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      Joule clutched the carton of eggs tightly. Consciously, she loosened her grip, not wanting to crush any of them. They were for a birthday cake, for her and her brother Cage.

      But right now, her heart was beating too fast and the eggs were not the problem. She was confident she was being watched.

      Walking faster around the last turn, she let out a small sigh of relief. From here, she could see Kayla and Ivy's house down the street. Her own house sat at the far end, just beyond the trees. Picking up her pace, Joule tried to slow her breathing.

      There was a moving truck in the driveway of her home. She and Cage had debated for a long time whether or not they could sell it. Keeping it was too much—it was too big for just the two of them and they were out of town a lot of the time. Renting the house out was a suitable compromise.

      Now the twins still owned the home they had grown up in—the house where their mother had died, where their father had disappeared. But Joule could no longer walk through the front door, sit at the dining room table, grab a drink from the fridge, or sleep on the mattress she'd left on the floor of her old room. It was all in storage now anyway.

      Year after year, she and Cage had slowly cleared the place of furniture, of memories, of everything they had needed. They simply had never found a time when selling it—fully letting go—was the right thing to do.

      She watched as a couple carried boxes up the front steps, their plans interrupted by movers with bigger pieces. Two small kids played on the swings Joule’s mother had built them. Girls.

      A shuffling sound grabbed her attention from just past the bushes that lined this section of the street. Mostly there were houses on either side, but a few occasional empty lots still allowed underbrush growth and feral trees. Joule told herself it was just a deer.

      It was four o'clock. The sun was still out. There was nothing to be afraid of.

      In fact, she had volunteered for this run—just down to the corner store for the missing eggs—to prove to herself that she'd been wrong about the shadows. Walking down the street in the middle of the day should be fine. She was fine.

      A handful of years ago, she and Cage had taken care of them. The twins had anonymously put out their information on the internet, letting everyone squash the menace wherever they found it. She’d kept up with the comments, answering questions for a while. But the chatter had long since died; No one had seen them. She hadn’t checked in to see if any new questions had popped up recently. Joule really didn’t want to know.

      Deer, she told herself again as she looked around. The sun was out, the noise had stopped. She would be fine.

      There were people here now. The neighborhood had come back to life. Eager buyers had reaped rewards, snapping up abandoned houses on short sale. The new owners had been thrilled with houses at low prices. The neighborhood filled in again. The indecision she and Cage had about selling their own house had led to a very nice rental price that more than covered what they needed to keep up the place.

      Joule startled and one of the eggs popped in the carton as the noise came again.

      Son of a bitch. She was holding them too tightly. But she was close. She fought the urge to break into a run for the last few feet. Did it even matter? she wondered. Kayla would see if she ran the last bit of the walk. Kayla wouldn't miss her elevated breathing, the flush of her skin from fear. Kayla had already pushed a few too many times asking Joule what was wrong.

      Joule had only said it was nothing.

      But that was a lie. She was afraid, afraid it was something she already knew. Afraid it was out in the daytime now.

      And she was afraid it was right behind her.
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      “Are you okay?” Cage asked his sister at the same time as Kayla, more to the point, said, “What's wrong?”

      Joule held out the carton of eggs. He didn’t miss the liquid at the corner. She’d broken at least one.

      They didn't need that many for the cake. But it was odd, and he couldn't let it go. Taking the carton, he pointed to ask his question again.

      Joule shook her head, her eyes darting between him and Kayla. She seemed to confess as she said, “I broke it. I squeezed by accident.”

      Cage then looked at Kayla, only to find that she was looking at him, too. There was no denying it now: they were both worried about Joule.

      The twins were living with Ivy and Kayla, as their friends had volunteered to house them until they left for their next job. After fighting the hunters together, the four had formed an inseparable bond. He figured the women felt responsible for the orphaned twins—even if he and his sister were well into their twenties by now.

      The twins had jobs and had moved out of the neighborhood more than once. But they kept coming back, too. Now, they both needed to go back to work and Helio Systems Tech had agreed to put them on a new project. Cage was excited for the change of pace, but it was still ten weeks before they left.

      Staying with Kayla and Ivy in the meantime was wonderful. He enjoyed having roommates, having someone in the house besides himself and his sister. He liked having parental figures—it had been too long since the twins had lost both of their parents so suddenly.

      Though it hadn't been spoken specifically—that Kayla and Ivy were adopting them—the two women made it clear that they would be the twins’ home for Thanksgiving and all the major holidays. This house was just down the street from their old home. They could easily check on their rental and still be within eyeshot of the place where they'd grown up. They could hold all the good memories and maybe start to release the bad.

      But right now, Cage decided to stop letting it go. He’d been nurturing a growing concern about his sister. Though there were plenty of things to worry about, the twins were working on most. While they’d been here, they’d both been seeing a therapist regularly and had been sleeping better . . . or so he thought.

      “Tell me, Joule.” He hoped his tone brooked no argument.

      She sighed, her gaze sweeping past Kayla's shoulder. Following the look, he spotted Ivy in the archway to the kitchen. Leaning against the wall, she wiped her hands on a towel, looking worried, too.

      Cage had thought he was the only one concerned about his sister, the only one with the inside track into her brain. Maybe the only one who could read the subtle differences, see that she'd grown tense these past two weeks. Clearly, they were all feeling it.

      “I see them,” Joule blurted out.

      No one had to ask who “them” was.

      “They’re here! At night. At the edges of the property.”

      Ivy asked what Cage wanted to, “So you've actually seen one?”

      “That's the problem,” Joule replied immediately, almost stumbling over her words, clearly frustrated. “No. It's shadows. Movement. It's just a sense that they're there and they're watching.”

      Maybe just paranoia. Cage could hope. But for all they’d been through, his sister was not prone to imagination. When she was, she was often right.

      “I'm just imagining things.” Joule shook it off, shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t mocking them, he knew. It was what she hoped was real.

      Kayla immediately shut her down. “No, you're not.”

      Kayla didn’t generally speak this freely with most people, but Cage and Joule were her family now. Her bluntness was a sign of love.

      Her measured actions and easy honesty were easy to understand, at least to him. He liked that he could always trust her. It was almost as if she didn't even know how to lie. She didn't know how to half-ass anything either. So it wasn’t a surprise that Kayla told Joule she wasn’t imagining things.

      “I want to believe I'm paranoid,” Joule corrected herself. She raised her hands as if there was nothing else she could do about it. But she kept talking. “Most nights when I look out the window, I see something, and I think it's them.”

      “What makes you think it's them?” Ivy wiped her hands again, stepping closer into the conversation. Cage could see paint stains on the apron that she wore. “Why don't you think it's a deer? Or even a coyote?”

      Ivy was right, there were plenty of deer out here. In fact, while the numbers had dwindled during the first invasion, they'd sprung back up after the first round of Night Hunters had been eradicated.

      He caught himself then, thinking the first round. Even he believed they weren’t done.

      A sharp pain twisted inside him, because what he wanted to do right now was call Dr. Brett. He wished he could ask the vet if he'd seen recent evidence of night hunters. He would know if more pets were missing, if there had been injuries in greater numbers recently. Dr. Brett remembered—or, would have remembered—what the first round looked like. He would have helped.

      But their friend and mentor was another casualty along the way.

      “They don't move like deer.” Joule’s words cut sharply through his thoughts. “They aren’t the same shape. They don't jump. They don't run like deer.”

      The words came out as if Joule was only now connecting things. As if she'd innately known what they were but these bits of evidence had her convinced.

      “Okay,” Kayla offered with her usual confidence. “Then let's solve it. Here.” She held her hand out to Cage, obviously wanting the eggs as if the sudden topic switch from deadly creatures to cake was normal.

      Kayla cooked about five things well, one of them was a box cake mix recipe that she doctored. The frosting was never artistic, but always neat and uniform. Cage always appreciated every bite.

      “Cake first,” Kayla declared. “The oven is heating.”

      As if that should be the deciding factor. He caught on though: Kayla was presented with a problem and an unknown. Her first job would be finding proof.

      Looking to his sister, he nodded. Then he checked back with Kayla and Ivy. He put words to what Kayla had silently decreed, “Tonight we'll go out and look.”
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      Something about knowing the family was on board let Joule put the worry aside for a bit. She enjoyed cake and a movie with the three of them, because Kayla and Ivy truly were her family now.

      If the world fell to pieces—and it so often did—this was where she would always be able to crash on the couch. These were the people who would always make sure she had food and a roof. Right now, they were all helping her feel better. Safer.

      The cake and the security sat well in her gut. Her mother had made them cake for their birthday each year. Not like Kayla’s though. Their mom wasn't as good at it. Kayla made better cake than anyone Joule knew, even the professionals.

      It was perfectly square, two layers with filling in between. Kayla had made one butter cake and one chocolate one. Then she’d stacked it, but only yellow cake on one side and only chocolate on the other. Ivy had suggested they just stack the two flavors but Kayla had pointed out that Joule liked the butter cake and Cage had requested chocolate. Therefore, giving them each only half of what they’d wanted was not appropriate twin math.

      Joule and Cage had laughed from the edge of the kitchen, as they watched the argument unfold. Ivy had looked to them as though they should resolve this, but both twins had only pointed at Kayla. They each got their own favorite cake. Joule would smile at that for a long time.

      She tucked the memory heavy into her heart but now turned her attention to the weight of her bow in her clasped hand. She’d pulled it from the back of the closet, where it was out of sight, but ready. That said more than she was willing to analyze. She was most accurate with the bow, most comfortable with it.

      It comforted her now, as did the fact that she hadn’t needed to adjust the strap on the quiver. It hadn’t been long enough since she’d needed it.

      When they’d all stepped outside into the darkening air, she’d moved to the side. Motioning to the others, Joule checked herself. She always needed reassurance that her aim was still true.

      She felt the string tight against her fingers. It could cut if she did it wrong, but she didn’t. Closing one eye, she aimed and waited for her breath to sync, then she let go.

      Though she hit the tree dead center, it wasn't good enough. Pulling another arrow, she listened to a second and then a third satisfying thunk as they landed within inches of the first. Interesting.

      She would have thought her skill would have degraded more. Though she’d carried the bow recently, she hadn’t gotten a lot of practice in recent years. She’d gained the most skill when she did target practice for fun, as a kid. Then, more a handful of years ago when she’d first needed her accuracy for defense.

      Her father's words came back to her, his voice in her head. “Many things you will learn and not forget. You don't lose as much as you might think, in the in between.”

      Whether or not she could maintain this level of accuracy on something moving, Joule didn't know. But she wasn't willing to hit something alive just for practice. So she hoped she didn’t need that skill tonight. Walking over, she tugged free the arrows she’d embedded in the tree, reclaiming them. They weren't cheap. She'd lost more than she could count over the years. Many well spent in the sides of her enemies.

      What she really hoped was that they would go out and find no evidence of night hunters.

      They’d already called Dr. Brett's wife, who had given them the number for his partner. She referred to the other veterinarian only as Glenn, he still ran the practice he and Dr. Brett had shared.

      Joule and Cage wanted to know if he’d seen an uptick in missing pets, or animals coming in with concerning cuts and bloody gashes. Maybe pets who looked like they’d tangled with something much larger and more vicious than themselves. They’d discussed calling the local wildlife rescue, but without any contacts there, the twins weren’t sure they would get any information.

      The night hunters were often considered myth in areas where they hadn’t made an appearance. But it didn’t matter now; Glenn hadn't answered the phone.

      “Dr. Glenn”—as Cage had said as he stumbled through the message he left—hadn't called back yet. So they were out without other information. Ready to see what their own eyes told them.

      Kayla carefully locked the front door behind Ivy as they came out.

      Joule thought about her brother's story from the caves. While the twins had been recuperating from the trauma of Texas, Cage told them that while he was in hiding with the refugees, he’d told a story about the night hunters. He’d hoped it would help boost morale.

      “I meant to tell them how we won. I wanted to make it clear they could triumph against an enemy.” He’d paused, concern in his eyes. “But two of them had seen night hunters.”

      They’d seen the creatures recently, well after Joule and Cage had believed they were eradicated. More than that, what scared Joule, was that they'd been spotted on other continents. Her foundational belief that theirs had been an isolated incident had been proven completely untrue.

      The people in Texas—some of them children—had emigrated from places as far away as South America and even Russia. Apparently, there were night hunters everywhere. That chilled her to the bone, because it meant there was no reason they couldn't come back.

      She nodded to her brother that she was ready. He clutched their father’s nine millimeter tightly. Nate Mazur had left it with the twins, but given Joule’s prowess and preference for a bow and arrow, she'd let Cage keep the gun.

      Ivy had a baseball bat. A Louisville Slugger with nicks and stains from their previous outings. No one should have that.

      Kayla now had a gun as well. Ivy had informed Joule some time ago that Kayla had decided to get trained. She was Kayla, she would do no less than learn all the rules and train to her best proficiency. By carrying it tonight, Kayla left them no doubt that she would hold her own with it.

      Though their surrogate mother was likely less concerned with defending herself and more with defending their dog, Anning. The first night hunters had killed her beloved Newton, and she was never going to let that happen again.

      Kayla’s gun, a high caliber revolver commonly referred to as “the judge,” could kick back and leave her on her ass if she fired it. But it was in her hand now.

      They dressed in colors, no longer in black with carbon smeared across their faces. They would stick to the streets and the lights. Though they didn’t want to be bright enough to attract attention, they didn’t want to fully blend in either.

      The city had replaced the bulbs and sometimes the whole light post after the first had been blown out in the fights and the dark puddles left people unprotected. More than one person had died from the dark.

      So now there were no longer puddles of yellow sulfur-based lampglow, soft in the darkness. Only glaring white cones, leaving the neighborhood bright even in the dead of night. Only the newest residents complained.

      With one last look to each other, the four of them only nodded. Words weren’t necessary as they started down the street. Behind her, Joule heard Kayla say, “Whatever happens, at least now we'll know.”
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      Joule was mad. It was two in the morning before they'd returned home, and with very little to show for it.

      They heard rustling in the bushes, but no growling. Nothing to indicate it was anything other than a deer or a raccoon or a skunk. All creatures that Joule wasn't willing to put an arrow into just to see what it was. If the night hunters were back, and these creatures had survived them, she was not going to deal their death blow.

      They did find tracks and had taken pictures. She felt her own frustration as well as her brother’s at their inability to call Dr. Brett. He would have known where to go, who to ask. Hell, he might have been able to identify the prints himself. He had been gone a while, but tonight Joule still felt the loss sharply.

      The tracks were the right shape, she thought, probably the right size. Kayla pointed out they could be coyotes or even wolves. Neither was unheard of in the area.

      “Maybe that's what you heard,” she’d suggested.

      Joule appreciated that Kayla had never believed in magical thinking. The twins weren’t much for it either, certainly not after the first disaster. If Kayla thought there was a reasonable chance that their tracks might be from wolves or coyotes, or even just neighborhood dogs, that helped her feel better.

      She’d hoped it was enough to get to sleep tonight. But she’d tossed and turned, still irritated that Dr. Glenn hadn't called back. Probably he was just being polite and didn't want to call late at night, but she would have preferred the interruption. She would have slept better if he had said he wasn’t seeing signs of attacks. Or even that pets weren’t going missing at a higher rate than normal.

      But she didn't have that. Joule almost wished something had stepped out into the puddle of light. That something had growled at her so she would know. She couldn’t fight what she didn’t understand. She couldn’t fix what she couldn’t see. And she hated it.

      She was left with only her own growing sense of dread.

      Tomorrow she would talk to Cage about setting up a bait and trap. They'd done it before. If these were the night hunters, then the twins knew what to do, didn't they? She tried to use the information to calm herself. Even for the worst case scenario, they knew the poisons and the ratios. They knew how to set the traps and bait them. They knew where to find the nests if they needed to.

      Still, the idea that the hunters were back was more than she wanted to handle. The knowledge that they existed on different continents bothered her more than she cared to admit.

      She was staring at the ceiling, disliking the path of her thoughts as the doorknob slowly turned. But she wasn’t startled.

      “I'm awake,” she called softly. Obviously, Cage was too, and she wondered if Kayla and Ivy were sleeping like little babies or staring at the ceiling the same as her.

      “It's frustrating,” he said clearly sharing her inability to sleep past it.

      She nodded, not getting up as he sat on the end of her bed. She thought of it as hers now. Even though it was in the guest room at Kayla and Ivy’s. It certainly felt more like a home than her sparse room in the house at the end of the street.

      “If it's them,” she said softly, just in case her surrogate parents were asleep, “Then we know how to take care of them.”

      She was trying to reassure them both.

      But Cage pointed out something she hadn't quite grasped. “Do we? We thought we eradicated them before, but they're not only not gone, they’re everywhere.”

      She was the engineer. He was the biologist and he spoke in those kinds of terms. He gazed out the window where, at least being on the second floor and sitting on the edge of the bed, he would see the tops of the trees and the sky. He wouldn’t see if something prowled at the edges of the darkness. Joule had to stand at the sill and look down for that.

      Now he spoke in terms of imagination, rather than the evidence they didn’t have. “New species happen under evolutionary pressure. With the way everything's changing, climate-wise, the pressure was there to spawn them.”

      She followed now. “Apparently, the pressure required to spawn them existed in more places than just here.”

      “Exactly. Maybe we didn't eradicate them like we thought—we just narrowed their numbers enough that they became invisible.”

      She added another possible piece to the puzzle. “And the number stayed low for a while but now for some reason, maybe needing food, or more people here now, some other pressure, they’ve come back. Their numbers have bounced back up.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Either way, they could be getting bold enough to move in near the people.”

      She'd heard of Coywolves, a cross between coyotes and wolves. They had all the pack-hunting prowess of wolves and the complete lack of fear of humans that coyotes had. Not a good combination, but still nowhere near the damage the hunters could cause.

      “The other option,” he said, then paused, “There is another one.”

      She waited, still staring at the ceiling. She wasn’t going to like this.

      “The other option is that whatever biological or evolutionary pressures that existed to create them still exist.”

      This time her eyes did turn to him. Despite the dark, she knew he was looking at her too, with a bold stare and worry that he didn't try to hide.

      “So even if we kill them all,” she said, “the pressure will be there and they'll keep popping up.”

      “Maybe. I don't know enough yet. We don't even know that they are here. I’m just imagining how they could possibly have come back.”

      They'd gone out looking for evidence and found evidence but not proof. It was unclear and they would need help, someone to analyze the tracks and give them more information.

      But Joule thought about it. What she hadn't said to any of them was that she didn't need more evidence. She didn't need proof.

      Because even though she couldn't put her finger on why she believed it, she did believe the night hunters were back.
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      Cage walked toward the end of the street, taking the circle of the cul de sac as slowly as he could. He told himself he was out to listen for rustling, see if he heard anything, or sense the paranoia his sister always seemed to.

      He wouldn’t want to dismiss her concerns any more than he would his own. However, he didn’t trust his own judgments all the time. They’d been through a lot, and it was entirely possible that either of them was just digging up some old trauma at any given time.

      Still, he checked, hoping he could confirm she wasn’t crazy or tell her she wasn’t being stalked.

      As he neared the end of the street, he admitted to himself he also wanted to see the house. The new couple had placed potted trees at the end of the drive, flanking it adorably. They weren’t allowed to plant things, but they’d made it look better than it had when he and Joule lived there—even when their parents were still alive.

      Neither of his parents had been the homemaker type. Both were far more likely to be found in the basement or the barn or the backyard, running some kind of scientific research. He remembered making homemade fireworks and blowing up whatever the large fruit of the season was: watermelon, squash, even apples. They’d built a trebuchet and launched the rotten pumpkins into the cow farm behind the house.

      His parents had not cultivated roses or trimmed the hedges, instead they’d raised a couple of nerd kids. He and Joule were the better for it, he thought. Though he did like the trees.

      There were flowers—probably fake—hanging from the nail on the front door. His mother had put it there one year for the Christmas Wreath. Cage could almost hear his parents discussing pulling the nail after the season was over. Taking it out would look better, it was just a nail in the door. Then they’d decided they would just have to put it back in the next year and the year after that. So there’d always been a nail there, even when there wasn’t a holiday. Whoever had hung the flowers had solved that on day three.

      Something about the house itself seemed to breathe easier with the new family. He had to wonder if he and his sister had only made the decision for themselves, or also for the wood and the steel beams and the shingles that had housed them for so long. It had sat empty for so many silent stretches of time.

      The front door opened, and he watched as the mother followed the two girls out. Cage figured they were around ten, but he tried not to stare. One of them looked surly as she began stomping down the driveway. The mother and the other girl headed toward the car.

      He shouldn't linger. Besides, the rental company had told Joule and him not to introduce themselves as the owners. If the renters knew who they were, they could call at night and maybe demand repairs. Ask questions that Cage and Joule might not want to answer. It was better if they stayed anonymous.

      Waving like a casual neighbor, he walked on. Only turning back once did he see that one child had been sent to the end of the long drive to fetch the mail while the mother and the other girl got in the car and met her at the street. He remembered his dad doing that to him, and Cage couldn’t hide his grin.

      He made it a few more feet before they passed him in their minivan, the girl in the backseat waving to her new neighbor. She didn’t know that he knew where the laundry room was. They didn’t know that several of the windows had been completely repaired from being busted in. Or that the hardwood floors had to be refinished to hide the gouges of claws. They probably didn't know that his mother had died in that house, defending them.

      Cage swallowed past the lump in his throat. He could still see her face and remembered knowing that it was the last time he would see her alive. Looking at it with older eyes now, he could see that she knew it as well. But she'd made her choice.

      He remembered being so angry, and having so little time to deal with his rage with everything else going on. But later as an adult, as he'd made his own dangerous choices for those he loved, he found he could no longer fault her for it.

      His pocket buzzed and he pulled his phone out, excited to see the number. Joule had given up waiting and called the veterinary clinic yesterday when they hadn't heard back from Dr. Glenn. The staff had informed her that the vet was off at a conference for several days. He hadn’t expected to hear back.

      “Hello?” Hopeful he was reading the number right, his tone was cautious.

      “Is this Cage Mazur?”

      “It is! I'm glad to hear from you.” It was an interesting opening, Cage thought but he didn’t have to wait long.

      “Brett told me about you the first time you worked with him. Then, a couple years ago when he was out of town for a while, he said if Cage or Joule calls the clinic, take care of them.”

      Cage felt his heart sink. Maybe they shouldn't have called Dr. Glenn. Maybe the man blamed them for the loss of his partner. After all Dr. Brett had been with the twins when he died. It had taken Cage so long to let go of feeling guilty for the loss that he could easily imagine someone else would see him as being at fault too. He wished he’d thought of this possibility before he’d asked for help.

      “It wasn't your fault.”

      Had the man read his mind? “Thank you.” Relief rushed through that he wasn't blamed, but the words struggled to push past the lump in his throat. He was sure Dr. Glenn heard it. At least it let the man know he’d said the right thing.

      “I hope the two of you will be able to call me with your questions just like you called Dr. Brett. I realize it's not the same, but please use this number if you need anything. It's my personal line. Anytime is fine.”

      Cage nodded. Not able to speak clearly, he chose not to speak at all. But he was overwhelmed by the offer of help. They might need it.

      “I looked at the print you sent. Luckily, I'm at a conference. So, even though I couldn't identify it, there are a lot of people here who helped.”

      “Did you figure it out?” Cage asked, finally tasked with something he could voice, but not sure what kind of answer he wanted.

      “It looks like you've got trouble.”
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      Joule drove back home from shoe shopping. Though Ivy had volunteered to go along, Joule had decided it was better to go by herself. She wasn't looking for anything fun—just new sneakers.

      After walking around the store in pair after pair, she’d declared herself successful. The large cardboard box now sat in a bag on the seat next to her.

      Today had been good. She took the turn at the little white church, the familiarity of heading home comforting. The weather was great, she’d gotten her new shoes. Everything had clicked. Home was now Kayla and Ivy's brick house with the blue front door and the second story windows looking over the front yard.

      Joule was learning to let go.

      Maybe after these renters moved out, she and Cage would finally sell the place. But the shudder that passed through her at just the thought let her know if she was ever going to be ready, it wasn't yet.

      The lake bordered the right-hand side of the pavement just beyond the slim strip of woods. The trees grew up and over the road for a short distance, making the kinds of tunnels that she sometimes saw in movies. Joule loved this part of being home.

      Up ahead, vultures freckled the side of the road. Even that was common around here. All the trees and water nearby meant an excess of deer. The large dark birds scattered as her car pulled closer, but she’d still slowed down out of habit.

      As they scattered, she saw the deer.

      On the wheel, her hands tightened into white-knuckled fists, every muscle in her body ratcheting down. She was not seeing what she was seeing. She told herself, it was okay. Vultures could have done that.

      Slowing for a better look, Joule even rolled down the window and leaned out. She'd lived here long enough to know that deer carcasses on the side of the road could be picked clean within a week. This one was reasonably fresh and, given the location, it had probably been hit by a car.

      Though she hated that, she reminded herself the deer were plentiful, and the downed ones fed the vultures. She tried to sell it to herself as the circle of life. But as she looked now, something was not right.

      “No,” she said out loud into the empty car, as if the air needed to hear. Then, “Fuck Fuck Fuck!”

      Beating one fist on the steering wheel, Joule pulled forward, picking up her speed. She had not seen that!

      Only a few turns from home, she pulled out her phone. Though she generally frowned on using her phone while she drove, it was perched on the dash. Reaching out, she called Cage.

      A few impatient moments later, she jabbed the button to hang up and messaged him. Talking to the phone again, she tried to speak clearly. “Are you home? I'm coming to pick you up.”

      She didn't want to say what she'd seen. Didn't want to sound any more paranoid than the other three already thought she was. Even though she understood there wasn't any evidence to support her . . . yet.

      She stabbed her finger angrily at the phone again. No response. He'd better be home.

      Joule knew she could grab Kayla or Ivy, but it wouldn’t be the same. It would take a while to get Kayla on board as she was often deep in her projects. Her focus lasted for hours, and she often needed to be reminded even to eat. Ivy was trying her hand at painting using the light in the back room. Her first piece was a gift for the twins, and it was difficult for her to just drop everything and come out. She needed to cover her paints, clean her brushes, something about “wet edges.”

      Joule would not interrupt. Her brother had been home when she left, it wasn't that long ago, and he didn't have plans that she knew of. Her mind ran through all of it. She just needed to find him.

      She swung a hard left at the last turn, then headed up and over the slight rise. Someone was walking on the street, and she had to slow down but quickly recognized it was her brother.

      Honking, she slowed to a stop beside him and realized that he was waving her away, the phone to his ear. He might be mid-call, but Joule wasn't leaving. Rolling down the window, she tried to listen in.

      The twins had little to no respect for each other's private lives. There wasn't much that they had to keep private—they were the only family left. But all she heard was, “Thank you. I appreciate it.” And, after a pause, “We will. I'm sure there'll be more that we’ll need help with.”

      Something in his expression looked a little bit off. Joule leaned over, frowning at him as he held the phone away and moved his thumb, before looking up at her. “It was Dr. Glenn.”

      “Well, what did he say?”

      Cage was already talking, his mouth turning down, eyes blinking as though he didn't want to cry. “He said that Dr. Brett had told him a few years ago that if we needed anything Dr. Glenn was to take care of us. That he was to answer all our questions. And he said we should call him back now if we had more.”

      Joule felt her own muscles constrict. She missed Dr. Brett. So much. She hated that he’d been helping them when he died. She talked to her therapist about it more than once. She still found it difficult to simply miss the man, when so many of her memories involved being there as he died. It was hard to get to the grief when she first had to get through the guilt. Now, when one of the guilty memories reared its head, she pushed it away to pull up a happier one.

      Dr. Glenn was willing to take care of them, not because of something Dr. Brett had said when he died, but because of something he had said before. That choked her up. They’d lost so much, but people still cared and wanted to help.

      Cage opened the door and moved the shoe box to the back seat as he climbed in. While she tried to normalize her breathing—something she had to do far too often—Cage said, “None of the veterinarians at the conference could identify the tracks.”

      “Shit.” Joule banged her open palm on the steering wheel yet again. As if that would help let it go, as if it would do anything other than hurt her hand.

      “It doesn't mean they are night hunters,” Cage reminded her.

      “I know.” She pushed the sound out past her throat as it clenched. She hated this. But her brother had been right: If the ecological and evolutionary pressures had existed to make the night hunters once before then they could exist again.

      “But it does mean that they're not wolves, and they're not coyotes. They're not coywolves. They checked on that, too.” Cage added.

      Joule cranked the wheel and U-turned.

      “Where are we going? I thought you were just grabbing me to go home.”

      “I've been calling and messaging you,” she told him, her eyes on the road. “There's something you have to see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Cage stood in the tall grass on the edge of the road as a car whizzed past.

      Joule had pulled the car to the side, and he'd had to jump down into the ditch. On the driver’s side, she slammed her door. As she moved around the car it became obvious what she wanted him to see. A huge buck was down. Black eyes open, unmoving, it was clearly dead.

      As they approached, vultures scattered away from the carcass. He could smell it—not bad, but just a tinge of decomposition. It hadn't been here yesterday, he would have seen it.

      The deer’s head was aimed toward Joule, but he could see the antler rack. It was large enough that Cage was surprised no one had come by and cut it off yet. “He's an old buck.”

      “Not old,” she replied, “He’s prime.” But he saw her finger move slightly as she counted the points on the horns. “This is a deer that has survived traffic for years. Things can go wrong, I get that. But⁠—”

      She motioned for Cage to walk around. He crunched through the underbrush, trying not to walk up into the trees. But as he reached her side, he saw what she'd seen earlier: the gaping hole in the animal’s front.

      “It could be vultures,” he told her, knowing instantly what her concern was.

      “Would they really make a hole like this?”

      He nodded, but meant maybe. “They'll pick at whatever's easiest. Bugs will go for the soft tissues first: the eye, any openings.” But he knew she wasn't asking about bugs. “The vultures want the inside tissue, not the skin. If there's an opening, that's where they'll go.”

      “So the hole just gets bigger and bigger as they eat at it,” she filled in.

      “Pretty much.” He watched as she breathed a sigh of relief.

      While he didn’t want to take that away, he had to admit that the wound in the deer’s shoulder absolutely looked like a large set of jaws had torn it open. The buck hadn't been here long, but it was still difficult to tell if this wound had killed it.

      The vultures had picked at it and he couldn’t tell what the edges looked like originally. He thought maybe he could see large teeth marks, but didn’t say anything. He was starting to tell her there was no way to know, when she added, “But wait. If that's what killed him, then it wasn't a car.”

      “Hard to tell.” But he agreed, her line of thought was reasonable. “Get a branch?”

      They spent a few minutes traipsing through the trees, looking for sturdy enough pieces that they could pry up the side of the deer. When they came back, each with a thick heavy branch, they stood together and tried to move the buck.

      Their first attempt was beyond pitiful. They wound up getting rocks to brace the branches as levers. When they finally did get the deer lifted, it took a second try to get their lights out. Finally, with both of them putting pressure on the wood, they leaned down in tandem.

      Looking at the underside, all he could think was Shit. Joule had a point. “Drop it.”

      Following his lead, she let go of the stick, and they watched as the deer jostled back down onto his side. Joule had seen the same thing. There was no damage on the underside of the deer.

      Picking up his stick again, Cage made a full circuit. He poked at the legs. No evidence of breaks. Then he checked the head and the neck. The neck didn't look broken either and the skull appeared intact.

      “The vultures didn’t make the wound, at his neck, right? They just took advantage of what was already there.”

      Cage had to agree. Otherwise, they would have gone for the soft skin of the belly first.

      “So,” Joule looked at him solemnly, “There's kind of two options here. First, a serial killer got to this buck and slit its throat and then the vultures ate it. And now we can no longer tell that the original cut was a slice of a blade.”

      Cage raised one eyebrow and silently thanked his sister for bringing a little levity. Their mother would be proud. Not just for the deer-serial-killer comment but for the two of them out here on the side of the road poking at a carcass for scientific purposes.

      “Two,” Joule added, “A predator did this.”

      She was right. “Whatever got him didn't drag him off to eat him, which is what a predator would do.”

      “Agreed.” Joule looked down at the carcass again. “It looks like he actually got away and maybe came out and died here.”

      Only to be eaten by the vultures, Cage thought. More than once, he'd wondered if his own body would be left to the vultures one day. He hadn't decided yet if that was a problem for him. “We have mountain lions.”

      “Not that many,” she countered.

      Another point for Joule’s theory. She was right, they used to have more and he wasn’t sure if the local population had bounced back or not. He and Dr. Brett had checked some of the surveys in recent years. Mountain lions were no longer being spotted in the area.

      Cage figured they'd been run off by the night hunters—either killed or driven out of the territory. “Maybe they’re back,” he told his sister.

      “Possible.”

      He turned, walking toward the back haunches of the deer. The stick was too heavy for pointing but it was what he had. Using two hands, he lifted it and pointed at the deer’s rump.

      Joule saw what he was indicating.

      “Fuck,” she said.

      “It still doesn't mean it's the night hunters.”

      She nodded, understanding, but her reply was exactly what he expected and what he believed. “It still doesn't mean it's not.”
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      Joule traipsed through the tall grass, high boots on, watching for snakes and other hidden creatures. At least the weather was great. Her attitude wasn't.

      She needed to get out of the house before she infected anyone else with her rank irritability. For a week now, they'd all been looking for signs. While they'd found tons of things that pointed to how the night hunters might be back, they'd also found nothing that proved they actually were.

      There was too much time before she left for the new job to just sit around lazily, go to therapy once a week and go rock climbing when she needed to burn off energy. That had been four times this week, and it looked like she might need to go more often. That was in between sinking her arrows into the nearby trees—who, by the way, had done nothing to her.

      So here she was, out, trying to be away from other people and hoping that she would find something. The deer carcass had been inconclusive. So they’d sent the picture to Dr. Glenn. The vet had showed the others at the conference.

      That was wonderful, all those professional eyes on it. But they basically all agreed that it was too picked over to be sure what had caused the initial wound. No one had bought her deer serial killer theory.

      However, they did all agree that the scars on the deer’s hind quarters that had healed were from something heavy with long claws. Still, it could have been a large cat. Or even a wolf.

      Again, Joule had been left thanking people for their help, but not actually having what she needed.

      Dr. Glenn even volunteered to help them look—that would be once he was back from the conference and caught up on work. It would be a few days, but Joule welcomed the fresh eyes.

      After a few brief phone conversations, it had been easy for her to see why he and Dr. Brett had been friends enough to go into business with each other. Glenn seemed to want to help them out. It appeared borne of an equal mix of pure scientific curiosity and helping the kids that Dr. Brett had adored. Even now, it made Joule feel better to know that that was how Dr. Brett had talked about them.

      Though Glenn had seen the damage the hunters caused to pets and wildlife, he'd never had a close encounter with one of his own.

      That gave Joule pause. She'd had several close encounters. Then again, she and her brother were the kind to poke the bear. Maybe Dr. Glenn was more of the same now. Before her own experiences, she would have guessed that losing his partner would have made him more cautious, but she didn’t question people’s motives or reactions now. Anything that wasn’t full batshit was good enough in her book.

      She hated the idea that what she did was dangerous. She and Cage had both developed an almost fatalistic view of the world. She had to. She'd lost both of her parents in high school then managed to make it several years before another disaster hit. But with the flood, she'd seen human body parts floating by, then watched more than one friend go under the water and never come back up. At this point she was simply grateful that they had actually found Sarah alive. That had been a win she'd not really experienced before.

      Even so, though the overall outcome had been positive, she’d still had her sleep gutted and her paranoia cranked even higher. Now, she was out hoping she could tamp some of it back down. Maybe, she thought, maybe this would help her chill the fuck out.

      Turning her face to the sun, Joule tried to soak in the pretty day. The open fields almost looked like they went on forever, but once in a while a car would go by in the distance. Behind her, the rooftops of the houses peeked between the roll of the land. It was good to know she was still near to civilization. Even so, she clutched her bow tightly in her hand and adjusted the strap of her quiver.

      So far she'd seen rustling in the grass, and she'd managed to get close enough to see a garter snake and a field mouse, both of which had made her smile. Maybe this had been the right thing to do.

      Just then, she stepped into a squishy spot. She was in the neighbor's cow farm, and her instinct made her lip curl. But nothing smelled and, as she looked, she saw it was merely a puddle hidden in the tall grass.

      She thought now in terms of how many stories of building the ground could support. Of where they could dig and what strata they might find. Where the water table was. How much clay was in the soil.

      Here, she knew the ground was squishy in part because the bedrock was so close to the surface. She could look out across the open field. Handfuls of trees clustered where the gaps in the rock allowed roots to go deeper. Across most of the area, the trees didn't get very tall, and only certain kinds could root well over the bedrock—the ones who tended to spread out instead of down could survive in the shallow dirt.

      These were things that she hadn't thought about when she and Cage explored back here as kid. She’d walked this land many times. They’d searched for missing pets, hoping to claim reward money. They’d catapulted their rotten pumpkins over the barbed wire fence that ran between trees planted long ago as a property border.

      It wasn't until she and Cage had gotten to college that the other students made sharp faces at living near a farm. They imagined animals packed in tightly and a stench that carried for miles. Here there were more acres than cows. Her backyard neighbor was almost a half-mile away on a straight walk.

      She could recall only three days when they'd actually been able to smell that there were cows nearby. Despite the memories, she still loved her old house. The front door looked straight down the little neighborhood street, the back opened to this broad farmland. Sometimes a cow would wander up to the fence and give them a stink eye as they cooked dinner.

      Taking a few more steps through the grass, she wondered what her life would have been like had the night hunters not come. Her parents would likely still be alive, but she’d learned not to wish for alternate histories. In the simplest terms, Joule would have had much different memories of the house behind her.

      Today, she’d gone out the back of Kayla and Ivy's yard, squeezing her way through a small gap in the fence that Kayla hadn't fixed. But how long had she been gone?

      It was time to head home—to Kayla and Ivy’s. Already she’d made most of a large loop and was aimed for the south side of the property, back toward where she'd come from.

      Finally feeling better, she walked slowly, enjoying the heat and breathing easier. She’d found no evidence. No dead deer or cow carcasses. Surely the farmer would have noticed if one of his cows had gone missing. She smiled to herself. Mission accomplished.

      She was nearing the edge of the property when she heard the rustle behind her. Something large, likely a cow. But when she turned, she saw only the bushes moving. A stand of trees nearby also supported undergrowth. Smaller trees had sprouted up in between, almost like a tiny new copse of woods. Whatever it was that was in there, she couldn’t see it.

      It was just a cow.

      She walked on. The rustling came again and she fought not to freak out. But as she looked again, she saw only trees and bushes, no other large black and white bodies slowly meandered through, chewing grass as they passed.

      They tended to stay in clusters, didn't they? Cage was the biologist, not her. After the floods had come, she’d switched to engineering. Though she had a lot of biomechanics, too, she understood far better how cow's knees worked than how cows decided where to go.

      She forced a slow breath, waited for another sound and when it didn't come, she moved on. She was fine. Surely, if anything wanted her it would have come for her by now.

      But three more steps later, the rustle in the bushes was stronger.

      Something was bursting forward, a low growl emanating from its throat.

      Panic bloomed in every inch of her body, as Joule took off at a dead run.
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      She wasn't going to make it.

      Joule’s breath heaved in and out of her chest. Her arms pumped. She ran at top speed despite her heavy boots and the tall grass.

      She heard it coming behind her. It didn't gallop. It was too fast to be a cow. She sucked in another lungful of air and burned her energy much too fast.

      She couldn’t outrun it.

      In front of her, the barbed wire fence mocked her. How would she get over it? It was old, the wood could splinter in her hand, though that would be the least of her worries. She could find a post, she could try to jump it, but if she got caught in the wire . . .

      Her brain worked overtime and her feet smacked into the ground as she tried to go faster still. It was right behind her. It wasn't a cow. Whatever it was, it was coming for her with the long, lean strides of a hunter after its prey.

      Still running, she looked for something that could save her. The bow and arrow were in her hand. But was she good enough to fell something coming straight at her?

      What organ would she have to hit to stop it from coming at her? Turning and aiming would cost her too much time, and even then if she missed, she'd be dead.

      So she clutched the grip of the bow and didn't turn to take aim.

      Twenty feet away another small grove
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