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Dedication

To Kiko who, like Haru, would never hurt me even if she turned into a zombie dog. Her brother Tokki, though, would sell me out for McDonald’s french fries.
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He remembered the first time he set eyes on his human. He’d been a puppy himself venturing from the warmth of his mother’s belly when he’d felt a hand grab him by the scruff and place him into a warm and sticky embrace. He looked up into the smiling face of a young boy and felt an instant connection. A sense of belonging.

He licked the boy’s face and it tasted sweet and salty, a taste that would forever remind him of this first moment.

“Haru,” the boy said. “I’m going to name him Haru because it means ‘today.’ And I’ll call him Haru Haru because he will be with me every day.”

It was the first human word he learned.

Haru. His name.

The second was Luke. His favorite word, which meant both his human and his entire world.





Chapter 1

Painted Lake, Virginia

THE HEAT OF the blazing summer sun was lessened under the cooling shade of the copious tree canopy above the trio of boys marching into the woods. A large black-and-brown dog bounded ahead, barking in excitement, sending several chittering squirrels scurrying up tree trunks.

“Haru Haru, come back!” his human Luke shouted from behind the two other boys.

Haru raced back to rub his body against Luke’s before running around him again.

“Look! It’s still standing!” a blond-haired boy named Max crowed with delight, pointing at the fort they’d made the previous day. The tentlike structure was backed against the base of a large oak tree with several rafters supporting the main ridge.

“I’ll start securing the frame,” Max said. Dropping his bag, he pulled out a ball of twine and began to cut it into long strands.

His older brother, Ben, set a big blue bundle next to the fort and began to help Max tie the rafters to the main ridge on the top of the fort.

“Awesome! We can finish it today,” said Ben. “Luke, we’ll need more sticks before we cover it with the tarp.”

Luke nodded and whistled loudly.

“Haru Haru! Fetch big stick!” Luke shouted.

The dog raced off ahead and began nosing the mossy side of a large tree before grabbing a long, thick stick and dragging it over to his human. Luke ruffled his dog’s head and sent him back for more. He used a penknife to carve a notch at the end of the stick, which he then passed to Ben. Haru brought back many more sticks that Luke notched while Max and Ben tied them to the main ridge at the top of the fort. When the boys were satisfied with the sturdiness of their structure, they covered the entire frame with the blue tarp Ben had brought and cut off the excess with Luke’s penknife.

“Sweet!” Max exclaimed as he high-fived Ben and Luke. “We could camp out here in a rainstorm and be fine.”

“No, we couldn’t,” Ben replied. “The ground would be soaking wet.”

Luke grabbed the excess tarp and pushed it inside the fort. “Here, lift up the sides and I’ll slide it through.”

“Brilliant!” Max enthused. The brothers carefully lifted one side and then the other as Luke slid most of the remaining tarp underneath. Haru sat on the grass and yawned.

“Now we can stay through a thunderstorm!” Max crowed.

“Well, you two can,” Luke said with a smirk. “I’d rather be at home in bad weather.”

Max shoved Luke on the shoulder. “Wuss.”

“Nah, just smart,” Luke retorted.

“What’s the matter, scared of a little water?” Ben teased. The brothers fist-bumped each other as they laughed.

“Sheesh, I guess you guys aren’t hungry and don’t want any of these awesome sandwiches and snacks I brought,” Luke replied with a smirk, opening up his backpack and peering into it. “All for us, right, Haru?”

Haru cocked his head and barked in agreement.

Max shoved his brother away and immediately slung an arm around Luke’s shoulders. “Whatcha bring, best friend?”

Ben blew a raspberry. “Mom said Max would trade us all away for a ham sandwich if he was hungry.”

“That’s not true,” Max responded. “I don’t even like ham. But bacon . . .”

On the last piece of tarp, Luke pulled out wrapped sandwiches, chips, cookies, candy, and juice pouches. The boys all sat around the food, Haru pressed tight against Luke’s side.

“Turkey and bacon for Max, roast beef and provolone for Ben, ham and cheese for me, and boiled chicken and mozzarella for Haru,” Luke said as he divvied up the food. Haru rested his head on Luke’s knee.

“Yes! Your parents make the best sandwiches in town,” Max said as he took an enormous bite. “Oh man, so much better than the PB&J sandwiches my mom packed for us yesterday.”

“I like your mom’s sandwiches,” Luke replied. “She uses awesome bread and fancy jam and cuts off all the crusts. They’re great.”

“Yeah, if you’re five!” Max complained. “But I’m a man now! I need man food!”

“You’re eleven, Max.”

“Almost twelve!”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Thanks for all the food, Luke,” Ben said. “And thank your parents for us too.”

Luke smiled as he watched his friends. He’d met Max in kindergarten, but he’d been friends with both brothers ever since their first time playing together. The Cole brothers looked a lot alike, but they were very different. Redheaded Ben was quiet and reserved, while Max was loud, obnoxious, and could never sit still. Since Luke fell somewhere in the middle of their personality types, they all got along really well.

As usual, Max had wolfed down his food while Ben waited politely for Luke to start eating. This was why his parents preferred Ben over Max. Whenever they came to the store, it was always Ben who politely thanked them while Max raced around, touching everything. Maybe it came with being an older brother.

Max had finished his sandwich and chips and was now looking over to where Haru was delicately eating his sandwich from Luke’s hand.

“Haru’s looks pretty good also,” Max remarked. “Let me have a bite.” He reached over as if to take the dog’s sandwich, causing Haru to make a cute whiny growl. Turning his back on Max and effectively blocking him, Haru continued to eat his food.

The boys all laughed. It was funny how such a big dog like Haru was so gentle, nibbling carefully around Luke’s fingers.

“You can have a Haru sandwich next time,” Luke said. “Plain boiled chicken and mozzarella on white bread. I’m sure you’ll love it!”

Max made a face, reached for a juice pouch, and squished it. “Hey, it’s still ice cold,” he said in surprise. “Yesterday our drinks were all warm by the time we drank ’em.”

“Well, I froze a whole lot and lined the bottom of my bag with them.” Luke turned his backpack upside down on the tarp and a pile of juice pouches tumbled out. “Figured we’d get real thirsty.”

Max pressed his drink to his face. “Nice. You must be a genius!”

Grinning, Luke took out a water bottle from the side of his bag and poured ice-cold water in a bowl for Haru before unwrapping his own sandwich.

“I can’t believe it’s already August,” Luke said around a mouthful of food. “School starts in a few weeks.”

“ARGH! I’m not listening!” Max slapped his hands over his ears.

Ben shrugged. “I’m looking forward to being an eighth grader,” he replied.

Max gave his brother a dirty look. “Only you would say something like that,” he groused.

“Don’t worry, at least seventh grade is better than sixth,” Ben said.

“School sucks no matter what grade it is,” Max retorted. “Right, Luke?”

Luke nodded, but truthfully, he didn’t mind going to school. He enjoyed his science classes and liked most of his teachers. The only part of school he didn’t enjoy was not seeing Haru all day. If Luke had his way, he would take Haru with him everywhere.

Max was now tearing through his second bag of cookies.

“Hey, save some for us, ya greedy pig!” Ben fumed.

“You snooze, you lose—gah! Give that back!” Max lunged at his brother, who’d snatched up all the cookies.

Luke shook his head as the brothers began wrestling over the bags of sweets. There was going to be nothing but crumbs left at this rate.

Suddenly, Haru rose to his feet and began to growl.

“What’s the matter?” Luke asked, stroking Haru’s tense neck. The growling intensified as the dog continued to stare past the wrestling brothers and into the trees behind the fort.

There was nothing there and yet Haru stood frozen in place, snarling with his hackles raised. Luke was alarmed. What danger was Haru worried about? Luke didn’t see anything. He also couldn’t hear over the racket his friends were making. Luke stood up and peered around the fort, looking for anything suspicious. Just then he heard an odd high-pitched screeching sound. From behind the fort, a large raccoon staggered into view, chittering and hissing. The animal was disoriented and walking in circles, drooling copiously.

“What the heck is that weird noise?” Max asked as he gave his brother one final shove. He stood up and turned around.

The movement caused the raccoon to bare its teeth aggressively. It charged at Max, causing him to scream and fall to the ground. He kicked his feet wildly, but before the animal could reach him, Haru leapt in front of the boy and grabbed the raccoon by the throat. He shook it like a rag doll before hurling the creature several feet away. Shrieking in rage, the raccoon flung itself at Haru, its lips curled back from its sharp teeth. Haru was barking furiously but let out a sharp yelp at the animal’s attack. The raccoon had bitten Haru on the chest and refused to let go.

“Get away from him!” Luke shouted. He grabbed a juice pouch and hurled it at the raccoon, hitting it on the head, but it still hung on to Haru. Luke seized a long stick off their tent and smashed the raccoon on its head, knocking it down to the ground. Dazed, it lay there for a moment. The other boys leapt into action and pelted the animal with anything they could get their hands on. Enraged, the animal turned toward the boys, but this time Haru seized it and flung it hard against the trunk of a tree. The raccoon collapsed, its back legs twitching for a long moment before it went still.

“Haru, are you okay?” Luke knelt at his dog’s side and saw blood flowing from a small wound on his chest. “He’s bleeding!”

“Don’t touch it,” Ben warned. “That raccoon probably has rabies. We gotta get Haru to the vet now.”

“He saved me,” Max said, his voice shaking. He patted Haru’s head gently. 

“He saved all of us,” Ben replied.

Luke was trying not to cry as he clipped the leash on Haru’s collar.

“Let’s go, Haru,” he said.

The hero dog whined as he walked, limping slightly. The boys surrounded Haru as they encouraged and helped him out of the woods. Curious green eyes gleamed from the shadows of the nearby brush. A little white cat watched as the humans left behind the ruins of a battle and the unmoving body of their enemy.





Chapter 2

THE SMALL TOWN of Painted Lake, Virginia, was in Manakee County and 195 miles southwest of Washington, DC. It had a population of 8,500 people per the last census and was situated just west of US Route 1, a major highway that traveled up and down the East Coast. Main Street, the biggest thoroughfare, started northeast of town from Route 1 and wound through the picturesque town center until it sharply veered west, past Lake Manakee.

Painted Lake Animal Hospital was south of town, right off Main Street near the lake. Inside, Haru sat in a large cage howling softly to himself.

“Aroo, aroo!” The mournful crooning conveyed the depth of his sadness.

Haru didn’t understand why he was here in his least favorite place in the whole world. The VETS. A place where he always got poked with sharp painful things they called the SHOTS. Today’s was particularly brutal. It had hurt more than the bite from that sick raccoon.

Haru was sad and confused. He thought he’d done a good thing. He’d smelled the sickness in the creature and knew it was bad for his humans. It was his job to protect them. His human Luke and a whole lot of adult humans had showered him with praise and affection because he’d saved the loud boy from danger. Haru had been happy because he was a Good Boy. The highest of praises. Haru always wanted to be a Good Boy. But then his human parents had left Haru at the VETS instead of taking him home. He hated being in a cage. It was the worst feeling in the whole world. Being trapped and kept away from your family. The VETS were nice to him except when they gave him the SHOTS. It had hurt a lot, even after they soothed him and called him a Good Boy and gave him treats that were yummy. Haru was very unhappy.

The only other time he’d had to stay at the VETS was when he’d been a young pup. He had gotten really sick after eating some human food that had been left outside the back of the store. He remembered seeing the mean woman that always came and harassed his human parents. He didn’t like her, but the food had smelled delicious. But he’d thrown up all he’d eaten and yet he had still kept retching, as if everything inside of his body was trying to get out. His humans had been so upset. Luke had cried a lot. Haru had felt guilty. He should have known not to eat the strange food with the small pellets that looked like the color of a bright sunny sky. Such an odd color in his usually gray food. But Haru had recognized the scent of his favorite, chicken, and he couldn’t resist. His humans had kept repeating the word “poison” over and over again, so Haru now knew that “poison” was very bad. And now whenever the mean woman came to the store, Haru always growled at her, because she had tried to hurt him.

At least today Haru didn’t feel that sick. The pain of his wound had subsided to a dull ache. He would have been perfectly fine at home.

“Aroo, arooooooooo,” he whined.

“Calm down, dog, you’re bothering me,” a large gray cat said.

Haru nosed up against the bars of his cage and stared at the cat, who sat on the long table in the middle of the room, his tail swishing lazily from side to side.

“Why aren’t you in a cage?” Haru asked.

“Because I am the boss here,” he replied.

Haru was confused. “You are the boss? What is that?”

“The boss. Like my human, who commands this entire domain. All the other humans must listen to us and do what we want.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” a calico cat in a small cage on the other side of the room remarked.

“Nobody asked you,” the gray cat retorted. He stretched luxuriously and stared at Haru. “Heard you got bit by the rabies.”

“What’s that?” Haru asked.

The gray cat blinked. “Dog, don’t you know anything? The rabies is the dangerous thing that can kill us. It’s why we get the SHOTS. Why do you think you’re in that cage instead of at home?”

“My name is Haru, not Dog,” Haru growled. He suddenly remembered hearing about the rabies being bad. That was why he had to get the SHOTS for it three times. They’d hurt a lot.

“Do I have the rabies now too?” he asked anxiously.

“They don’t know,” the gray cat replied. “That’s why you have to stay in the cage for a little while. Sheesh, don’t you listen when the humans are talking about you?”

Haru hung his head. Truth was, he didn’t always understand what they were saying.

“If you got the rabies, you may never go home,” the gray cat continued.

Haru whimpered loudly. That was the worst thing in the world that could happen. He had to go home to his human.

“Don’t pay any attention to what that big hairball has to say. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” the calico cat drawled.

“I do too!” the gray cat hissed angrily.

“You’re just trying to scare him.”

“He should be scared! It’s his fault for not being careful!”

A sudden loud growl filled the room. “Be quiet, I’m trying to sleep here!”

Haru peered through the bars of his cage to see a large dark figure not too far away from him.

“Sorry to disturb you,” the calico cat said politely. But the figure didn’t respond.

“Oh, don’t worry about Bruno,” the gray cat said. “His family has been going on vacation without him often these days. That’s why he’s always
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