping to bury her feeling of unease into a Psych 101 text book.

      She’d lost both of her parents, tragically, a year ago. That had changed her, during her last months of high school, from a carefree, nerdy kid eager to claim her scholarship to the school of her choice, to a fighter who would become a killer.

      Lately, things had seemed so normal. Though she and Cage had odd moments—going to visit their grandparents’ for the holiday breaks, instead of returning to their own home—most of her life passed as it would have had her parents been alive. She still would have been at school several hundred miles away. She wouldn’t have seen them every day, anyway.

      The loss should have remained in the gaps. Instead, it wove its way into her whole life. Grief stalked her. It appeared when she least expected it, and she became paranoid that sadness was lurking around the corner… even when it wasn’t.

      Though most of her friends had come through tragedies of their own, it wasn’t the same. Max's family had been caught in an avalanche, but they'd all survived.

      Gabby had come from the south. She’d lost her home, but not her family. The water on the beach had finally risen high enough that her family’s multi-million-dollar seaside house had been washed away. That had happened a year and a half ago. Her family was still fighting the insurance company to cover the loss. They’d been struggling financially in the meantime.

      But they’d all survived.

      Marcus, having grown up in a poor area of town, had seen a massive crime increase before he graduated high school. He'd actually killed a person—forced to shoot a home invader one night in self-defense. Joule didn't know for sure, but could easily guess that the incident had changed him.

      Certainly, others here had lost family members. The country was in upheaval. College was an attempt at normalcy, though California cities were still turning off power intermittently and running burn rings around the populated areas in an effort to keep the raging wildfires at bay.

      As Sky and Roxie finally approached from down the street, Joule almost smiled. They spotted their friends and began running—as though their tardiness were unexpected or could be corrected with an apology and a dash.

      “Oh, wow. We made it!” Sky fanned her hand in front of her face as though that would cool her off from her run. As her hand moved, Joule noticed the jacket had embedded sparkles. Of course it did. That worked with the sleek hair, pulled into a perfectly straight pony. It was Roxie who motioned them on with no fanfare and, as a unit, they turned and headed down the street toward the cafe.

      This, at least, was comfortable. Joule started breathing easier with everyone accounted for. She always breathed easier with the confirmation that her fear was rooted in the past and not the present. The conversation of the group around her meant that her new world had maintained some level of order.

      Despite what had happened last year, she had a good life. Joule loved what she was learning in her classes. She liked most of her professors, and even a few of the TAs. Her parents would have been proud.

      All of those things were wonderful, but she couldn’t stop the deep thudding of her heart. Or the memory of what Dr. Kimura had pulled out of the water. It wouldn’t have seemed so strange if Kimura hadn’t known enough to classify it. And now Joule knew, too.

      Beneath the surface, something in her world was wildly out of control.
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      “What was it?” Cage asked Joule.

      She had pulled him aside after leaving the café, telling their friends she needed him to run an errand. It had only taken her twin half a block to see that Joule didn't need anything from the convenience store other than the opportunity to separate from the group.

      “It was a red-tailed goby,” Joule told him. Her serious tone told him the presence of a local fish concerned her more than it should have.

      Cage had found his own thoughts turning morbid over the past few days, but his worries seemed more reasonable than being upset about an aquarium fish. “Do you think it's not about the fish? Maybe it's really because of the date. Because of Mom. Maybe the fish is just the easier thing to worry about.”

      His sister shook her head for a moment, but then she tilted it side to side and raised one eyebrow thoughtfully. “Maybe. Part of it must be. I mean, how could it not?”

      That, at least, Cage understood. This year had gone mostly as planned. Last year had not. But now, each day, he woke up and things were okay. The world had not turned on its head. A hurricane had not ripped through the school. There had been no tornadoes here, no wild animals. No crises.

      He attended all his classes and was grateful for the consistency and mediocrity of his days. Things had happened, of course. School had already been closed for rain on more than one day. One of the buildings had lost the use of its lower floor to flooding, and the classrooms had been moved elsewhere until some kind fix could be implemented.

      But those, Cage thought, were minor crises. Max didn't question that his roommate clipped the curtains tightly closed at night and slept with a dead silent stillness. No one really commented that he didn’t like to pet dogs, ever. And he went on as though things were normal. He could pretend his parents were simply away, not gone forever.

      “Here's the problem,” Joule said, breaking into what was pushing to become a deep melancholy. “Even if it is about Mom and the anniversary, it's also about the fish.”

      Okay, he would bite. Clearly, his sister needed to bounce this idea off someone. “Why is the red-tailed goby so concerning? I mean, the water was plenty deep, right? So why wouldn’t there be fish?”

      “But it was a nine-inch fish.”

      It was his turn to look surprised. “You measured it? With what?”

      “The scanning electron microscope.” The sarcasm showed she was growing frustrated with him. Maybe she had a right to be.

      She had interrupted his studying to ask him to check out what was swimming in the puddles. He hadn't told her no—he didn't think he would ever have the ability to straight up say no to his sister again. But he had pushed her off, effectively canceling her request.

      She was rightly irritated. “I wasn't out there alone. I mean, I was, but this professor came up. It turns out he's in marine sciences. He's the one who caught the fish. Apparently, he carries a small tape measure and specimen bags in his pocket because… marine sciences”

      “Okay…” Cage was relieved that she'd had someone out in the water with her. He hadn’t thought she’d give up on him and go alone. Dammit, I should have found the time.

      This was his twin, and she was his only remaining immediate family. “Still, it was standing water and if it came up to your calves, that’s really plenty deep for a fish. Right?”

      “But they weren't baby fish, Cage. The water wasn't there long enough for them to grow that big. Even with an abundance of food, it wouldn’t have happened that fast.”

      Cage nodded again, trying to follow her reasoning but relatively certain that it was slipping through his grip.

      She didn’t give him time to catch up. “So how did the fish get there?”

      Oh. He was getting it now and the surprise showed on his face. She had a solid point, but just as he was arriving where she was, she darted ahead again.

      “So, let's make it worse: The red-tailed goby is a bottom feeder.”

      Damn, another word that rang only inside his own head.

      She was right. How did any fish get onto campus? And a bottom feeder, at that? They would have needed a path of some sort, a river or stream. Maybe it was a runoff ditch from all the water. That made sense. All the sewers had been running high since the rain started, almost ten days ago. The rain had only stopped yesterday. He tried to work it out. “Are they from a nearby lake?”

      “Nope,” she replied immediately, meaning she’d already thought it through, before she even pulled him aside to tell him what she’d found. Her answer made everything even more strange. “They’re from the bay.”

      “A goby got here from the Bay?”

      He felt like an idiot, repeating her words, but what else could he say? The Bay was too far. How did that creature get into a puddle? If she was talking, he couldn’t hear her. His heart was thumping hard, shutting out all the sounds of the cars on the streets, the people passing by, doors opening and closing, music from someone walking by with their phone turned far too loud.

      Stuck in his thoughts, Cage churned through the obvious connections. The Bay had almost as high a salinity as the ocean at large. Shouldn’t the puddle be mostly fresh water? And how did the fish come so far so fast?

      He latched on to the one idea he could handle without getting squeamish. “It must be an anomaly.”

      “No.” Joule’s tone was clean, even. Whatever he was scrambling through, she was already out the other side.

      Joule pushed her way into the convenience store. She walked ten feet to the counter, grabbed a pack of gum, paid for it, and pocketed her change while he tried to solve the complex algebra of the fish in the puddle.

      Somehow, it wasn't an anomaly.

      “After Dr. Kimura caught a specimen, we stayed still and watched. We counted at least three more that couldn’t have been different surface ripples from the same fish. So that means at least three separate animals, plus the one he’d bagged. And Dr. Kimura was convinced there were more. We just couldn’t prove it.”

      “Well shit,” Cage replied, finally uttering his words out loud. It didn’t matter that it was the anniversary of their mother saving their lives at the expense of her own. It didn’t matter that it was one year since the last day they’d truly had their father.

      Maybe Joule had been right to invent a fake run to the convenience store. He and his twin knew things their friends didn't.

      Cage had always loved marine biology and had considered taking it up as a career, but after the events of last year, he’d decided perhaps evolutionary genetics would be wiser. Or maybe a broad-spectrum biology degree would give him more to work with as the world’s changes rolled in.

      One way or another, he needed to get on top of these damn fish before they became a problem. He, too, would begin researching the goby and the rainfall and the watershed. He needed to change course, but he could easily pivot.

      If the night hunters had taught him anything, it was how to adapt.
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      The scrape of the key gave Joule the only warning before the door began to push open.

      “You’re here.” The flat sounding words fell from Ginnifer's lips and hit the ground between them as though her irritation was a thing. Clearly she was upset that Joule was actually in their shared dorm room.

      Joule was counting down the remaining time. She had roughly two more months, and then she could put her name back in the hat and spin the wheel on another roommate. The chances of anyone being less savory than Ginnifer were low.

      She admitted to being jealous that Cage had been matched with Max. They’d decided to room together again next year. Everything wrapped up neatly for her brother, while her living arrangements were still up in the air and would stay that way until she walked into the room next September and found out who the lotto had paired her with.

      Cage and Max at least liked each other. For whatever reason, their levels of messiness and their neuroses lined up. Gabby was with Melanie, and though they went their separate ways 90 percent of the time, they got along fine. Sky and Roxie were twins, too, but being same gender, they were allowed to room together.

      Joule could almost hear her mother’s voice telling her, “Ginnifer is helping you grow as a person!” At her roommate’s appearance of disappointment in Joule’s very existence, Joule decided she wasn’t becoming any better version of herself.

      Joule and Ginnifer—despite their cute-sounding, matchy names—did not share anything else, except maybe a mutual dislike.

      She considered replying with, “Yes, shockingly, I am in my own room.” But she held her tongue and instead offered a hard, blank stare until the other girl looked away. She’d won, but she was never sure exactly what she won or lost in these showdowns.

      Slouched on her bed, Joule had her knees pulled up and her tablet across her lap. Without the note papers and pens spread around her, she would have looked as though she were lying in bed, simply slacking.

      Once she’d told herself she’d done enough of whatever she needed to study, she usually stopped for the day. But she’d worked her way through her homework for Modern Socio-economic History of the US. The professor had started them off with the factors that led to the AIDS crisis, and now they were in the middle of the War on Drugs.

      She should have studied more, but shoved aside the DEA and Nancy Reagan and plowed headfirst into her own research.

      What she was discovering about the red-tailed goby was making her feel a little better, at least. The Goby was relatively populous in the Bay. The individual fish weren't that hardy, but the species was. They were wily as well, having been found in a number of streams and tributaries where they had no business being—places where the salinity was all wrong.

      If anything was going to come out of the Bay and into the standing water at her school, the red-tailed goby at least seemed to be a harmless intruder. Gobies were small, colorful, innocuous fish and populated many a home aquarium. Only a few river and ocean varieties reached the size she and Dr. Kimura had pulled from the water.

      The only thing that bothered Joule about them was that gobies, in general, were carnivorous.

      Holly had trailed into the room behind Ginnifer. Had Ginnifer not been her roommate, Joule would not have been able to tell the two apart. Though they weren't wearing identical clothing, she was certain that, whatever one wore, the other had the same outfit somewhere in her closet. More than once, she'd heard Ginnifer on the phone to Holly in the mornings talking wardrobe. It sounded as though they had to make an effort to not look exactly alike.

      In return for Joule’s disdain at their efforts, Ginnifer often scoffed at Joule’s simple uniform of jeans, black boots, camisole, and flannel. But Joule brushed off her fellow student’s up-and-down visual check, thinking to herself, I'm fucking adorable. And I don't have to call my friend every morning to be sure I don't look like her.

      Her interaction with Holly this time was the same as it often was. One would spot the other, be clearly disappointed in the other young woman’s continued existence, and stare until someone conceded. It wouldn’t be Joule today. She sat quietly waiting out the interruption, while Ginnifer and Holly scooped up whatever items they needed and headed off to find a more suitable location for whatever they were going to do.

      Joule didn't know what kind of grades her roommate was getting, although she’d overheard one terse phone conversation in which a tearful Ginnifer had been in tears about a near-failing mark in economics. Joule’s sympathy had bubbled to the surface, until Ginnifer turned around and glared at her.

      Maybe Ginnifer wouldn't even be back next year.

      Joule felt the dark thought of one can hope cross her mind. By the time the room was hers again, her mind had wandered away from the red-tailed goby.

      Having found enough information to make her think that maybe the handful of the fish in the standing water had been an anomaly, she became more interested in the professor.

      Dr. Kimura had left her standing in the shallow pool while he sloshed his way out, before running in wet stocking feet back to his building. He’d probably splashed a wet trail across the floor for someone on staff to clean up later. She'd stood alone, watching and counting the ripples for a good twenty minutes until he returned with a janitorial mop bucket and a net that was clearly specialized to this task.

      If she’d wondered whether he was lying about his title before, this sold her.

      He’d splashed right into the water this time, scaring away all the ripples she had counted. She’d felt better once he’d identified the Red-Tailed Goby, and she’d also been calmer knowing that he had stood beside her for several minutes and no water moccasin had taken a liking to one of his ankles.

      Once he was beside her again, they'd stood still until, with an expert hand, he suddenly plunged the net into the pool at their feet. She'd seen nothing, but he came up with a fish. He held it wriggling in the net and asked her to scoop water into the bucket, then turned the net inside out, leaving the fish thrashing inside.

      Only then did he speak. “I wanted to catch two, but with that kind of movement, they'll pop right out of the bucket before I can bag them. I guess I can settle for one.”

      Then, excited with his find—which was really hers—he suggested they leave the large puddle behind. Though he’d splashed his way out again, she'd walked much more gingerly, not wanting to slosh water over the top and into her boots. Joule had no desire to walk home in a puddle of her own.

      She’d left him then, thanking him and turning her own direction. Kimura would study the fish. She had answered her question.

      It was just a regular fish. Nothing too strange. And he’d recognized it right away. There was no “Holy shit, they've evolved!” Nothing that would keep her awake with nightmares.

      She pushed the notes on fish aside and tapped around her tablet, opening her homework for her Fundamentals of Civil Engineering class. She had told Kimura she was undeclared, and officially she was, but she was toying with this idea.

      If she decided to pursue engineering, she would want to get a solid grade in the intro class. Joule reminded herself of this, as though she needed extra incentive to get good grades.

      When the light faded outside and she was still studying, her eyes drifted closed. She slept without disturbing the tablet on her lap, the papers around her, or even the pen laced between her fingers.

      But her dream was disturbing.

      The streets of the school were dark and large, fish-like creatures ran the paths and chased the students looking for whatever their carnivorous tastes could consume.

      Though she fought them until she was weary, they didn't die.

      Joule woke with a gasp at three in the morning, suddenly sitting upright in the dark and empty room. Though her eyes darted, frantically looking for a lump under the covers of the other bed, there was nothing there. Ginnifer had not returned. Okay, Joule reminded herself, but this is not unusual.

      What was odd was the nightmare. She thought she’d left them behind months ago, but now she'd awakened almost screaming into the dark at three a.m.—on the anniversary of her mother's death.

      She told herself, It’s just a bad feeling, just a memory coming to the surface on a significant date.

      But she knew.

      As the world came into focus around her, Joule heard a sound she’d come to know too well. Turning her head toward the light coming through the window, she put the sound and sight together. Rain was splattering on the window. It was back.
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      Cage stepped out the door into what had become a deluge.

      The water had begun rushing in the gutters and starting to fill the low areas when he and Joule had walked into the restaurant for a late brunch. Their mother had made them pancakes when they were little—made-to-order flavors with blueberries, chocolate chips, pecans and cinnamon. So they’d come here, to gorge on breakfast food and order individual pancakes of as many combinations as possible in tribute to her.

      Feeling stuffed and sluggish now, he pulled up the hood of his heavy jacket, happy that he’d invested in raingear at the beginning of the season. His lace-up duck boots had cost a pretty penny, but they kept his feet dry.

      As he peered out from under the awning, he saw they would be put to the test on the way back.

      He and Joule had gotten up early, taken two buses, and walked almost fifteen blocks to get here. Now, he wondered how they would make it back to the bus stop.

      Joule unzipped her tiny backpack and pulled out an even tinier umbrella, impressing Cage when it unfolded to full size. She shrugged the pack over her shoulders and said, “I thought we were skipping class today, but it looks like everything is going to get canceled anyway.”

      Again. He nodded in agreement.

      Scanning the road in front of him, he could see the water had bypassed simply sheeting on the street and was now rushing down the roadway with seemingly no end in sight. The intersection one block down was starting to flood. Behind him, he heard the staff from the restaurant lock the door, causing both him and Joule to startle and turn.

      “I guess we are going to be the last customers for today…” she let the words trail off. “Should we call a ride?”

      They’d been planning to walk back to the bus, but the rain had been only a drizzle then. Cage had noticed the drops hitting the window with greater urgency while they’d eaten, but he hadn’t realized it had become this bad, or that they might have gotten themselves stuck…

      “I don’t think we can.” He waved a hand at the street where only a few vehicles even attempted passage. The ones that did were trucks, jacked up on kits and sporting all-terrain tires. Not many of those in the Bay Area.

      Down the street, he spotted a white station wagon that must have parked to avoid driving in the rain. But the water was coming up past the wheels now, and a frantic mother was getting soaked as she pulled her kids from the backseat. As he checked, he saw the other businesses on the street had already closed up shop. The restaurant was the last.

      “Then we walk.” Joule’s voice was grim, and she stepped out from under the awning into the downpour. The rain rolled off her umbrella in waves. Individual drops spattered her jeans, and her boots sank into the sheet of water sluicing across the sidewalk.

      It was the speed of the water that concerned him. It rushed up and over the tops of her boots rather than finding an easier path around. As he stepped out from under the awning himself, Cage saw Joule searching along the gutter, checking for a place that was shallow enough to cross.

      She didn't find one.

      “Here,” she finally declared. “This looks like the best option.” She pointed to a spot away from where the sewer grate sucked the water down below the surface of the street.

      Even though the sounds were a rush of white noise, he could tell the water wasn’t dropping very far anymore. The underground system, already heavily taxed from last week, was about to fill up.

      The rain hit his jacket with small, forceful splats, but he reached out a hand toward hers, watching as she shuffled her umbrella. He linked them together to step into the rushing river in front of them. Holding tightly, Cage turned his head and looked at the sidewalk, still rushing with its own layer of rain that was now pushing at the lip of the restaurant door behind them.

      His hand jerked, instantly pulling his gaze back toward his sister. She was fine. She’d stepped off the curb and was standing in the water. He could see it was only ankle deep. Not as bad as it had originally looked, he thought. But it hit the sides of her legs fast enough that if she went down, it might sweep her away.

      He ground his teeth, clenching his jaw a little tighter, and stepped into the rushing stream. The pressure hit his ankles in a constant and steady push that he had to fight against. Putting one foot in front of another, Cage turned his head from side to side to see what might be coming at him. The little visor fitted inside the hood protected the upper part of his face, but it definitely obscured his peripheral vision. The rain sheeting down around him did the rest.

      He looked for oncoming cars. The water really was too deep in places for safe driving. But as he looked around, he felt the eerie feeling sink into his heart that he and his sister were alone in the middle of the rising flood.

      Step by step, they lifted their feet out of the water, taking only one stride forward each time by an unspoken agreement. They moved like a four-legged animal, three legs on the ground at all times. Joule clenched his fingers so tightly that his hand ached and he didn't doubt hers did, too. But he didn't dare let go even enough to adjust his grip.

      “Oh good,” Joule said as they approached the middle of the four lanes, where the water was lower. The slope was a normal feature of city streets and allowed for runoff. Right now, he was glad it meant the middle of the pavement wouldn’t be a problem. Their next big challenge would happen when they had to cross another rushing gutter.

      Cage was grateful that his sister’s boots came almost to her knees. His did not. He was pretty certain his legs and feet were going to be soaked before he made it back to his dorm. For a moment, they stood in the center of the road, seeing no oncoming traffic, as both of them scanned for the easiest place to step up onto the opposing sidewalk. The water in the gutters was deep enough now that it became difficult to see where the curbs began and ended.

      “There,” he pointed. “That’s our spot.”

      His sister nodded in agreement. The area had a slightly lower current and hopefully, shallower water. It was so hard to tell. So, one foot at a time, they began moving toward the other side of the street. Then he saw his sister's head snap hard to the right and he couldn’t avoid the loud, solid sound of her voice. “Oh, shit.”

      Following her gaze, he looked down the street and saw a rolling wave of water coming right toward them.
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      “Go!” Cage yelled, tugging harder at his sister's hand. His feet already running, he left no room for her to refuse. Not that she would.

      They could no longer afford their careful one-foot-at-a-time movement. His boots splashed through water that remained remarkably steady in height and force. But that wouldn’t last long, because nothing could change the wall of water coming at them. Something must have broken, some levy overflowed, or a lock let go somewhere down the line, because he could see five more inches of height rolling toward them from several blocks away.

      How long did they have before it hit them?

      Five inches of water shouldn't feel deadly, but Cage knew it was—especially at that speed, especially all at once. He leapt faster, no longer racing beside his sister but out in front now, tugging at her hand.

      He would have been dragging her along with him if she hadn't been so frantic to reach the other side herself. As short as the distance was, it was exhausting work, lifting their feet and fighting the current.

      It felt like a bad dream, in which he ran and ran but got nowhere. The kind where the wind and the air and his own very existence fought to keep him from moving forward. Even despite all the physical effort and the mental frustrations, he kept his eye on that moving section of water coming toward them.

      He quickly calculated they’d covered half the distance to the curb. But the water was closer than halfway to them. It was moving far more rapidly than they were.

      “Faster!” The word came from his sister's frantic lips, stolen from his brain just as he would have yelled it himself. Cage felt her pace pick up and he, too, tried and probably failed to move with any better speed.

      Even though the wave hadn't hit them yet, the water was getting deeper and the current faster as they approached the side of the road. The task of moving became even more difficult, and the speed they needed to get to higher ground as the wave now barreled at them wasn’t going to happen.

      The water was close enough to force a decision. Cage bet everything and took a final leap.

      He wasn't agile enough in his clunky boots to do it well, but he tried. Shoving off hard with his back leg, he stretched forward, his hand still locked tight with his sister’s. He aimed for the upper level of the curb that he couldn't quite see. He had to believe it was just below the surface of the water.

      Time moved in slow motion. He saw his foot in midair, aiming toward the sidewalk, toward freedom, toward safety… he didn't know. He knew the wave of water racing toward them would wash up onto the sidewalk too, but at least he would be on higher ground. Hopefully, it wouldn’t hit them as hard. If they could make it, the water might still be fast, but it wouldn’t be as deep.

      Cage waited for his foot to contact the solid cement underneath it. But before it did, his sister's hand yanked hard and spun him around. For a brief moment, he hung outside of time, suspended in that second, and he saw that the water had hit them.

      Joule had not leapt fast enough, and the force of the water caught her ankles. As he watched, her legs were taken out from under her. Joule was getting swept away, her fingers still locked tightly in his.
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      The water slammed into Joule. Only five extra inches, but they hit her with the force of a barreling bulldog, yanking her legs out from under her. If she hadn’t been ready, it would have sent her spinning, feet over head.

      In reaction, she’d automatically gripped Cage’s hand even more tightly, as if that were possible. She only wished they had latched on to each other's wrists instead of this childish and friendly hand clasp they’d taken, thinking it was enough.

      As her feet jerked from under her, her body yanked to the side, and she felt the force in her shoulder. Cage splashed through the depth of rolling water and stomped onto the hard top of the sidewalk. Even so, he stumbled as he landed, pulled off balance by her flailing weight.

      The dark water covered everything, obscuring his boots up to the ankles. But even as her body was tugged one way, and her hand reached out to hold on to him, she could see he'd managed to get his feet firmly planted.

      Thank God, she thought, but had the wherewithal not to waste her energy saying it out loud. Her feet touched nothing as the water yanked her sideways, trying its best to steal her from her brother’s grip. He was turning to face her, trying to stay planted firmly on the sidewalk neither of them could see anymore. If he tumbled, they would be pulled down the street, thrashed by a feckless current and smacked into cars and curbs and who knew what else.

      Flexing her fingers to maintain their grip despite the rain seeping between their hands, Joule felt the cold rush of water, up and over the edge of one boot. It sank inside, quickly soaking her sock and rapidly stripping the boot from her foot.

      Her arm tugged again, the pain radiating through her shoulder and down to her wrist, letting her know she risked dislocating her arm. Her fingers hurt and she couldn’t tell why. Wrenching her head to the side, she saw that she’d dropped the arm holding the umbrella and the water had caught inside the bowl shape. It was one of the strongest forces trying to pull her away.

      Instinctively, she let go, watching as the water quickly turned the fabric arc inside out. It didn’t wash away. The sharp burn at her wrist told her the strap was still caught and she shook at her hand until it let go. She yelled at it the whole time.

      “Joule!” Cage shouted, sharp and quick, his words muffled by her diatribe at the caught strap. The rain filled his head with a roar as each tiny drop smacked into the surface. The water rushing by had its own angry chorus as it tried to wrench her away from him. “Don’t wiggle. I can’t hold on.”

      She had to move. He couldn’t hold on if the umbrella caught the water and yanked her downstream. She flipped at her wrist again. And again.

      “Joule! Stop!”

      But she couldn’t. He didn’t understand. One last shake and she felt the strap slide free, the nylon of the cord almost scorching a friction burn as it slipped away. Once it was free of her wrist, the water stole the whole contraption quickly, leaving the back of her hand burning and throbbing. At least she was no longer being pulled sideways. She breathed a sigh of relief when she felt Cage’s grip begin to slide from her fingers.

      Ignoring the cold wrapping quickly and silently around her wet foot, she slammed her free arm up and over, aiming her hand for her brother's wrist. The move tugged hard at the fragile grasp she already held. Joule was trying desperately to get both hands clasped firmly on Cage, the only anchor she had. She could feel his responding tug.

      Even as she lurched forward to grab onto him, Cage pulled the other way, planting his feet against the tide and hauling her back toward him. He was using his upper body strength to pull her closer, trying to get her feet onto the same ground where his stood.

      For what seemed like a slow eternity, Cage fought the water. Walking one hand over the other, he tried to hold onto her wrist and then her arm, forcing her in closer. Several times, his grip slid, but he gritted his teeth and held on tighter. She didn’t complain.

      Joule moved her feet, trying to find her way below the rushing current and onto the sidewalk beneath her. If she could just find the ground, she could stand upright. Her wet foot moved frantically through the water, feeling for the edge of the curb.

      “Swing me this way!” She nodded with her head which direction.

      For a moment, Cage frowned, but he slowly began to twist the two of them into the current. Though his feet stayed planted, the water tried and tried again to yank her away.

      “Son of a shitbiscuit!” she yelled as something hard struck her shin. Joule felt her teeth tighten together and her face contort, but she quickly smoothed her features back out for her brother. Had she been in their old living room, she would have hopped on one foot, offered a full string of colorful swears, and glared at the offending furniture. Here, obeying her pain did no good. She couldn’t even look to see if there was a bone sticking out—not yet. At least she was convinced it wasn’t quite that bad.

      Cage didn’t ask. Joule shutting her own mouth told him enough.

      And he seemed to have realized the problem she’d just discovered. She wasn’t over the sidewalk. That’s why she couldn’t find any ground with her feet. Her boot and her wet, sock-covered foot were sweeping down into the water over the gutter, over the sewer grates. Into the deepest water with the fastest current.

      As soon as he had her aimed the right way, her sock foot made contact. She planted it hard, wishing she had the grip of rubber beneath her, and grateful that pain didn’t shoot up her leg. So she mustn’t have sustained any serious damage from the hit. In the next moment, she swung her boot into place behind her foot and slapped it through the water, down to the hard surface of the sidewalk.

      Instantly, the pressure eased in her wrists. The force she was applying to her brother’s grip lessened as she finally stood on her own. Still, Cage refused to let her go.

      “Just loosen up enough to let the blood flow again. Thank you,” she said, breathing heavily.

      Cage barely acknowledged her words, but moved his hands and switched his grip letting the feeling surge sharply back into her hands. He was breathing heavily. The fear of Joule being stolen had seeped into him, just as the water did. “Now what?”

      She could see that they were both soaked, almost head to toe. They would get cold soon. If there was any sun, it was blocked by the clouds dumping water on top of the city, leaving the air humid and cool. So that wouldn’t help them.

      Flicking her eyes back across the street, she saw the pancake restaurant was closed up tight. Even if they could make it back across, no one would answer if they banged on the door. Where had everyone gone? Was there a back alley to the businesses that was simply drier than the streets? The whole area felt eerily deserted.

      Looking up to her brother, she only said, “We have to get back. We need shelter, heat, and high ground.”

      He nodded and once again adjusted their grip. This time, he wrapped his hand around her wrist, forcing her to grasp his in response. It created a tighter—if more awkward—bond.

      One foot at a time, they began moving in tandem down the street. There was no time to pay attention to the fact that she was now wearing only one shoe and her sock-covered foot was unprotected. She might step on anything and injure herself.

      “This way.” He pointed with his free hand, suggesting they take a slightly longer route on streets that should be higher than where they were.

      Joule nodded, but looked off after the rushing water. At least they were now aimed away from the current. Her boot, already halfway down the block, swirled and twirled in the eddies, bumping around the cars the water ambushed.

      She harbored a brief moment of stupid hope that she could run after it and somehow fetch her boot. Her sock would remain soaked and soggy, but at least she’d have the safety of rubber surrounding her foot. But the polka dots only bobbed farther and farther down the street, making it clear there was no way she would catch up.

      Cage was already pushing them around the corner, away from the wonderful pancakes and the moment of terror that the water would win. For all that they'd fought and won, they’d only made it across one street. Even that short distance had been perilous.

      Joule was already recalculating the path back to the dorms. The buses had to be down, didn’t they? What if she and Cage couldn’t make it? What might they do instead? Where could they go? Because staying here was not a safe option.

      “Are you okay?” Cage asked as he continued sloshing through the water that was thankfully only ankle-deep on the sidewalk.

      “Yes,” she answered honestly. I am okay. As of yet, she had not stepped on any rocks or broken glass. None of the branches and twigs they'd seen tumbling along with the water had struck her hard enough to cause pain—again. But if he was asking, will you be okay? She honestly didn't know.

      Slowly, one painstaking step at a time, they turned the corner to the right. As they began to pass out of sight of the street behind them, Joule turned and looked again for her boot.

      The brightly colored dots were easy to spot, though they were already another block down, moving faster than she would have expected. Just before she lost sight of her shoe, she watched it tug slightly underwater. Once. Twice. And then it was pulled beneath the surface.
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      “Cage,” Joule said, pulling her foot high out of the water. She had to work too hard with each step. Despite being much shallower on the sidewalk, the water still fought her every move. “We don't know what the university looks like. It could be just as flooded as here.”

      She thought about the red-tailed gobies and wondered what else might be on campus that shouldn’t be. Though she’d never pulled up a topographical map of the school, she knew Stanford had flooded before. There was no reason to think the school would be dry—or even simply dry enough to get to their dorm—if they were stuck in this much water here.
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