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      Joule could hear the dogs in the distance, and she broke into a run. Just barely in earshot, they rustled the underbrush in the woods behind the houses.

      The approaching clouds had brought them out early tonight, and she hadn’t calculated correctly. Breath huffing, arms pumping, she ran down the street and hung a sharp righthand turn. Her feet pounded the pavement as she heard the first deep bark—faint, but within range.

      She had another turn to make, then the tenth of a mile up her dead-end street before she could close the door behind her. They lived in the last house, and right now she wished they didn’t. Her breath was coming hard, but she didn’t slow down. The sky was darkening rapidly, and that would only make things worse.

      Her house was less than two-tenths of a mile from the place she’d been raiding, but she couldn’t cut through the woods—not with the cloud cover rapidly coming in. So she was taking the long way because, although it was not safe at all, it was safer than the alternative.

      She could almost hear her mother, worrying at the window. But her parents were smart enough to close the curtains anyway… even though she wasn’t home. At least, she hoped they were. If they didn’t do it, the dogs would get them, too.

      Joule listened to the slap of her sneakers on the pavement, thinking it would keep her focused. It didn’t stop her from seeing the blur of movement behind the Dunford house. The Dunfords were dead, the house empty. Still running, she counted. Just the one dog. So far.

      She might be able to take on one of them, but they never traveled alone. She could only see one, but she was certain there were at least three others—if not ten—right behind him.

      She could see the roof of her house over the slight hill and found some stamina to pick up her pace again. Halfway down the street, she passed a mental checkpoint. She could see her whole house from there.

      But she could also see the lone dog that had braved his way out into the street.

      He stood between her and her home, pacing on soft paws. His eyes seemed to glow, reflecting light almost like a cat’s. Though he changed direction, he never stopped staring at her.

      It was over.

      She wasn’t going to make it.

      The dog had seen her.

      She had seen victims of the dog packs before. She’d seen a few of her neighbors—or the pieces left of them—after they had stayed out too late. Their sense of smell sucked, but once the dogs saw you, they were relentless. Smart. Operating almost from a hive-mind. No one had ever survived an encounter to tell whether that was really the case.

      Though she didn’t let the dog see her eyes flick, she gauged the distance to a tall tree she had picked out. There was no telling if it would work. She had no idea if they could climb up behind her. No evidence that they were or weren’t strong enough to topple a tree. But she was relatively tall for her age, and if she gave a determined jump, she could grab the lowest branch and scramble up. She only had to make it until morning.

      The Cranston house had bank notices pasted all over it. It was definitely abandoned, so she’d picked up two small computer units when she was there. Now they felt heavy in her hand, like a decision that would change everything.

      She hefted the bigger one at the dog. Though she missed his head—where she’d been aiming—Joule managed a glancing blow off its side. Still, it was a mistake.

      The whining yelp the helldog let out summoned its friends. Though Joule was bolting for the tree, it was still too far away.

      Two dogs appeared in the road before her, cutting her off before she was even halfway there. Running home had been her only real plan. Now, she turned on a dime, heading the other way, and spotting three more dogs emerging from behind the house.

      For a moment, she stopped moving. They had her on three sides. She’d seen what they did to the people they caught, and she could only pray death would be quick, though she knew it would not be painless.

      But they move in packs, she reminded herself. Thus, they’d likely been together before spotting her. The chances they had managed to surround her—when they’d only just now been willing to step out into the darkening twilight—was low.

      She had to bank on it. It was her only chance.

      With a lightning-fast dash, Joule bolted through the empty space. One house stood there, and she prayed it wasn’t locked. The inhabitants were gone. The wife was dead by the dogs, the husband and daughter disappeared. But whether they’d moved away or if the dogs had gotten them, too, Joule didn’t know.

      The knob turned under her hand, the only good luck of the darker-than-usual afternoon, and she stumbled harshly through. Turning, she slammed the heavy door shut, feeling the weight of a dog pounding against it as she slid the bolt shut.

      She might be inside, but she likely had less than a minute.

      The dogs knew she was in here. She was their prey, and once spotted, they would not give up. She’d seen more than ample evidence of the dogs having broken into houses—ramming down doors, hurling themselves against windows, however many tries were necessary to get through—just because they’d spotted someone inside.

      Hearing the first dog make an attempt at the window on the porch, Joule dashed upstairs. She was looking for something specific.

      In the hallway, she passed a shotgun carelessly left leaning against the wall. These people had tried. They hadn’t known the dogs were hard to kill with bullets and axes and baseball bats. As she passed, she caught a whiff of food rotting from the kitchen. No, they had not left willingly.

      The window behind her shattered, and she heard the scrape of nails on hardwood floor. One dog, two, three… too many to count. They were inside the house and behind her, racing up the stairs.

      Joule looked up and spotted what she’d been looking for.
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      “Close the curtains!” Kaya commanded harshly, grinding the words out to her husband, who stared out the window, waiting for their daughter to come home.

      Her heart would be breaking, if it hadn't frozen solid. A little while ago, as the cloud cover had come over the neighborhood, she’d become worried. Now she would be in full panic, but she’d shut that part of herself down.

      Joule had gone over several streets to check out one of the growing number of empty houses. She would see if anything of value had been left behind. She’d gone out later in the day, but until just moments ago, the day had been sunny and the light kept the dogs at bay. They usually just came out at night. In fact, the dogs operated with such regularity that most of the residents of Rowena Heights went on about their days as though they were normal.

      People merely closed up shop early. Pulling all the curtains, shutting the windows, and dramatically lowering the noise levels within the house right before dark seemed to do the trick well enough. The Mazurs did the same, and their usual pattern had worked very well… until now.

      Most days now, dinner was early. Evenings were for reading. Voices were kept low and all was fine. The family had taken to using clothes pins to keep the gap in their curtains tightly shut. Kaya smacked them into Nate's hand now, whispering, “Close the curtains.”

      Her husband just stood there, staring at her, and she could almost hear him saying he would go out and find Joule. But she couldn’t lose him, too. Still, he stood before her, jaw clenched, open hand still cupping the clothespins, but doing nothing.

      She listened to the sound of the curtain rings, dragging across the pole at the top, as Cage stepped in and did what the rest of them couldn’t do: Close the curtains and shut his sister out.

      If he didn't do it, the dogs would see them.

      If the dogs saw them, they would beat the doors until the wood broke, or come through the windows and get all three of the remaining members of the Mazur family.

      So it was the hardest thing she'd ever done, but Kaya went through the house and bolted each of the three doors.

      Just as she did every night.

      But tonight, her daughter—her oldest by only two minutes—was still outside.

      She could only hope that Joule had stayed in the house she was checking out. Joule would know that her family realized the danger of the darkening sky and locked all the doors and closed the windows. Kaya crossed her fingers that her daughter had taken the necessary precautions and was safe. But neither Kaya nor Nate, nor her brother Cage, had received any message to that end.

      That made Kaya think her daughter had headed home. If Joule was safe, she would have turned the phone off. None of them had considered pinging her or calling or anything that would make the phone beep. Even just the light could attract the dogs’ attention. If Joule was hiding, then messaging might kill her.

      Kaya looked to the two men—her husband, who was almost the same age as her, and her son Cage, literally the same age as Joule.

      “Each of us takes a door,” she said, her voice soft in the tone that she generally used in the evenings. Anything more would indicate something was wrong. It was terribly wrong, of course. One of her children was outside and there was nothing she could do about it except kill herself, too. So she pretended that she knew Joule was safe, and she used her evening voice.

      Once the curtains had been closed, if someone stubbed a toe and yelled, the dogs would know they were inside. Turn the TV up too high? The dogs would know. The family had learned to sleep a quiet sleep—but not tonight.

      Both Nate and Cage nodded at her and headed off for the other doors. Turning her back, Kaya slid down the wall until she was sitting at the base of it. Not the warmest place in the house, but she didn't care.

      The slightest noise and she would gladly throw the door open wide. If the dogs wanted to get in, all they needed to do was learn how to knock like a human.

      She stayed there for an hour, numb in her position and her thoughts. When she looked at her watch, the face glowing dull in the dim light—all the beeps and whistles disabled—Kaya realized it was over. Either Joule had found a safe place or she was dead.

      There were no other options that Kaya knew of. No one had ever survived the dogs.

      It had started with the neighborhood cats disappearing. First the feral ones, then the house pets. There had been an increase in the number of “missing pet” signs. Then the small dogs had gone missing. Pet owners had started using leashes and not letting their dogs out at night.

      But the bigger pets began to disappear, too. When her neighbors’ three pit bulls had vanished, the neighborhood realized that there was truly a problem: Something was stalking the night and eating the animals.

      They first thought it was a cougar—the marks on the local deer that they had found, or the pieces of them, were indicative of a slashing attack. But it wasn't a cougar, nor a bobcat. Not a coyote pack.

      No, it was the dogs.

      People had begun to see them at the edges of their property at night.

      One of the families had seen the pack. The dogs had tried to bust into the house overnight. The human occupants had spent the entire time frantically screaming. Two police officers had come. But there was nothing the police could accomplish. Both officers had died in the street, shooting at the dogs, trying to save the family.

      The next time the police came, they’d wisely stayed in their cruiser. But the windows—bulletproof windows—had not withstood the tenacity of the relentless dogs. With four officers down, the force sent a third car, but only after it had grown light the next day.

      Luckily, two of the family members had escaped to a tornado shelter and the dogs seemed to have lost track of them. They’d weathered the night through the screams and sirens. In the morning light, the dogs had disappeared.

      And, finally, someone could tell what was really happening.

      It seemed to only be happening in their local area. A group of “concerned neighbors” had formed, and Nate and Kaya had attended meetings twice before realizing the group couldn’t accomplish much at all. They wanted to talk more than act. They wanted to erect signs—as though vicious dogs would pay attention to their “we’re watching you” posts.

      Kaya had found another group that wanted to kill. This gathering was mostly younger, mostly male, and mostly idiots. Despite the police officers losing their lives to the dogs, these guys believed they could accomplish eradication, one dog at a time, despite having no information about what the dogs were or how to kill them. Kaya hadn’t even given them her name. That had been two months ago, and she couldn’t find any evidence of that group now. Maybe they were dead?

      The groups had not been having much effect, because over the past several months, reports showed the dogs’ range getting bigger. And why not? House pets were a feast, and the dogs were running unchecked. Though Kaya regretted it deeply now, she and Nate had decided not to move.

      Curie, Nebraska—the town where they’d been before here—had had its own problems. There were legitimate reasons why they’d left. However, those were small in comparison to what they faced now, with the dogs. Kaya wished she could go back, but Curie didn't exist anymore. Wildfires had rushed through and burned the plains after the harvest season, fueled by the dried stalks left in the fields. Everything had burned to the ground. Grain silos, filled with corn dust, had gone up almost like rockets. Then the floods had come. Most families had chosen not to rebuild.

      Lincoln was suffering massive fires every several months. In other parts of the country, flooding had taken the coastal towns and cities near the Mississippi. The big rivers’ dams had suffered to the point where they had broken, and several towns were now fully underwater.

      Kaya and Nate had thought the dogs were manageable, so they decided to stay where they were.

      Now, sitting with her back against the door, her heart broken, Kaya regretted that decision with everything she had. They might never find Joule.

      As she thought about what the dogs might do to her seventeen-year-old daughter, Kaya broke down into silent sobs, tears dripping down her face as she sat in a cold huddle and waited for a knock that did not come.
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      Cage sat with his back to the door. The bolt had been turned—both of them—but he was ready to leap up and throw the door open, if Joule should knock on the other side.

      His mind wandered. It was easier to think about how his parents were handling this than to handle it himself. His father, though emotional, had always been the more even-keel parent. Nate Mazur felt his emotions deeply, talked about them, and hugged his children often. He told his wife he loved her on a daily basis, and handled crises as though they were, in fact, crises.

      Cage’s mother, Kaya, was more extreme. Nate would be sitting at his door, crying and mourning the loss of his daughter, wanting to throw the door open and run into the night to find her, even if it meant his own death. Kaya was the parent who raged emotionally or found a way to freeze her blood and run things as they needed to be run—from a logical perspective. She’d turned fully logical tonight.

      Killing themselves wouldn’t save Joule, she said. “Besides, Joule is smart.” She’d stared them down, daring them to say otherwise. They didn’t. Kaya was holding it together on the belief that her teenage daughter would somehow be the first to defeat the dogs. Or that she had managed to see the storm coming and got under cover before it mattered. Cage held tightly to that same belief.

      Tonight, he was grateful that his mother had demanded the curtains be closed. It was the only reasonable response. Joule was alive. Or she was not. They could not save her. What they could do was save themselves, and Kaya had demanded it. If she had not said it, he would have. He was grateful he’d not been forced to grab his father and hold him back from running into the dark night. He couldn't lose two family members on the same day.

      However, Cage had something neither of them had: the firm belief that if something happened to his twin sister, he would know.

      He had shared a womb with her, and most everything else ever since. Had anyone at school asked who his best friend was, he would not have said Joule. But he knew in his heart, that was the answer. She was smart enough to keep up with him, and smarter still to run ahead and force him to keep up with her.

      They had moved houses and towns together, repeatedly. Just the two of them, the only children in this family. They followed their parents’ jobs. And they’d all come here when they realized that Curie wasn’t the Camelot it had been hailed as. They’d landed here in Rowena Heights.

      High school seniors now, he and Joule had been accepted to several colleges. Their most recent discussions had been: Did they want to go together? Or was it time to split up and go in different directions?

      Right now, with his back against the door, he would agree to anything his sister said.

      The family had talked about moving again, months ago when the dogs had begun showing up. They had all agreed: the dogs could be managed. The disasters in other parts of the country, maybe not. They’d taken their chances on closing the curtains and reading in the evenings. Their days were perfectly normal. In fact, they were so normal that the rest of the country wasn’t yet declaring the dogs an emergency.

      Besides, there were too many other, larger emergencies the country had to deal with: Tornado damage in the billions in the fly-over states. Fires. Massive rains destroying city systems, even if the town didn’t flood. Sink holes. Earthquakes. High winds. Blizzards… No, the dogs weren’t even on FEMA’s radar.

      Staying had seemed the best decision. They hadn't counted on the dogs getting bolder, or on the cloud cover allowing the dogs to come out early.

      Cage told himself his sister was the smartest person he knew. That was saying a lot. His parents were brilliant. Hence, all the moving around. In Curie, Nebraska, he'd met Nobel Prize-winning scientists. He’d hung out with a man who was so brilliant, he was murdered for his ideas. Yet, when it came down to it: Who was the smartest? Who was the fastest thinker? He would have said his sister.

      And he didn't have the feeling that he had lost her. So he dozed against the door off and on during the night.

      When the morning came, his mother began moving around. He could only assume the sound had woken him, though if he was asked, he couldn't say he had been asleep.

      Cage was still waiting for a knock at his door.

      Kaya was up and peeking outside. The clouds were still present, but the light was now bright enough that she made a decision to throw the curtains wide and look down the street.

      Moving from his position—hoping it wasn't a mistake and that his sister wasn’t just on the other side, about to knock—Cage joined his mother. His back resting against the front door, Nate still slept with his head tilted down to his chin, his neck at an odd angle. They didn’t want to wake him if he’d finally found sleep. It had come hard for all of them, but maybe hardest for Nate. He'd been ravaged by the inability to go out and save his child.

      How long? Cage wondered. How long before they went out and looked for her? How much did they look before they decided it was a loss?

      He didn't know.

      He didn't want to know.

      So he stood next to his mother, peering down the empty street.

      When movement caught their eye at the same time, they jerked. Kaya’s hands flew to press at the glass of the large front window. But it was only the neighbor, pulling his car out of the driveway and heading off for work.

      The Pearsons didn't know that Joule had been out all night. They had likely closed their curtains early, all their family members intact, and spent the night as they usually did. Now, they were heading off for work, just as normal.

      But it was too much for the Mazurs. Kaya, still being quiet so as not to disturb Nate, motioned to Cage. In a whisper, she said, “I'm going out.”

      He shook his head at his mother. “Not by yourself. I'm coming with you.”

      “No.” She shook her head sadly, and he could tell she was pushing through the words. “If I find anything, I don't want you to see it.”

      He shrugged. “I wouldn't want you to see it, either. You're her mother. You carried us.”

      Silent tears rolled down Kaya’s face, indicating what she expected to find. But that was the only crack in her ice-blood armor. “If anything happens, wake Dad up.”

      “No!” Cage demanded in a fierce whisper. If there was ever a time to deny his mother, it was now. “We’ll wake Dad up now. Tell him to hold down the fort. But you and I are going out together.”
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      Joule clutched her phone, turning down the volume even as the screen came to life. She had to tell her family she was okay, but she couldn’t see beyond the roof. Though she was certain it was now light enough to turn on the phone, she still held her breath. It wouldn't do to have the phone bleep if any of the dogs remained in the house below her.

      It took an agonizingly long time for the phone to load, even though she knew it was as fast as it always was. Once it was up, she tapped out a note to her family and waited.

      Immediately, two messages came back, one from Cage and one from her dad.

      Her dad simply said, “Oh thank god baby.” He didn’t even use his standard full words and proper punctuation. Joule smiled at the screen, thinking just how worried her dad must have been.

      Cage replied with, “Where? Mom and I are out.”

      Tapping a message back to them, she explained which house she’d ducked into at the last moment. She’d been so close to home, but it hadn’t mattered.

      Though the day was far enough along that the dogs should be gone, Joule couldn’t make promises. She hadn’t expected them to be out as early as they were yesterday. So clearly, their understanding of the dogs’ behavior was off.

      The building had been dark when she’d come in, and she’d seen her way by the glow of streetlamps filtering through curtains that had remained opened since the family left. So it was entirely possible a dog or two was still in the house.

      No one knew where they went during the day. They appeared at the dark and disappeared at the light. If you saw them in the dark, you were done. No one saw them during the light. So no one knew where they stayed or how much they slept. Joule had only recently learned what they ate and how they hunted it.

      She heard the front door open and listened carefully, not quite willing to come out. Voices she knew and loved, voices that sounded like her own, hollered out as they tromped through the house. Joule figured the goal was the opposite of that at night: make as much noise as they possibly could, in the hopes of scaring away any remaining dogs.

      When she heard the footsteps get close, she yelled, “I'm here! Up here!”

      Crawling over to the hole in the rough plank floor, she saw the strings. Both had pull knobs on them. One belonged up here, to help get out of the attic. The other was supposed to hang down, just overhead, in the hallway below. She called out as the attic door swung down, extending the staircase that more closely resembled an escape ladder.

      When she’d raced up here, she’d pulled the string up with her, so the dogs couldn't jump up and grab it. She was afraid if they did, the door would swing down for them—like it had for her, on well-oiled hinges—and would offer them an easy path up into her hiding place.

      She was halfway down the stairs on tentative feet, still hungry and nervous, when Cage shot up the remaining two steps, grabbed her, and leapt down. She was in too tight an embrace to protest. In a heartbeat, she felt her mother's arms around both of them. Only then did Joule let herself cry.

      She heard the synthetic sound her mother’s phone used to mimic an actual old-style shutter go off. She realized her mother had taken a picture of the three of them, or maybe just her, and was sending it to her father.

      “Where's Daddy?”

      “At the house. Guarding the door and waiting for you to come home.” Her mother rubbed her head as though to prove she was real, and for once, Joule didn’t mind the overly-parental gesture. “I tried to come out by myself, but Cage insisted.”

      Joule felt her arm snake around her brother and squeeze tighter just one last time before she stepped backward onto her own feet. “I’m hungry.”

      Her mother laughed, the sound golden in the dim light of the abandoned home. “Of course, you're hungry.” Kaya liked to joke about the kids eating more than they weighed.

      “I got a cool computer system,” Joule volunteered, “but I threw it away when I realized it was weighing me down.” For a moment she wondered if she would have been fast enough to make it all the way home if she hadn’t tried to run with her pockets full. It didn’t matter; she’d survived, and she would take that as a win.

      “Oh, what kind?” Kaya asked. They were all trying to make the meeting as normal as possible, and not the aftermath of the first time they thought they'd lost one of their own.

      Joule rambled her way through what she’d seen. Honestly, she couldn’t even think now about what she’d grabbed. “I don’t remember. Just that it seemed like a good idea at the time. But I also got—” pushing her hand down into the deep pocket of her jacket, she pulled out a wad of nylon. “These bungee cords and this webbing. I wasn’t the first one who’d looked through their abandoned things.”

      The three of them headed out the front door and down the steps. Only her mother thought to turn around and pull the door closed behind them.

      None of them commented on the deep gouges in the hardwood floor.

      The dirt rubbed on the wall.

      Or how high up the scratches had reached underneath the attic door.
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      Kaya was frustrated. She wanted to put her foot down and be a demanding parent, though it wasn't her usual style.

      Nate had taken the day off yesterday and so had she. Today, they had both gone in to work. No one at either office balked at missed days anymore. In fact, she’d had days when the place cleared out and no one questioned it. Everyone knew about the dogs, though no one talked much about it.

      However, since her excuse for missing the whole day before was that her daughter had gotten stuck outside, everyone wanted to be sure Joule was okay. Kaya had brought the kids to the office more than once, and everyone loved them. “She was smart enough to find a good shelter,” was all Kaya told them.

      It was too much to say how she herself had stayed up all night, her heart pounding. They didn’t ask that kind of thing. When one coworker hadn’t shown up for three days and wasn’t answering his phone, another had gone by his house but hadn’t found anything. Kaya was hoping he’d gotten out but had no idea where “out” might be. She certainly hadn’t found it for her family.

      So when everyone said, “Oh! Thank God she’s safe,” Kaya didn't comment on the fact that Joule had seen the dogs. That she had run from them. That her daughter was the first person she knew who had actually escaped. She didn't want to bring that kind of attention to Joule.

      Kaya didn’t like the way yesterday had gone down, or that her family was still voting to stay in Rowena Heights. Kaya was certain they should get out. If the other night had shown them anything, it was that the dogs were painfully unsafe.

      “But other people don't have houses.” Cage had pointed out that the markets in other places were painfully high—to the point where they couldn’t afford an apartment—or painfully low, because most of the houses had been destroyed by winds, tornadoes, earthquakes and more.

      Nate, on her side originally, had been swayed by the kids. “He’s right. I don’t think we can talk about moving. Where is better? We both have jobs here.”

      “We can't go back to Curie,” Joule had argued. That shocked Kaya the most. Joule was the one who had seen the dogs. She was the one who had run from them, had closed the door and felt the weight of the dogs pounding on the other side. Yet her daughter still wasn't voting to move.

      “Curie is burned to the ground,” Cage said, joining his sister. “Lincoln isn’t far behind it. Or Omaha. I mean, they're breathing ash all the time.” He was right. The wildfires were taking out houses and making the air borderline-unlivable for those who still had homes.

      “We could go back to Charleston, but a lot of the houses are old. With the earthquakes, they're cracking down the middle. The construction crews can't keep up. I don’t want to escape the dogs and die because a house collapses on me.”

      Joule surprised her mother again. The argument was solid, valid. Instead of traumatizing her daughter for life, the brush with violent death had seemed to make her think she was immortal.

      Kaya thought that might be even more dangerous.

      “There's got to be somewhere,” Kaya said.

      Cage was clearly in alignment with his sister. That was one thing Kaya had always loved—until the twins ganged up on her. She appreciated that her children liked each other. But damn they were obnoxious and smart, and she was losing this battle.

      “Joule’s right” Cage said now.

      “There’s somewhere… But where is it? I think we should have this argument again, but when we're not just getting in the car and driving into a floodplain or a fire zone, or a supercell tornado area. Once we have a destination in mind.”

      Kaya had found no comeback, nor had Nate. The two of them had climbed into their cars today and gone to work. Joule and Cage had gone back to school with notes for their missing day, though the school had stopped reporting truancy.

      The children told her they had a plan for the afternoon. Kaya wasn't all that keen on the idea, but the goal was to find safe houses throughout the neighborhood. Joule’s attic idea seemed to have worked… at least for one night.

      Kaya wasn't so certain that the dogs wouldn't figure it out. The marks on the walls had been terrifying in their accuracy. Several marks had hit the ceiling right underneath where her daughter was. They had known their prey—her daughter—was just above them.

      If nothing else, at least Joule had been smart enough to pull the cord to the attic stairs up with her. She’d looped it around the board when she yanked the stairs up behind her. Had she not done that, she might not have survived. Kaya always felt her organs freeze when she thought about that. Had Joule not picked the right house, had it not had an attic with stair access, had she not thought to⁠—

      Kaya shut the thoughts down. Joule was okay. She’d survived. The children would be okay. It became a steady mantra.

      Unfortunately, even Kaya couldn’t find a safe place to move. Though she’d looked several times today when she caught a moment, she’d still found nothing. They’d had to shelve the argument.

      She back-calculated what she knew about the dogs. It had been about a year and a half since they had first showed up. That was when the cats started disappearing. Though it was possible the dogs had been around before then, that was the earliest she could be sure of. It was the first sign that they had been out there waiting. Hunting.

      If her math was right, then in a year and a half they had gone from hiding and picking off only the tiniest animals to standing down humans. They now operated in packs that took down police officers, crashed through the windows of cars, broke into homes, and were rumored to fight groups of people. Not big packs of people—the humans hadn’t organized well enough yet to do that—but they had all learned the dogs could withstand a shotgun blast, and even a handful of bullets before beginning to slow down.

      When she found another spare moment away from her experiments, Kaya logged in again and continued her search for someplace safer to move because, deep in her heart, she knew the dogs were getting worse.
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      Five days later, nothing had changed except that Kaya’s frustration level had ratcheted up. There was no safer place to move.

      The Earth was basically fighting back against the humans inhabiting it. As one of those humans, Kaya Mazur was desperately trying to keep herself and her kids alive. It was frustrating as all hell that living with the dogs seemed like the best option.

      In the past, Nate had to stop her on more than one occasion from yelling at her TV. They would watch a congressional hearing, and some scientist would testify, “We predict X amount of damage in the next ten years.”

      Of course, Congress would answer back, “But what if you're wrong? What if it isn't in ten years? What if it takes twenty?”

      But Kaya would holler at the TV. “That’s exactly the problem! What if they're wrong? What if it doesn't take ten years? What if it only takes five? What if it only takes two?”

      In the end, it hadn't taken ten years. The scientists had been wrong. They had dramatically overestimated how long it would take once the damage really began occurring. They’d missed that, once it started, it wouldn’t come in linear increases but in exponential waves.

      Three blizzards had howled through the eastern US this year alone, leaving in their wake a massive toll. Lives had been lost. Homes were lost. Jobs were lost and more. It was no longer shocking to anyone that sea level rise had decimated Miami and caused more problems in Florida than could be counted. But what the experts hadn't factored in was how the added water would change the Gulf and how that would affect everything up the Mississippi River. Sea level rise had altered every port city in the US.

      As she searched for places to move her family, Kaya encountered flooding, fires, earthquakes, and more—all on the rise. The dogs, at least, only came out at night. It had been the family’s mistake that they had let Joule out on her own.

      There were easier ways to avoid the dogs than there were to fight tornadoes, blizzards, and floods. So Kaya had walked in the door that night with a scowl on her face.

      “And how was your day?” Cage asked, his sarcasm reflecting off her expression.

      The think tank she'd come here to join had been working on the mechanics of windmills for alternative fuel sources and pumps for natural gas. Since hiring on for the job, it had gone from a dream plan to a survival mode/last ditch effort. Everything at her job had ratcheted up since she’d started. The stress was so much higher, but so were her paychecks and her hours.

      She wanted to cut back. She wanted to spend time with her children. But the fact was, she had to fix the world for her children to live in. “It was the same as every other day. How was school?”

      “I got a one-hundred-and-five on my Latin test,” he said. But that was no surprise to Kaya. “I think Joule did, too.”

      “You had lab today, didn't you?” she asked, as she thumbed through the mail. How was there still junk mail? Who was killing all these poor trees to tell her that her car warranty was about to expire? She looked up just in time to catch Cage’s absent nod. That was a bad sign. “Did you jury rig the experimental setup again?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      He and his sister were no longer allowed to be lab partners in Mrs. Winston's class, something that always made Kaya cringe. She’d never gotten the full details of the event that had warranted that split, but the words “explosion” and “evacuation” had been thrown around. They’d let her children keep attending the school and the class, so Kaya assumed it wasn’t that bad and didn’t ask any more questions.

      She sighed. “Did you get suspended?”

      “Nope,” he replied as Joule walked into the room.

      “Did your brother get suspended for jury rigging the physics lab?” she asked her daughter instead.

      “Nope,” Joule replied, “and neither did I.”

      “Oh, dear god.” Kaya focused back on the mail, looking for anything that could be attended to and finished, unlike her children.

      “You got a minute?” Joule asked her. She held a blueprint-like document rolled up in her hand, making her mother wonder.

      “Sure.” She set her purse into its usual messy spot. Kaya had other things in her life that she did well, but home organization was not one of them. “What do you have?”

      Joule rolled out the document on the table with Cage helping. Using pencils and tiny toys, he weighted down the corners. That, in and of itself, is telling, Kaya thought. Her children still had LEGOs, her daughter loved funny-faced erasers, and her son had found tiny, squishy toy animals for stress relief that he carried in his pocket everywhere. They were still kids. But now those toys anchored blueprints that Kaya could see represented their neighborhood.

      “These houses.” Joule pointed to green highlighter checks on some buildings and orange highlighter x's on others. “These are the ones that have attic access—like the one that I found. I think it's important that we remember these locations in case we need them in the future.”

      Joule didn’t say if they needed them because they were caught out late and it was dark—their fault—or if she thought the dogs would evolve and the daylight might no longer be protection enough.

      “How many still have neighbors living in them?” Kaya asked. A reasonable portion of the neighborhood had disappeared. She didn't like to think about how many had been eaten and how many had been smart enough to leave.

      “That's the blue.” Joule pointed out as she traced a finger around the outside of the homes that still had people living in them.

      “Do we tell them about the attic access?” Kaya asked, knowing her kids understood she meant should they tell them how valuable it might be?

      Normally, her own answer would have been Yes, just go tell them it was an option. But she’d tried to do that before, when her family first noticed it was the darkness that brought the dogs out. Some of the neighbors had been rude, saying they’d already figured that out. Kaya had expected as much, but was hoping to open a line of communication. Several had rebuffed her, suggesting she was crazy and that they just started going to bed early for almost no reason. The denial was shocking.

      In her more generous moments, she understood that the anger and denial were forms of self-preservation. People were reacting to the dogs and the horrific consequences of minor errors. In her less generous moments, Kaya imagined just shrugging at them when they asked if she’d seen their beloved dog Taffy. Now, she was simply reluctant to knock on doors and share information.

      “So we have three houses on our street with probable safe spaces.” Kaya told the kids. “That’s good to know. But how long do we have before the dogs figure out how to get into the attics?”

      “We don't know,” Cage replied with an easy shrug that belied the severity of the situation. “They seem to be evolving relatively quickly—at least in their actions. No one's ever caught one to see what they look like. So there’s not a good way to predict when they’ll get to that point.”

      Kaya started to open her mouth. Then she closed it, not wanting to give the kids any ideas. “So what's our alternative? What if the attics don’t work?”

      “Well.” Cage smiled and used a tone that almost said I'm glad you asked. What he actually said next was, “Come outside. We’ll show you.”
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      Cage led his mother into the backyard, knowing his sister would follow. The two of them stood in the middle of the open space, an area they had once talked about for a puppy. Now, they looked around.

      His mother put her hands on her hips, and clearly she'd had a shittier day than she'd lead on by her tone earlier. This more matched her facial expression when she'd come in the door. “Faraday Carson Mazur, what did you do?”

      “Hey,” he replied. “Don't full-name me.” They'd always called him “Cage.” His two physicist parents had thought it was funny to have a kid named Faraday and call him Cage when he was an infant. However, it had stuck, and Cage wasn't a bad name to go by. Every now and then, when he told someone his first name was actually Faraday, they grinned. That’s when Cage knew he had found his people.

      “All right,” Kaya said, looking back and forth between the two kids, because clearly they had both been involved. “What did you do?”

      Cage waved his hand across the open space of the backyard. “Look at the trees. Which ones can you climb to escape the dogs?”

      His mother looked back and forth and he watched her thinking. Eventually, she answered. “None of them.”

      “Right. Why not?”

      One by one, she pointed to each tree, listing its problems. “That one is so bushy that even if I got up into it the dogs would follow me right up. It’s too easy to climb.” She pointed again. “That one's got a nice clean trunk, but it’s not very tall. It’s young and probably wouldn't hold my weight.” She turned and pointed to the far corner, where the biggest trees grew. “The ones that are tall enough… well, I don’t think I could get up into them. The problem is, if the dogs can’t reach the bottom branches, probably neither can I.”

      “Exactly,” Joule said from behind them. Cage turned, and he and Kaya both realized why it had taken her a few extra minutes to come out. Joule had half a gummy worm hanging out of her mouth.

      As Cage watched, his mother opened her mouth—probably to suggest that gummy worms weren't a good afternoon snack—but Joule beat her to it. “I just ate a handful of carrots. And I've only got two worms. Also, that's exactly the problem with the trees.”

      Nice redirect, Sis. “Well,” he offered in his best infomercial announcer voice. “Do you have problems getting away from dogs? Trees not going to hold your weight? Are the low branches too high up? Well, let us introduce the Dog Ladder 2000.”

      Kaya raised one eyebrow at him, but at least a little of the sourness left her expression. “Go on.”

      “Right now,” he continued in his usual voice. “What we have are ladders hanging from the trees. We've got them on a pully system. So, come on.” He motioned, and they all walked to the far side of one of the larger trees.

      He and Joule had hung it on the other side, thinking that if they had need of it, it would be because they couldn't get to the house. Thus, the ladder should be on the far side. “See? We can climb up into the tree and pull the ladder up behind us.”

      With a motion to his sister, Joule—who had a tail of a gummy worm still hanging out of her mouth—went right up the ladder. At the top, she turned and pulled it up.

      “There are two modifications we want,” she hollered down to their mom. “The first is that it needs to come up right behind you, not wait until you hit the top. It would suck to be halfway up, or three quarters up, and then a dog gets on the bottom rungs and pulls it down. And you with it.

      “The other problem is that we don't want to leave them hanging down all the time. I'm sure the dogs will destroy them, and it may very well give them ideas to climb trees. So what we actually need is a ladder that we can pull down only when we need them.”

      She was nodding to her brother, and Cage continued to describe the modifications they had talked about earlier. “It has to work all the time, every time. Because if you yank on it and it doesn't come down ... well, that’s not going to be okay.”

      What he didn't say was, If the ladder didn't come down, you were dead. If you had decided your best chance was to climb a tree, then not only were dogs chasing you, but they were close. A runner wasn’t going to have time to pick another tree, and Cage didn't know how many trees he could put ladders in.

      Kaya was nodding. “I wonder if there's maybe a way to have it on you and then throw the ladder up into the tree…”

      Cage nodded. “We thought about that. Firefighters have hook ladders that they throw. But those are dependent on having an orthogonal top on a roof. The trees just don't have flat edges to hook. Even if you had a branch you could catch the ladder on, you would be climbing in midair, rather than braced as you went up the trunk. Also, there are a number of other branches in the way. I would assume that would mean getting it up correctly in the first place would be difficult.”

      Joule, swallowing the tail of her gummy worm, added in, “I can't imagine throwing a ladder when I was stressed.”

      Cage didn't comment, but he took her statement at face value. His sister knew what it was to run from the dogs. If she didn't think she could throw a ladder into a tree, he wasn't going to press it.

      “Well, okay,” Kaya said. “I think they're all really good ideas. I think you're right and it just needs a little more work. Once we get it figured out, maybe we should talk to the neighbors about it.”

      Joule rolled her eyes and Cage seconded the thought, if not the action. Some of the neighbors were asshats.

      “It's really good work guys,” his mother said. “And we're never going to lose track of a family member again. I'm so sorry, Joule.”

      Joule swiped her hand as if to wave her mother off. Not to dismiss the situation or the ensuing trauma, but to convey the idea that it wasn't her parents’ fault. Cage knew they each felt individually guilty about Joule being out when the clouds had come in. No one had known that the dogs coming out at dusk didn’t necessarily mean “as the sun set” but “as the darkness came.” But he understood his parents’ guilt, because he felt it, too.

      “Still, it's a good start,” Kaya told them as the kids dismissed her and she turned to walk into the house.

      Cage caught his sister's eyes behind their mother’s back. There was more work to be done. Just not things he was going to tell his mother about. Not yet.
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      Kaya worked from home the next day. The children were out of school for teacher training. It was weird, she thought, the way things continued on as though they were normal.

      There was no FEMA funding to deal with the dogs. The government agencies were stretched far too thin, busy cleaning up after actual natural disasters. There was nothing left to help with the dogs. Rowena Heights was in one of the nicer parts of the city, and their city didn't have tornadoes. They didn't have flooding or earthquakes, at least not the big ones.

      This neighborhood had been sought-after when they first moved in. It had taken both Kaya’s and Nate’s salaries to qualify for the mortgage on the initial value of the house. Then, as the disasters started encroaching on other areas of the US, and considering what was going on now… Kaya wasn't sure what it was worth. She hadn’t looked it up and wouldn’t trust a number she got anyway. No one wanted to move where the dogs were.

      “We’re heading out.” Cage’s voice pulled her from her irritated reverie. He had a backpack slung over one shoulder and held a brown paper bag in his hand. When she motioned to it with her eyes, he said, “Lunch,” and shook the bag a little bit, as though to demonstrate there was something inside it. Not that she had doubted her son would take extra food with him wherever he went.

      Her eyes flicked next to Joule and the compound bow she wore slung over one shoulder. The cross strap on her chest indicated she was also wearing the accompanying quiver.

      When she and Nate had first bought the kids bow and arrow sets, Kaya thought it was for fun. Cage had put his set down relatively soon. But Joule had stayed outside and practiced day in and day out. Now, she could hit a bullseye from a distance farther than the bow and arrow was supposed to range.

      Three years ago, the bow and arrow had been a toy. Now Kaya was glad her daughter was wearing it. Guns didn't work—not easily. The bow and arrow probably wouldn't kill a dog, either. But it was broad daylight, and if anything happened, she could only hope it would slow the dogs down. She wasn’t keen on her kids carrying guns into the woods. Then again, she was no longer keen on any of her loved ones going into the woods—period.

      Standing up, she hugged each of them tightly. She would have kissed them on their foreheads, but they had grown tall enough to kiss her on hers. So she didn't try. She wanted to wrap them in packing materials and keep them safe, but now that would mean keeping them from living life. She had to trust them on their own, the way she trusted Nate.

      She was taking a gamble every time she let them out of her sight. But it was broad daylight, they were together, and there wasn’t much more she could ask. “Be safe.”

      They weren't even snarky in response anymore. Cage looked her in the eye and said a clear, “Yes.”

      Joule replied, “We're on it.”

      So she watched her only children head out the front door, turn right across the lawn and head into the woods on the side of the property. Several years ago, she would have enjoyed watching her kids romp off to play in the woods. Today, it just filled her with trepidation.

      She thought by now—her children were seventeen years old—that she wouldn't have taken the day off just because they were out of school. But she wasn't ready to let them go. They’d discussed colleges, but the colleges were having the same problems as everywhere else. Kaya had her fingers crossed the twins would still decide to go together.

      It was difficult to get in the way of their education, because she could only hope things would get better. People would figure out what they needed to do and begin to patch the Earth, and when they did, her children's education would give them an edge. If they can just live through it.

      With everyone out of the house, she logged out of her work program. Work could wait. Her job gave her too many hours, and she logged too many more trying to find solutions to everyday problems. Not today.

      Kaya pulled up another screen and dove into other research.

      She was a physicist. She sorted out weights and balances on pumps. She was working out the nature of the mechanics of windmills. Her husband—also a physicist—was in a different sub-field than she was, but they spoke the same language.

      The dogs, though… they were not a problem of physics. Kaya had never before wished so strongly that she'd gone into biology.

      She tapped on her keys and pulled up an image. Then she began the research she hadn't told anyone about.
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      Joule led the way into the woods with Cage just a few feet behind her. He'd tucked their brown bag lunch into the backpack before they crossed the small creek that marked the border between lawn and forest.

      She had the bow and arrow in her hands now, no longer leaving it slung over her shoulder. Cage was keeping his hands free. It was what they agreed upon before they coming out. Though the brown bag had, in fact, contained peanut butter and honey sandwiches, a handful of carrots, gummy worms, and Reese's Peanut Butter Cups, another double-bagged Ziploc inside the backpack contained pieces of raw meat.

      They had not told their mother that they had taken it. Yesterday afternoon, Cage had nicked a frozen chicken leg and shaved a thin piece of each of the four steaks in the freezer. Joule still hoped no one noticed either loss. They’d snuck the meat into the back of the fridge to thaw and no one had called them on it yet.

      They’d walked a little way in silence before Cage spoke. “So, what a little internet search told me is that a coyote—a lone one—can have a ten-square-mile range. The number is much bigger for a full pack; they can cover up to sixty square miles.

      “If we consider that range as an actual square, then we're looking at just over three miles distance on the side.” He paused before adding, “That’s not too far, and we could possibly find one. If it was a lone coyote.”

      Joule shook her head. “The pack analogy makes more sense, and we don't know that they're like coyotes. But if they are, sixty square miles in a compact arrangement would come out to…” she thought for a moment. “About seven-point-seven miles on each side of the square.”

      The woods didn't go that far back, and their parents would notice if they walked seven miles out and seven miles back. The sun would notice if they stayed out that long. The chances of getting caught out at dusk would be too high, and the ladders weren’t ready yet.

      Joule wasn't even sure she wanted to get that far from home on foot. Where would she find a house that she knew for sure had solid attic access?

      “Right?” Cage was still following the coyote analogy. “You’re assuming seven miles on the side of the square, if we started at a corner. I am assuming we're probably closer to the middle of the square. So only three and a half miles in any direction gets us to the edge of the territory.”

      “Yeah, but we have to walk in the right direction. And what really decides what the center of the coyote territory is?” Joule asked these questions as she swung her bow from side to side. She did not pull back on the string, although she was tense and ready to. She did not trust the woods to stay silent during the day. Using her own voice, she talked over her fear. “Is the center where they hunt? Or maybe where they sleep?”

      “That is something the internet was not quite so willing to give up,” Cage replied, and she trusted he was watching her back even as he talked. “But I would assume it’s where they sleep. That’s the point they have to return to each night. So—unless they just sleep wherever they find themselves when the daylight hits—then the epicenter should be where they sleep.”

      “So what do you think about how they sleep?” she asked.

      This was their plan: find the dogs and use their unconsciousness as an opportunity to learn everything they could. It was a ridiculous plan. Joule knew that they might walk ten miles today, and if they got lucky, stumble onto a dog. Or they might find a den and not even recognize what it was. If the dogs reacted, they might be toast. Or more likely, nothing would happen.

      She’d seen deer in the yard—back when there had been herds of deer roaming the area. More than once, she'd watched one walk into the woods from her yard. A deer on the lawn was obvious. By stepping into the woods, the front end of the deer would completely disappear. Joule could still see the white tail flick, but she could not find the head, even though it had to be at the other end of the tail. The deer would pass the edge of the bushes and, even in the winter, when she would think she could see through bare branches just fine. The deer knew how to simply disappear into the underbrush.

      She could only imagine it was possible the dogs had a similar level of camouflage.

      Cage was still answering her question. “I'm guessing they sleep with some kind of shelter. What do you think?”

      “I think it is entirely plausible that they sleep directly on the ground. They just curl up, in groups or even a dog pile, and go to sleep.”

      “Really?” Cage asked. “You think they do this and no one has seen them?”

      “Exactly,” she said, shaking her head, still not looking at her brother, but scanning the underbrush that hadn’t quite started filling in its spring growth. “No one sees them because no one can see them. But I think they might be right there.”

      When he offered her a carrot from the backpack, she took it. Then she continued with her theory. “No one has seen them in the daylight, Cage. So we really have no idea what color or colors they are. My guess is that they're very well-camouflaged. We know that they're reasonably dark. And from what I saw the other night, it looks like they have rough fur in shades of brown—kind of like a brindle that a boxer might have had.”

      Joule noticed she used the past tense regarding pet dogs. No one around here had them anymore. Stepping cautiously through the woods, she continued, still not turning and looking at her brother. “I would imagine they are here in the woods, asleep. It’s also plausible that they’re so well camouflaged that we wouldn't know we were on them until we stepped on one.”

      Behind her, the crunch of leaves stilled for a moment, and she could imagine her brother looking all around them—checking out the ground, checking for changes in the patterns of leaves. Clearly, he'd been thinking the dogs would be more hidden. That they would have to go looking for them. That the two of them would spot a den and decide whether or not to look inside. Joule thought that very well might not be the case.

      The dogs were vicious, but they also appeared to be hardy. Hardy animals could sleep on the ground. Hell, deer did it, and they were prey animals.

      The two of them walked in silence after that, stepping softly through the woods, not speaking. Now, the only noises came when they broke twigs and stopped cold, freezing in place for a moment. They would stand back to back and watch for movement in the underbrush.

      Joule had paid close attention to the path they had come in on, knowing they might need to get out quickly. She looked at trees now and thought about having to climb up them to escape. Would it work? Could she get up high enough? The trunks had few low hanging branches, but she thought with the right motivation she could get up there.

      According to her watch, it was thirty minutes later when she paused. Turning to Cage, she said, “Look. Look at that.”

      The bright red and true black didn't belong in the forest with her.

      “It smells,” she commented as they got closer for a better look. It smelled bad.

      As Cage approached the object, she held court with the bow and a single notched arrow as he leaned over and picked up a nearby stick to poke at it.

      “Well,” he said, “that's asstastic.”

      “What is it?”

      He continued to poke at it for a moment, but at last he stood up and looked at her. His hands on his hips and quirk in his eyebrow, he said, “It’s a human foot.”
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      Leaning over, Cage looked at the foot again. Then, knowing his sister had his back and was watching the woods around him, he examined it a little more closely.

      He pulled off the backpack and reached inside. Grabbing one of the plastic grocery store bags he'd stuffed in there, he made a grimace and immediately grabbed for another. His idea had been to use the bags to take things home to study. Now he considered using them like a latex glove.

      Double-bagging his hand, he leaned over and picked up the shoe with the foot still inside. A bone protruded where the leg would have been. It went from looking like a perfectly normal shoe near the toe to looking skeletal about halfway up the tibia.

      Joule turned, her gaze just shy of a real glare. “Don't pick that up.”

      He turned, still holding the foot in his hand. “I'm double bagged, it's okay.”

      “That's not what I'm worried about,” she replied. Arrow notched into the string, ready to pull back and let fly as she swung back and forth, Joule scanned the woods. “It's not that you might get sick from holding it or that it might squish in your hand. It's that the dogs ate somebody and dragged them out here. You are clearly holding their food.”

      Cage looked down at the foot in his hand. Well, when she said it that way ... For a moment, he examined it a little closer, wondering if he could recognize the shoe, the size, anything that might explain who it had once belonged to. But he didn't.

      Holding it out toward her, Cage asked her if she recognized any features of the foot or maybe the shoe itself.

      “I don’t know,” his sister replied after a brief glance that clearly bothered her. “I don't think any of our friends has feet that big. I'm trying to think who in the neighborhood it might have been. Looks like a man’s shoe—maybe a big guy.”

      That matched Cage’s initial assessment, though he could have added some of his teenaged friends had bigger feet than they were built for, but he left it at that. Joule was right, he didn't want to be holding dog food. So, with a toss, he chucked the foot into the distance.

      The two of them, automatically in sync, stood there silently waiting to see if his move had roused any waiting dogs. After a few moments, when nothing stirred, he turned to talk to her. “Well, we know they don't have a good sense of smell. So, I'm not that worried about it.”

      Joule nodded her agreement. That was something the Mazur family had figured out early on. If they closed the curtains, if they didn't flash any lights inside or make loud noises, the dogs didn't try to come in. Without visual or auditory alerts, they didn't seem to know they had prey inside the house. The family had decided that had to be true, because once the dogs did know a person was inside, almost nothing stopped them from eventually finding a weak point and bashing their way in. So they didn’t have the sense of smell of coyotes, wolves, or even a standard house pet.

      Stepping carefully, they walked away from the severed foot. Cage had thrown it off to the side—not in their way going forward, and not something they would stumble on coming back. But they would both be keeping their eyes open for more body parts.

      If the local systems had been working better, he would have insisted on bagging it and calling it in. The police or forensic center might have been able to identify which missing person it belonged to. Cage was no medical examiner, but he was pretty certain that the person who’d once been attached to the foot was now dead.

      But each time the police had come to help, they’d tried to fight rather than hide, and they’d died. At one point, animal control had been called in, but they had fewer weapons and fared worse than the police did. The packs were relentless. It hadn’t taken long before the local law enforcement’s position was to advise everyone, including their officers, to stay inside at night. The police chief had even publicly said she wouldn’t send her officers into an area with poison gas, and she couldn’t in good faith send them out on complaints of dogs anymore.

      “I'm assuming the foot means we're getting close to where they sleep, or at least where they stop and eat. They dragged it this far for a reason, and I can only hope we can find a den, or a sleeping pile of dogs, somewhere around here.”

      “Do you think they’re really dogs?” Joule asked her brother.

      Cage shrugged. “They look more like dogs than wolves. More like dogs than coyotes.”

      But Joule had a good point. They looked like mongrels with thick jaws and wide heads. Their chests were barrel shaped and muscular. But, where many dogs had thinner legs, these dogs had thick appendages and long claws. And he’d seen the damage they could do. When he thought about it, people just called them “the dogs” or even “helldogs,” but no one had analyzed them. Not that he knew of.

      No one who’d gotten a good enough look had lived to see what they looked like—except his sister. But from what Cage could tell, they were at least as different from dogs as they were from wolves or coyotes. Which messed up all of his math for their little sojourn today. With a heavy sigh, he asked Joule what she thought.

      “I think they are dogs… something about the eyes, and the way they barked and…” she used her hand to mimic the snout in front of her face. “The way they snapped. It just made me think of dogs. At least, that's what I’m remembering from seeing them. But their heads are huge and they have claws, not regular dog nails.”

      Joule also had to know that it was entirely plausible she’d been run down by a pack of angry boxers and simply inflated the memories to helldogs in her mind.

      However, the damage Cage had seen them do—the aftermath from attacks his parents had tried to shield him from—said these weren’t just dogs. The cuts and deep bite wounds weren’t anything he could imagine coming from even the wildest of feral canines.

      They talked a little more, but in another fifteen minutes, she said, “We've been out for too long. We have to go back.”

      He wouldn’t argue with her. She didn’t deserve that. A guy gained a lot of respect for his sister when he’d spent the whole night thinking she was likely dead, even though now it was clear she wasn’t. “We can turn around and head straight home. Or we can loop, and make the turn here. Take a different path back.”

      Cage voted to loop so they didn't retrace steps. He wanted to cover as much territory as possible. When Joule had no issue with this, they took a sharp turn to the left.

      They walked all new paths—headed in the right direction, Cage knew, because of the GPS he was carrying—but nothing appeared. They'd been out for hours, and they were finally coming back toward the house. Pulling the GPS out of his pocket again, he checked their trajectory. They were less than a mile from the house now and he started to feel some of the tension drain.

      Though he’d not actually thought they would get caught outside at dusk, it was nice to know they’d made it with plenty of time to spare. It was nice to know they wouldn’t worry their mother. He’d thought about bringing a regular compass, but the GPS allowed him to mark the coordinates where they had made their turns. Of course, he’d marked where they’d found the foot.

      Even close to home, they remembered not to get too lax. Joules stayed out in front, the bow still pulled taut. Though she'd left the house with the bow slung over her shoulder, it hadn’t left her hands the whole time they’d been walking. He suspected the casual look had been for their mom’s benefit.
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