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Chapter 1 –
Sadie

 


“We’re lost,” said Amy, her thick
blonde hair secured in a tight ponytail, blue eyes darting outside
the car windows.

Sadie smelled desperation on Amy.

“We can’t stop now. This is the
best clue we have,” countered Emma, her voice strained.

Emma’s scent mingled desperation
with determination.

Sadie knew how doggedly Emma could
continue a search, no matter how much hope was lost. Sadie being
here was proof of that.

Perched on the girl’s lap, she
gently licked Emma’s hand, clutched tightly on the windowsill of
the passenger side door.

“What’s that name again?” asked
Kyle, hunched over the steering wheel. He drove his four door sedan
slowly down the bumpy dirt road, his eyes scanning the underbrush
lining the sides of the road. Smells of early spring green wafted
through the car.

“Williams,” she said, her nose
twitching at the complex scents. The name came out of her small
Chihuahua mouth as a complex series of typical dog noises. All
three people in the car understood her perfectly. She preferred to
speak Doglish, the language developed by Emma and her, directly
instead of using her stamp-sized digital translator secured to her
collar.

Emma looked down at her and smiled. “It’s OK,
girl, we’ll find him.” She held up a scrap of weathered paper,
re-reading the surname written on it in rough block
lettering.

Sadie re-sniffed the paper,
confirming that within the musty scents of mildew and scorch the
slight sweet smell of Poncho drifted out. She had last seen him six
months ago, when the fawn-colored male had been taken from her,
along with the other three from her litter. This piece of paper had
been the only clue to come out of the wreckage of the backwoods
trailer where her former torturers had lived.

“And the address?” asked
Kyle.

“All we can make out is what looks
like 85 and Dogwood,” said Emma. “It’s pretty weathered and pieces
are missing, like they were torn or burned off.”

Kyle grimaced. “Yeah, well, we’ve
been down every Dogwood Road, Dogwood Lane, Dogwood Street and no
street addresses end in 85.” He looked at his smart phone. “My GPS
app says the next road with ‘Dogwood’ in the name is fifty miles
west of here. Heck, some of these really remote addresses aren’t
even showing up online.”

The shoulders of all three humans
slumped in unison. Hours of traveling down dead ends was taking its
toll.

A faint whiff of a familiar odor
entered her nose.

“Stop,” she ordered.

Kyle hit the brakes and the car
slid to a stop on the dirt road.

Emma’s arm cradled Sadie before
she slammed into the dashboard.

“Sorry, Sadie. We gotta figure out
a way to secure you.”

Sadie ignored Emma. She climbed up
on her shoulder and walked to the edge of the window, her tiny
white-socked paws quivering excitedly on the door. A low cloud of
grey-white dust drifted by.

“What is it?” asked
Amy.

The attention of all three humans
turned to her.

She jumped out of the window and
hit the soft ground near the edge of the road, staggered slightly
from the pain in her right hip. The gunshot wound she had received
while trying to save Emma from her murderous brother had healed
nicely. She still felt it from time to time. She shook her right
leg, the splash of white fur covering the entry point vibrating
under her effort.

There, that feels better.
She trotted back along the road, ears fully
erect. Her black moist smudge of a nose worked the air, nostrils
moving rapidly.

Behind her the car engine quieted
and the doors opened.

“Sadie?” cried out
Emma.

She continued her
tracking.

“She’s found a scent, Emma. Maybe
Poncho’s. Let’s follow her,” said Kyle.

The three young adults followed
quietly behind her, watching. Natural sounds of bird chirps,
sighing wind and flitting insects filled in the gap.

Sadie walked into the center of
the dirt road, grooved from the passage of time, water and
vehicles. Heat shimmered off the road. She stopped, her head
swiveling to detect the direction of the greater concentration of
Poncho’s scent.

“This way,” she said, her bark
flushing out a pair of cardinals from the nearby bushes.

A two-trail road, carved by the tires of
vehicles, meandered deep into an old-growth oak forest.

“Look,” said Amy.

Sadie stopped and looked back, impatient to
follow the scent of her puppy.

Amy pushed aside a branch thick
with wide green leaves.

“Williams. 1985 Dogwood,” read
Kyle from the wooden sign that dangled sideways by a rusty chain on
a cracked pole of timber.

“We found it!” exclaimed Emma,
“Great work, Sadie.”

Sadie turned and started running
down the lane, followed closely by Emma, Kyle and Amy. The air
cooled and sunlight dimmed as they entered the forested
area.

The group stopped at a small clearing covered
in pine straw and debris from the nearby trees.

On the other side of the clearing
sat a small one story wooden house, aged from years of encroaching
wildlife and disrepair. An equally tired tan El Camino sat next to
the house, parked at an odd angle, as if the driver had been in a
hurry.

“Wait a minute, Sadie. You never
know what these deep woods people will do to folks that just walk
onto their property,” said Kyle, holding out his hand to stop the
group from advancing.

Sadie snorted impatiently. A keen
sense of smell coupled with her intelligence permitted her to
quickly filter through the loam and woody scents. Trace odors of
humans allowed her to detect minute details.

“There are two young children
inside the house, in a back room. A boy and a girl. They’re fine.
An adult female, probably their mother, is in the other back room.
Something’s not right with her,” rapid-fired Sadie.

With that she took off, heading
for the house and dodged between loose boards at the base of the
chipped cement steps leading up into the house. One of her puppies
was in trouble, but he was alive!

She paused at the edge of the
steps and looked into a small gap underneath. Nothing but
blackness. She sniffed deeply, allowing the stale air from under
the house to flow across her complex nasal passages. Among the
ancient odors of rot, decay and still air she picked up two fresh
trails. One was Poncho, his intoxicating puppy smell layered with
fear. He also emitted pain, physical pain. He was hurt.

The other smell was alien and
unknown to her, strong, musky and dangerous. It was a creature near
her puppy. She growled, low, her maternal instincts fully
aroused.

She dove into the darkness, ready to protect
her baby at any cost.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2 –
Bruno

 


Bruno paused at the edge of the
woods, knowing the rest of his pack would stop silently behind him,
and sniffed. His long German shepherd snout detected complex smells
drifting off the edge of the small town. The Alpha had chosen and
trained him to be the leader during their raids. His keen sense of
smell, cautious nature and physical size made him ideal.

“Car,” said a dog behind
him.

As one, the pack of four slunk back into the
bushes until the car swooshed by, its twin beams momentarily
lighting up the night. Alpha had trained and drilled them to avoid
being seen, especially by humans, convincing each of her recruits
that their dog colony was best off on their own.

Bruno slipped quietly across the
two lane asphalt and stayed to the right side of the buildings
lining the street, under the moon’s shadow. The three behind him,
all dark-coated medium-to-large dogs chosen for their coloration,
speed and endurance, followed in single file. He was proud of his
team. They consistently returned full packs of food to feed the
colony. He savored the scarce praise from Alpha after a good hunt
and craved more.

The hunting party wound their way
through alleys and side streets, always careful to avoid
streetlights, vehicles and the occasional walking human. At this
late hour few would even notice them, much less be
alarmed.

“Human,” chuffed Erow, the
all-black medium mutt hound in the back.

Simultaneously, all four wandered
in different directions, tails tucked and noses sniffling in dark
corners.

Bruno was the most likely to be
noticed, according to Alpha. A large German shepherd wandering at
night discovered by a human would draw attention -- unwanted human
attention. He sneaked behind a dumpster and waited. He could smell
the human walking unsteadily down the sidewalk on the other side of
the street.

Erow approached the human
submissively. Sometimes the best way to appear unobtrusive was to
be obvious.

“Get lost, ya mangy mutt,” said
the human, kicking at Erow. The dog feigned hurt with a sharp yelp
and shot across the street. He disappeared around the other side of
Bruno’s dumpster and reappeared next to him. The human continued
shuffling down the street and turned the corner.

“Stupid human. His reflexes were
way off. I pretended that he kicked me,” said Erow.

Snap and Howler, both dark-brown
coated dogs with standard mutt features, joined them, their eyes
glittering in the dim moonlight. Alpha preferred their hunting
packs be composed of what humans would call ugly, but not scary,
dogs. He was inferior in that respect, forced to hide because of
his human-imposed breed, especially at times like now. Still, Alpha
had chosen him to lead because of his larger size and
experience.

“OK, let’s get back to it. We
don’t have much time,” Bruno whispered. Speech was another gift
from Alpha, one that would sound like dogs mouthing off randomly to
humans. Staying hidden, avoiding discovery and surviving as much as
possible off the human grid was Alpha’s way. The colony’s size
required these secret forays into human space for food. Humans
wasted so much of it anyway – it was there for the
taking.

Bruno continued, following the familiar scent
trail from previous forays. The three dogs joined him, back in
single file, crossing the street in dim moonlight and halting at
the last turn before their goal. A beam of gold light from a
streetlamp next to the dumpster splashed on the ground in front of
them.

Bruno slowly stuck his large canine snout low
around the corner, rapid sniffing to mix the molecules of air and
scents into his impressive nasal apparatus. He detected delicious
meats from the dumpster, food recently prepared and now thrown away
for whatever reason. Perhaps it was because it was partially eaten
or maybe not what the finicky human had wanted. He was just glad
for the bounty and happy that it supplemented the more mundane
meals of small wild animals the colony usually relied
on.

“Clear,” he barked. The four
sprinted around the corner, their claws gently tsking on the
concrete sidewalk. Bruno and Erow, both larger and wearing canvas
side packs, leaned on the edge of the dumpster, legs splayed out
for maximum support. Snap and Howler, the two smaller dogs on the
team, nimbly scrambled up onto their backs, made easier by gripping
the canvas with their claws.

Bruno grunted from the extra
weight of the dog on his back, the two straps wrapped fully around
his chest sliding only slightly. The colony’s leather and canvas
workers were getting better at constructing packs that wouldn’t
slide or break off. He swiveled his head and watched as the two
dogs flipped open the large plastic lids and lunged into the smelly
darkness of the dumpster.

The two larger dogs stood back,
both sniffing and looking around to make sure the sound of the lids
opening wasn’t detected. Soon, food started raining from above as
pork chops, steaks, fish sticks, hamburger patties and other pieces
of near-fresh food landed at their feet. Each took turns gingerly
picking up each morsel and stuffing it inside the other’s backpack,
the flaps easily opened by their snouts. Bruno always found this to
be the most difficult part of the operation. His instinct was to
gobble down the tasty meats the second his jaw touched them. Alpha
was strict -- no mooching the spoils during an op.

Soon both packs were bulging with
food from the dumpster. The extra weight evenly distributed on both
sides of his pack. Erow, as usual, had done a great balancing job.
He could tell by looking at his companion that he’d a good job as
well.

“Full,” he commanded, his woof a
tad louder than usual to make sure the two dumpster divers could
hear him. Two snouts preceded the pointy heads of Snap and Howler.
They leaped off the top of the dumpster, sailing over Bruno and
Erow and landing neatly on the black asphalt.

“Hey! What’re you doing?” cried a
young human voice. Bruno turned to run, following the three others
who had already disappeared into the dark shadow on the other side
of the street. He stopped and turned, compelled somehow, realizing
that he’d missed the dangerous scent of human in the odor
smorgasbord from the heavenly meats.

A skinny boy walked into the cone of light
carrying a large plastic bag. He wore a stained apron and smelled
of soapy water, stale food and late night sweat.

“Bruno!” growled Erow from across
the way.

The protocol on human contact was
to evade, run and get away. Above all, don’t reveal any
intelligence other than that expected by trapped dogs -- dogs who
deliberately chose to live at the whim of humans. A fate strongly
opposed by Alpha and her recruits.

Bruno hesitated. An old feeling
welled up in him, a whisper of human seduction, of human bonding.
He realized that the boy and he could be linked, could become
unified and join into a companionship. As he had been before, a
long time ago. Before joining Alpha’s pack.

“You’re a great looking dog. You
must belong to somebody, right, boy? What’s that on your back?”
said the human, his voice kind and curious. He sensed the boy felt
the bond, too, at least a hint of it. A sort of longing. He leaned
down and gazed at Bruno.

Bruno’s tail wagged of its own
accord. He concentrated on stopping his betraying tail, to no
avail.

“Bruno!” barked Erow, louder this
time. Erow was using high frequency emergency speak, too high for
the human to hear but plenty loud in Bruno’s large ears.

Alpha trained them for all human
contingencies, including high speak. It hurt to talk that high,
though, and they only used it for situations like this one, where
they didn’t want to tip off that other dogs were nearby.

Bruno snapped out of the spell, turned, and
sped off into the night to rejoin his team.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3 –
Emma

 


“Sadie, come back!” yelled Emma,
watching the curly tan tail of her beloved dog disappear underneath
the house.

Kyle’s hand rested on her
shoulder.

She partially relaxed at his
touch.

“She’ll be fine,” said
Kyle.

“Why did she go under the house?”
asked Amy.

The three of them stood at the
threshold of the steps.

Emma leaned over the edge and
stared into the blackness exposed through rotted boards behind the
concrete steps. “I don’t know, but I’m sure she has a good
reason.”

“She’s probably following Poncho’s
scent trail. She’s a smart dog. She knows what’s she’s doing. At
least she’s not inside the house. The people who live here are
probably the real danger,” said Kyle.

Emma grimaced and walked up to the
wooden door. “Let’s see who’s home then,” she said. She rapped
lightly on the door, grateful for Kyle and Amy directly behind her.
The weathered door, white paint peeling in short curls, inched open
at the slight pressure.

“Hello? Anybody home?” asked Emma,
her voice disappearing into the house.

The only answer was the breeze in
the oaks behind them. She pushed open the door and stepped
inside.

“You sure about this, Em?” asked
Amy.

Emma turned. “You heard what Sadie
said. Just two kids in one room and probably their mother in
another.”

Kyle pushed past her and took the
lead into the house. “Let’s play it safe, though.”

Emma touched his back, grateful
for his male presence.

Together they walked slowly
through the short foyer, stepping on creaky warped wooden
planks.

A worn dusty rug, edges frayed,
led down the hall. On the left, a plain wooden table sat in the
middle of a plain brown room. The top of the table contained
half-empty boxes of cereal, bowls encrusted with unrecognizable dry
stuff and small plastic glasses in disarray. Mold grew on the
inside of some of the cups. The smell of stale food assaulted
Emma’s nose.

“Wow, this place is a pigsty. How
can anybody live here?” commented Amy.

Emma looked to the right and into
a room equally cluttered with toys, children’s clothes and stained
blankets. The junk partially hid a grey couch with concave
cushions.

She looked deeper into the house,
drawn by the sound of children’s voices.

Kyle continued forward. The hall
ended in a T where each short branch ended with a doorway. They
turned to the right, following the sounds coming through the open
door. The other bedroom door was closed. In the middle of the
hallway, half-visible in the dim light, hung a dusty photograph of
a young wife holding a beaming baby next to a grim-faced man with a
beautiful toddler girl perched in his right arm.

The three entered the bedroom.

Two young children sat on an unmade dirty bed,
playing with a set of broken plastic toys. The young girl from the
picture, now a few years older with wild stringy red hair, looked
up at them with large wary green eyes. The second child, a young
boy in his toddler years, clutched a red plastic cube to his mouth,
drool clearing lines down his dirt-smudged chin.

“Are you here to take my momma?”
asked the little girl.

Her voice was young but Emma sensed an
undertone of country wisdom.

“No, sweetie, what’s your name?”
asked Amy, walking into the room and sitting next to the young
redhead.

The young boy crawled over his
sister and into Amy’s lap.

“Haley. This here’s Cameron. What
y’all want?” asked the young girl.

Emma approached the bed. The smell of children
long unbathed mingled with the scent of more stale food.

These poor kids have been fending
for themselves.

“Where’s your
mom?” asked Kyle, staying back at the door. Haley kept an
untrusting eye on him. “Her bedroom,” she
answered.

Amy stood, Cameron cradled in her
arms. “Let’s go clean you guys up while Kyle and Emma check up on
your mother, OK?” She shot a look at Emma.

Emma, surprised and impressed by
Amy’s sudden maternal behavior, nodded, understanding that they had
walked into what appeared to be a serious case of child neglect. As
much as she wanted to find Poncho, she also wanted to make sure
these children were safe.

“Sure, Amy. We’ll go have a talk
with your mother, Haley, OK?” said Emma, backing up to join Kyle at
the door.

Haley shot them a strange look, frowned and
shook her head slightly.

Emma felt a pang of sympathy. A
young girl, five or so, shouldn’t be acting so grown up.

Amy grabbed Haley’s hand. “Show me
where the bathroom is, Haley.”

Kyle and Emma walked out of the
room and headed down to the other bedroom door. Behind her Emma
could hear the domestic sounds of water running in a sink
punctuated with Amy’s light banter.

Kyle knocked on the door with his
knuckles. “Mrs. Williams?”

They waited.

“Maybe she’s asleep,” whispered
Emma.

“Maybe she’s going for her
shotgun,” Kyle whispered back.

Emma, frowning, tried the door handle. It was
unlocked. She opened the door slowly.

Ambient sunlight from the oak
trees next to the house streamed through floating layers of dust. A
tired-looking woman with tousled hair sat on the edge of the bed in
a worn bathrobe. She reached into her right pocket and pulled out a
cracker. The pile of crumbs on her lap grew slightly as she ate it
mechanically.

“Mrs. Williams?” repeated Kyle,
approaching the bed.

The woman gave no indication she
knew they were in the room. She pulled another cracker out of her
pocket and chewed on it slowly.

Emma joined Kyle. The zombie-like
behavior of the woman was starting to scare her.

“What’s wrong with her?” she
whispered.

Kyle waved his hand in front of
the woman’s face. She did not respond.

“I think she’s having a psychotic
break. You know, out of touch with reality,” he
explained.

“You sure? Maybe she’s stoned or
on prescription pain meds or something,” suggested Emma. Her fear
was replaced with a touch of anger. For whatever reason, this woman
wasn’t taking care of her kids.

“Yeah.” Kyle turned and looked at
Emma, his face a mixture of certainty and sadness.

Emma raised an eyebrow. Kyle was usually so
happy and carefree.

“My uncle’s got a mental illness.
I’ve seen him like this. There but not there. It took months before
they got his meds just right. He’s OK now but it’s something we all
work on, making sure he stays on his meds. Been tough on my aunt
and Dad, though.”

Emma followed Kyle’s gaze to the
stricken mother.

Her lips, sprinkled with crumbs, fixed into a
calm smile. Her eyes stared through them.

Emma’s anger evaporated with
Kyle’s admission. “Well, it’s a bit scary. I’ve never been around
a, um, crazy person before. And not good for the kids, that’s for
sure.”

Kyle snapped out of his reverie.
“Yeah, she needs help. They need help.” He reached into his pocket
and pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll get an ambulance out here and
let them know what to expect.” He looked up. “I’ll let them know
they’ll need to send somebody out for the children,
too.”

Emma touched his shoulder.
Learning of his uncle’s plight and how he and his family accepted
and supported him made her love Kyle even more.

“I’ll go help Amy with the kids.
We need to ask them about Poncho, too.”

Kyle kissed her on the forehead
and waved her off, the cell phone on the side of his face. The room
was quiet enough for her to hear the ringing sound of his dialed
call.

 


***

 


Emma followed the sounds of
splashing water and clinking silverware into the small kitchen. The
two children sat at the table, where a corner had been cleared of
debris. Bubbles oozed out of the sink where Amy stood, vigorously
cleaning dishes. Emma raised an eyebrow at Amy’s uncharacteristic
mothering.

“Your mom’s doing fine, you two,”
said Emma to the children.

They stared back, faces squeaky clean from a
fresh wash, expressions somber.

“We don’t need her. We can take
care of ourselves,” said Haley, her voice a combination of anger,
resignation and resistance.

Emma moved closer to Amy and
lowered her voice. “Seems their mother suffers from some sort of
mental illness. She’s just sitting there, ignoring the rest of the
world. Kyle’s calling for help.”

Amy’s eyes grew wide. “These poor
children! Who’ll take care of them?”

“Kyle will see that professionals
come out and evaluate them.”

Amy smiled brightly over to the
children. Emma could see a tear form at the base of both of her
eyes. “Good. I can’t stand seeing them suffer like
this.”

The two children looked intently
back, as if they perfectly understood their situation. Emma
suspected they did, at some little kid level.

“I never knew you were this
passionate about children.”

“Me neither. Just sorta triggered
in me, seeing them this way. Like you with Sadie,” said Amy, wiping
her eyes on her sleeves. Soapy water hit the pattern stained and
yellow linoleum floor. “See if you can find any food in the
cabinets. We have to feed these kids something.”

A sharp bark came from under the floor. Emma
paused, her hand inches away from the cabinet drawer.

“That’s Sadie!” Emma cried.
Finding the mom and kids had distracted her from thinking about her
dog. She bolted for the front door.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4 -
Chloe

 


Chloe trotted wearily down the wet
sidewalk, summer rain pelting her already-soaked coat. She
shivered, the motion starting at her head and rolling down her
short black body, culminating in a rapid waving of her tail. She
quickly felt the wet return, increasing her misery. Being wet on
top of cold and hungry was getting really old.

Beside her, the loud hiss of the
occasional vehicle passing on the adjacent hardtop road accompanied
a splash of dirty water.

Ears and tail down, she plodded onward, head
turned away from the onslaught, nose filled with the smells of damp
asphalt, grass and dirt. Despite her discomfort she still preferred
risking her life out in the open to her last human home.

That boy was cruel and his
parents never did anything to correct him,
she reflected. Luckily she’d managed to sneak into the father’s car
and slip out at a gas station just down the road, rolling down the
window with her nose before he turned off the car and stepped
inside the station. The sound of the heavy rain on the roof over
the pumps had masked the whir of the window motor. He had been kind
and she regretted leaving his back window open but it was the only
way to escape that boy.

His misguided parents had gotten
him a near-grown puppy in the hopes he’d become more responsible
having to take care of her. Instead he’d treated her like an
object, a living test tube of muscles, bones, nerves, and blood.
Something to experiment with, like the time in the dryer and the
ice cube bath. Fortunately she’d outwitted him and hid really well
before any permanent damage had been done.

This had been her third accidental
foster family in as many months. She’d figured out how to escape
each time conditions got bad for her. It was getting easier and
easier to read humans. Maybe soon she’d read a good one, one that
she wouldn’t mind attaching to. She wanted a solid connection with
a human for survival and something deeper that she didn’t really
understand. A kind of sweet, necessary compulsion. She wagged her
tail slightly, despite the discomfort of the moisture soaking
through her short fur. Optimism kept her going.

The car slowed down before she
could see it through the grey curtain of rain, the type that fell
steadily straight down with no wind to push it around. She stopped
and crouched down, knowing that a submissive tiny dog could
possibly pluck the heart strings of the people inside. The car
pulled off the road and into the worn grass strip between the road
and side walk. Mud squished from underneath the large tires of the
heavy sedan. The front passenger window whirred down two inches,
just enough so the smoky plastic window deflector kept the rain
outside.

“See? I told you it’s a dog,” said
a female voice from the other side of the window crack.

Chloe picked up the distinct tones
of compassion and pity she’d recognized many times before,
intermingled with the subdued scent of flowers from the woman’s
perfume.

“Well, that’s a miracle. It sure
looked like some sort of nasty critter to me,” came a male voice
deeper in the car. His tone was more neutral, almost negative.
Still, it held an undertone of hope and serenity.

Or perhaps she just imagined it
did.

The door opened fully and the
woman stepped out, quickly expanding a black umbrella. She strode
over to Chloe and stooped over to look closer.

Chloe welcomed the protection of
the umbrella from the steady rain. She wagged her tail and looked
up, widening her eyes as much as possible. For whatever reason that
usually evoked compassion in humans.

“Hi little dog. Are you friendly?”
said the woman. She held out her free hand towards the dog, palm
down, fingers dangling.

The dog recognized the human
attempt at looking non-threatening and responded with a slight lick
on the woman’s hand. This was the hand of a woman who worked in the
yard and kitchen, who wasn’t afraid to break a nail or build up a
callous.

She looked up into the woman’s
face, perked up her ears, rolled onto her back and allowed her tail
to wag harder, causing her entire body to wiggle at her center of
gravity, like an earthworm freshly pulled out the ground. This was
her full-on cute attack.

“My, aren’t you the prissy little
thing? I’ll call you Prissy. My name is Lucy and that’s my husband,
Peter,” said the woman, waving her free hand back to the vehicle,
motor running.

She barked at her new name, tail
now a blur of wet fur. She could understand English but something
early on had told her to keep that part of her life a secret. Best
just to react to the emotions behind the words. If this woman
wanted to name her Prissy that was fine by her. Her earliest
memories were of being called Chloe. It was now her secret name,
known only by her mother and siblings.

Memories of them were sketchy and
unreliable, unfortunately, but enough remained to keep her hunting
for that sense of family and love.

She squeezed her eyes shut momentarily and
concentrated on memorizing Prissy as her new name.

Lucy took a towel she’d slung over
her shoulder and picked up Prissy in it, squeezing her lightly to
soak up the rain and wipe off the mud.

“You look lost, little girl. Let’s
get you into the car.”

Soon she was firmly in the woman’s
lap, enjoying the full towel massage. Her shivering sputtered then
stopped as warmth from the car’s heater replaced her
chill.

“Why’d you pick her up? She may
belong to somebody or, God forbid, have rabies or something,” said
Peter from the other side of the car. He turned on his blinker,
looked over his left shoulder and eased back onto the empty road,
shiny with water.

Prissy looked over at Peter. He
didn’t seem terribly upset about the situation, despite his words.
In fact, he exuded a sense of peace and stability that she found
comforting.

“Now, Peter, you know we can’t
leave a little dog like this just wandering around. I don’t see any
tag on her and I’ll have her checked for a chip first chance I get.
If she has rabies she’s certainly not displaying any aggression or
other signs. I’ll have her checked for that, too,” replied
Lucy.

Peter smiled, eyes staring
intently ahead. “That’s fine, dear. I know how much you love to
nurture things.”

Lucy smiled and patted her
husband’s arm with familiar affection. Prissy sensed a hint of an
old sadness at the edges of her smile, wondering briefly why before
warmth and sleep swept her away.


Chapter 5 –
Sadie

 


Light from missing bricks in the house
skirting allowed Sadie to see across the grey dirt floor. A lattice
of wooden floor joists defined the ceiling some two feet above her,
broken up by the occasional pipe. A pile of old lumber in the
middle of the dirt floor blocked her view of the back half, where
the smell of Poncho and the creature emanated.

Sadie heard the rhythmic whine of
a small dog in pain over the angry hiss of the creature. She ran
around the left side of the lumber pile toward the rancid animal
smell and almost ran into the beast.

The beast, three times larger than
Sadie, bared its teeth and hissed two inches from her snout. Sadie
backed away. She recognized the white-faced, grey-bodied furry
animal with the curling naked tail. Its mouth opened partially,
rows of tiny sharp teeth visible, and hissed loudly. It was a
possum.

Behind the angry possum, barely
visible in the dim light, she could make out the bright eyes of
Poncho, frozen in fear and pain. Over the strong smell of the
possum she smelled fresh blood. Poncho’s blood. She squared up in
front of the possum and growled. The possum stayed put, teeth
clearly visible and threatening. Sadie doubted she would survive a
fight of tooth and claw with the beast.

Sadie thought back to the hours of
watching animal shows on the TV in Emma’s room. Most of her mastery
of English and human culture had come from such shows. She recalled
an episode about marsupials and had been fascinated about how
possums raised their young -- also on their preferred defensive
mechanism. She knew what to do.

Sadie pinned back her ears, bared
her teeth and lunged at the possum, growling loudly.

Poncho, answering the call,
struggled to move but yelped and fell back.

Before she even reached it, the
possum slumped over, unconscious and seemingly dead. A rancid smell
of rotting flesh from the creature overpowered Sadie’s nose. She
backed away, sneezing from the strong odor. She nosed around the
still animal, knowing that the playing dead strategy would keep the
beast asleep for some time. The illusion was impressive but she
could still pick up faint signs of life.

She trotted around the possum, pleased that
she had solved that problem and stopped in front of Poncho. His
right front limb was caught firmly in an old rat trap. The paw hung
loosely, covered in blood and dirt. The trap had crushed the elbow
joint and the skin was torn where her poor puppy had been trying to
free himself.

Poncho whined and struggled to move closer to
her, collapsing under the weight and sharp pain. A corner of the
square wooden frame of the trap was firmly wedged between two of
the planks of old lumber. He was stuck.

Sadie whined quietly and licked
his face, recognizing his taste and smell even after all these
months.

Poncho responded
































cover.jpg





