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			Chapter One

			My nose never sleeps. My ears don’t either. They both have important work to do, especially at night. That’s when the sheep need me most because that’s when the coyotes prowl around our farm. 

			My name is Gus. 

			I’m a livestock guardian dog. I protect the flock. That’s what I do. 

			Protect. Protect. Protect. 

			And I’m good at it. We’ve never lost a lamb on my watch. Thanks to my super senses, the nice boss lady, Esperanza, can rest at night, and so can her girl, and so can the two dogs that sleep in the house with them. 

			Inhaling, I sniff the cool mountain air for any sign of trouble. My eyes grow heavy, though the rest of me is wide awake. There doesn’t seem to be any danger, but I open one eye every now and then just in case. The sheep sleep. The forest at the edge of the field sleeps. Even the pumpkin moon rising above the mountaintops seems to sleep.

			But I still have work to do. I stand, and careful not to wake the flock, I stretch. The corners of my mouth rise. The night air feels nice on my belly. I could stand like this forever, but I must remind everyone who’s boss around here. So I head toward the edge of the field, lift my leg, aim carefully, and mark fence post after fence post. No predator will miss that scent. Not even the scrawny coyote that’s been hanging around the chicken coop behind the barn. 

			I will fight if I need to protect my flock or the farm, but I’d rather not. Marking is smarter than fighting. It reminds other animals that I mean business, but nobody gets hurt. Tilting my head back, I bark a few times just in case my nose might have missed any sign of danger. A watchdog can never be too ­careful. 

			Most of the sheep open their eyes. A couple of them stand, but they will rest again as soon as I lie down near them. Proud of my work, I step toward the old oak tree near the main gate. I should mark it too. Halfway there, the air changes direction, and I catch a hint of an unfamiliar animal. 

			The scent swirls around the inside of my nose. It’s definitely an animal—a large one. I don’t like it one bit either. Lifting one ear, then the other, I listen for a clue, but hear nothing. Squinting, I search the forest shadows. Then the air shifts again, and the smell disappears. 

			I know the scent of every animal on this farm and in that forest, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t identify that mixture of berries, insects, and rotting fish. I’ve smelled it before though. That’s for sure. 

			The odor brings back memories from puppyhood, from my time before the sheep, before the nice boss lady, Esperanza, and her daughter who live in the house on this farm. That smell is from a time I want to forget—a time with other humans—­humans who shook their fists and kicked their feet when a young pup lifted his leg anywhere near their house. Despite my size and strength, I am small again. A whimper rises in my throat. 

			The sheep stir, bringing me back to present and reminding me I have work to do. 

			Flapping my jowls, I shake my body to get rid of those memories. Then I circle the field again before scratching out a cool spot in the grass to watch the sheep sleep and the moon drop behind the mountains. 

			I try to rest and trust my nose and ears to keep the sheep safe for the rest of the night. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t forget the stink of that big animal mixed with berries, insects, and rotting fish. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The sheep wake when the first ray of sun shines through the trees. The rooster behind the barn crows. The smallest lamb in the flock struggles to her feet. She’s more leg than anything else and more interested in her mama and her morning meal than me right now. After breakfast, she’ll want to play headbutt with me though. It’s really not my kind of game; I’d rather chase a squirrel. But I’ll lower my head and play with her for a bit. It’s the least I can do. The bigger lambs ignore her, and she tires so fast. I can squeeze in a game before my midday rest without any problem.

			Giving the flock a quick tail swish, I signal everything is safe this morning then set off to check the edges of the field one last time before the boss lady, Esperanza, arrives with our morning meal. When the sun rises a little further, the humans and other dogs will come out to work and play. I can let my guard down then. Even my nose can relax a little when Esperanza is on duty. 

			As I finish my patrol, the front door of the house down the hill opens. Esperanza’s dog, Nando, rockets down the steps and toward the barn followed by her daughter’s dog, Stella, who trots along at a more doglike pace. Things have changed a lot since Stella came to the farm several seasons ago. For one thing, no dogs used to sleep in the house—ever. Now, two of them do. 

			“Morning, Gus!” Esperanza waves a strong arm in my direction, giving off a whiff of the hot brown liquid she drinks every morning. The two house dogs head for the barn without even a glance at me. I can’t blame them. They have one thing on their minds—food. 

			Recognizing Esperanza’s morning greeting, I swish my tail again. No dog could understand all the human words, but I’ve learned enough to get by. Some words I’d rather forget, especially the angry ones. I learned a lot of those as a pup when my job was learning to protect the junkyard and the mechanic’s family. It’s easier to understand humans by sniffing the liquid that seeps from their skin and the air that whooshes from their mouths than by trying to understand all their words. 

			“I’ll be back in a minute with your breakfast, Gus.” Esperanza’s boots crunch the gravel driveway near the fence. When she slides the barn door open, Nando darts inside, his black-and-white fur disappearing into the shadows. I like Nando. He’s gentle with the sheep and helpful to Esperanza, but he’s different from other dogs. He zips from one part of the farm to another, like he’s part rabbit. Stella hurries into the barn behind him, her much shorter legs working hard to keep up. 

			The routine never changes. It’s what I love about the farm and the sheep. I always know what to expect. Sheep don’t have good days or bad days. They just have days. They eat a lot of grass—and not because their bellies hurt and they’re trying to make themselves throw up like dogs do. They actually like the stuff. After the grass, they rest, then eat more grass, then rest. Over and over just like that. 

			Don’t get me wrong. Some humans are great. I like Esperanza and her daughter, Cloe, a lot. They are wise dog people and understand the importance of a dog that barks at night and marks territory. Most humans do not. As a pup, I had the dream all pups do, the one about finding a special human made just for me, the one about a dog and his boy exploring the world and living happily ever after. Nando and Stella found their people. 

			I’ve done okay too. I’ve come a long way from the rusty chain and the falling-apart cars at the junkyard. I have important work, a routine, and best of all, raw bones. And I’m about to have a very full belly. 

			“Come and get it.” Esperanza clatters toward the field pushing a wheelbarrow loaded with dry grass for the sheep. I love my sheep but will never understand what they like about the dry, prickly grass Esperanza gives them. I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s even worse than the green stuff growing from the ground. 

			Esperanza also has a metal bowl full of bones and meat for me. Nando and Stella don’t get meat or bones. They get something horrid called “kibble.” It smells almost as bad as the dry grass Esperanza gives the sheep. I don’t get kibble though. I get the best morning meal of any animal on the farm because I’m a livestock guardian dog. 

			The sheep rush toward the main gate. This is the most excitement they will show all day. My mouth waters, but I walk patiently behind them. After tossing prickly grass to the sheep, Esperanza turns to me with a grin. 

			“Here you go, big guy.” She pats my side and places a large bowl on the ground in front of me. “Must have been a pretty quiet night. I barely heard you bark.” 

			I swish my tail, same as always, then crunch the meatiest bone with my teeth.

			Nando and Stella remain on their side of the fence. Stella isn’t much bigger than Oscar, the orange cat who walks around here like he owns the place. Nando is so fast I couldn’t catch him if I wanted to. I wouldn’t hurt either of them anyway. They know that. We understand each other, but that doesn’t mean there’s any reason for me to share my meat and bones with them. 

			As I lick the last of the morning meal from my lips, the girl, Cloe, steps out of the house followed by a dark-haired boy. He would be taller than she is if he stood up straight. Cloe’s a good girl. She smells like grass, books, and, best of all, cookies. Sometimes she used to smell like funny chemicals and fall down, but I haven’t seen her do that outside since Stella came to the farm. 

			The boy seems okay, but he’s new, and I learned to be cautious around boys his age last summer. Some boys play with fire and other dangerous things. We had a couple of them hanging around here who almost burnt Cloe and the whole farm to dust. Despite her small size, Stella was a real hero. She found her girl and protected the rest of us from the smoke and flames.

			“Hey, Stella Bella!” Cloe squats down as her little black-and-white-and-brown dog runs to greet her. Stella sniffs Cloe’s hands, feet, and pockets, her tail flapping so hard it wags her body instead of the other way around. Stella only cares about two things—Cloe and treats. 

			When Stella notices the dark-haired boy, she wags at him too. He smiles down at her then whispers something so quiet I can’t understand the words. And I can hear a twig crack from across the field.

			Cloe turns and points toward me. “Him?” she asks.

			The boy nods. 

			“That’s just Gus.” She gives Stella another scratch behind the ears. “Mama calls him a nose with legs. She says he can smell danger from a mile away.”

			My ears perk at my name. My tail waves back and forth. 

			“Come here, Gus. Meet my cousin, Diego.” Cloe pats her leg. 

			I glance at the sheep then back in the direction of Cloe and the boy whose name must be Diego. I think his eyes are brown, but his hair is shaggy and falls over his face. He kicks at the dirt with scuffed sneakers. 

			“Come on, Gus.” Cloe claps her hands then pulls a tasty bit of meat from her pocket. “Come on.” 

			I step toward them. Peeking at the field, I check the sheep one more time before heading over to investigate Cloe’s meat-cookie-treat.

			“He’s enormous.” The boy’s words are so quiet I can barely hear them. 

			“He’s a gentle giant.” She waves the meat around when she speaks. 

			My eyes follow it wherever it moves. I don’t know what humans do to their food, but it is delicious, even more delicious than meat and bones, which I know is very hard to believe. 

			“He’s a Great Pyrenees—a livestock guardian dog. He’ll bark and even fake charge a dog or strange animal that wanders onto the farm, but he almost never attacks. The sheep trust him to sleep with their lambs at night. He’s gentle. I promise. Come on, Gus.” She pats her leg again. 

			I poke my head through the fence. Stella prances around their feet, wagging her tail and nose-bumping Cloe, but Cloe ignores her and offers me the meat. Careful not to scrape her skin with my teeth, I take the food from her small hand. My tail waves again. 

			“You can pet him.” She reaches through the fence and scratches me behind the ear. 

			My lips turn up. The boy’s hand slides through the fence. He smells like the large blocks of salt Esperanza places in the field for the sheep, lots of water, and the faintest hint of fish—not the rotting fish of the creature in the woods but the fresh fish that zig and zag in the creek in the forest. 

			“Does he sleep out here all alone?” Diego’s hand trembles when he rubs the fur above my eyes.

			My head droops. The top-of-the-head greeting is not my favorite, but he’s gentle. So I stand still and accept it. 

			“He’s not a pet. He’s a working dog. Mama says he needs a job more than he needs a warm bed. It’s in his blood. We’ve tried letting him in the house, especially when the weather’s bad, but he barks and paces until we let him back out with the sheep.” Her shoulders lift toward her ears. 

			The boy, Diego, makes a little sound in his throat that I don’t recognize. In addition to all the words, humans also have all sorts of sounds and hand movements that mean different things.

			“Scratch him like this.” Cloe rubs her fingers under my chin. 

			I let out a loud breath, and they laugh. 

			“It took a long time for him to even let us pet him. Now, he likes this too.” She gives the back of my other ear a nice hard scratch. 

			Then Diego scratches me. He’s too gentle though, and a sour smell, sort of like fear but not exactly, seeps from under his arms and the inside of his hands. 

			“Mom said he was abused—that the people who owned him neglected him. He was chained to a broken-down car at a junkyard his whole life until animal rescue called Mom about him a couple years ago. His old owner barely fed him. Gus was skin and bones.” 

			Bones? My ears lift. My tail wags. That is a word I know very well—almost as well as my own name. I close my mouth to focus all the smells directly at my nose, but my ears and tail sag. There are no bones anywhere close by. That’s another confusing thing about humans. A lot of times they will say a word that doesn’t have anything to do with what’s happening around them. 

			“That’s awful.” Diego’s hand drops to his side. 

			When he stares into my eyes, I look away. He doesn’t seem to understand that it’s rude to look me directly in the eye, so I try not to hold it against him. 

			Whining, Stella rubs her face against Cloe’s leg, telling her not to pay attention to me. When Cloe smiles down at her, Stella wags harder and bounces around Cloe’s feet. “No need to worry, little girl. You’ll always be my best—”

			A loud truck rumbles on the road in front of the farm. My tail freezes. My head jerks to attention. I glance from Cloe and Diego to the sheep. The hair on my back bristles. I know the sound of that truck. It belongs to Vern, the man who lives with the pigs across the creek, the man responsible for the boys who set the forest on fire last summer and who came very, very close to hurting Cloe, Stella, and my sheep. 

			Cloe watches, hands on hips, as the truck screeches to a halt in the gravel near the fence. Diego stares at his feet, smelling nervous. Esperanza steps from the barn with Nando stuck to her leg like a prickly patch of briars she snagged in the forest. Squinting in our direction, she shields her eyes from the sun. Certain they feel as uneasy as I do, I lift my shoulders and let loose a bark from deep in my chest. They all jump, even little Stella. 

			“Esperanza! Shut that mutt up.” Vern shakes a huge fist in my direction. “I’ve never liked Pyrenees—too protective, too independent. You can’t do a darn thing with ’em—completely untrainable. No idea why you mess with him.”

			A growl rises in my throat. My lip curls, but I don’t charge. I would never attack a human unless he was hurting one of my sheep or one of my own humans. Vern shouts like the man who frightened me when I was a pup. Now, it takes more than loud words to frighten me. 

			“Leave it, Gus.” Esperanza steps between Vern and the fence, blocking him from my view.

			I trot back to the flock, making sure not to take my eyes off him.

			“What can I do to help you, Vern?” Esperanza’s boots pound the pavement as she marches down the hill toward him. 

			“I’m here to help you.” He huffs. Sweat beads on his red forehead. 

			“I didn’t know we needed help.” Esperanza crosses her arms. Her lips press together in a straight line. 

			Stella stands at Cloe’s side. Her tail does not wag. 

			“Of course you didn’t. It’s clear from the way you run this place—animals loose everywhere—that you don’t even know you need help.” Vern towers over Esperanza, waving his hand from Nando and Stella to me and the sheep. 

			Esperanza doesn’t back down though. If she were a dog, she would be a very good livestock guardian dog. Cloe stands up straight too. The boy, Diego, does not. Somehow, he grows smaller. 

			“I’m sorry you feel that way, Vern. But based on the issues we had last summer with your nephews and the fire, we’d prefer you stay off our property.”

			“I said I’m here to help.” 

			“I said I would prefer you stay off our property.” Esperanza pulls the small, flat box that humans talk into all the time from her pocket. “Do I need to call the police to have you removed?”

			Vern shakes his head, turns back to his truck, then tugs himself up onto the seat. “I don’t know what I was thinking coming over here . . . Ungrateful. You’ll need to call somebody if that . . . gets ahold . . . sheep.” His loud engine blocks out some of the words he shouts at Esperanza. 

			The truck tears down the driveway, leaving behind a cloud of dust and silence. With Vern gone, the farm is safe again. My sheep are safe again. Now, we can all get back to our routine. 

			But the humans stand there, smelling worried. Liquid seeps from under their arms. The house dogs smell worried too. 

			Cloe glances up at Esperanza. “What’s he talking about, Mama? Are the sheep in danger?”

			It’s hard to tell from where I stand, but there seems to be liquid seeping from Cloe’s eyes. 

			“You know Gus won’t let anything happen to the sheep.” Esperanza wraps her arm around Cloe’s shoulders and pulls the girl against her side. 

			If I had words, I would remind them Vern is gone so they would quit smelling so worried. Instead, I bow, yip a few times, and invite the littlest lamb to play headbutt. 

			The humans look in my direction and smile. Even Diego stands a little taller. I might have been raised in a junkyard and live in a field, but I still know how to make the humans feel better when I need to. 
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			Chapter Three

			A few days later, clouds press down on the field and block the sun. The farm smells amazing when the rain squashes all the plant and animal scents down to nose level. My paws splash in tiny puddles as I walk the fence line. The sheep graze near the gravel driveway as I inhale a whiff of the nice humans and dogs inside the barn trying to stay dry. Tilting my head to the sky, I open my mouth to taste the refreshing rain. I lay down. It’s a good day to be a livestock guardian dog.

			Then the heavy barn door whooshes open and interrupts the soft beat of the rain against the earth. 

			“Gus, come here!” Esperanza calls. 

			I turn my head but do not move. My place is here, enjoying the misty morning with my sheep. Their ears flick toward the barn and Esperanza’s voice, but they keep eating grass. Then the sharp whistle that means a dog must listen shoots from Esperanza’s pinched lips. 

			Glancing from the sheep to the barn, I slowly haul myself to my feet. 

			“Come on, Gus. They’ll be fine without you for a few minutes.” She speaks in a kind voice. 

			I don’t move. 

			“Gus, come!” This time she claps and uses her boss-lady voice. 

			I step forward, but I’m not happy about it. 

			“Good boy, Gus. Come.” She pushes the door wider. Nando stands at her side, his black-and-white fur fluffy and dry. Trotter, the animal that looks like a horse with huge ears, hee-haws from inside the barn. 

			My belly tightens. I know to steer clear of him. He eats grass like the sheep, and he has hooves sort of like the sheep. But he is not a sheep. The first time Esperanza put him in the field next to mine, I tried to give his back end a gentle sniff. He tried to kick me. Hard.

			Shaking, I splatter the walls and floor with rain from my coat then drop my head low to the ground. I want Esperanza to know how much I hate leaving the sheep and how much I don’t want to be near Trotter, the horrible horse-animal with the rabbit ears. But she just waves me in and pats my side. 

			When the door rumbles shut behind me, my nose twitches. The inside of the barn swirls with puffs of human and animal smells. I recognize the boy, Diego, by his saltwater smell before I see him. Cloe’s inside too. I’d know her cookie-book scent anywhere. An older man, who smells like he belongs to Diego, is inside the barn too. 

			“Come on, big guy!” Esperanza guides me up a step and into a room, where Diego sits across from his man. They stare down at oddly shaped plastic toys on top of a table covered by a small, thin board. Cloe sits on an overturned bucket near the table, biting her lip and watching them. 

			The man moves one of the pointy, plastic toys. “Check,” he says then studies Diego’s face.

			Diego’s breath quickens. His shoulders tense. Sour liquid wets the inside of his hands. 

			I wag my tail, trying to show him there’s nothing to be afraid of with a livestock guardian dog in the room. When my toenails click toward them, they turn to stare. 

			The man’s eyes widen. He looks up at Esperanza. “Who’s this?”

			“It’s just Gus. He’s harmless. He guards the flock. He’s due for his rabies shot. Doc’s coming today, so I went ahead and brought him in.” She smiles and gives my behind a firm rub. “If you visited more often, Martin, you’d know these things.”

			Esperanza and Cloe use the word “just” a lot when they introduce me to new people but not when we’re alone. I’ve noticed humans sometimes use two names for themselves as well, so I guess Just is my other name for when I need two names. I’m Gus, but I’m also Just Gus.

			“Now that I’ve finally finished grad school, you won’t be able to keep us away.” He glances back at the thin board, like he’s checking for movement or danger. 

			“Good. Three years is way too long between visits.” Esperanza uses her firm voice, like she’s talking to a disobedient young pup. 

			The man’s eyes drop to the table, avoiding her face. “It’s been two and a half years, and we met in Raleigh last summer.” When he turns to look at me, the corners of his mouth rise. “Gus reminds me of the farm dog Abuela had when we were kids.” His voice lifts a little too. 

			My ears twitch when he speaks my name.

			“Mom rescued him, just like she rescued Stella.” Cloe takes her eyes off the plastic toys to smile at Esperanza. 

			“We kind of rescued each other. Didn’t we, Gus?” She smiles and rubs my backside with her foot. 

			I wag for her. 

			“We found each other right when the coyotes were getting to be a problem around here. Since Gus, the sheep are calmer, and we haven’t lost a single chicken.” Esperanza steps toward a wooden box hanging on the wall, opens it, and reaches inside. “Y’all better finish that game. Doc will be here any second.” 

			“Dad’s gonna win.” Diego props his head up with his hand. “He always does.”

			“You’re twelve, son. Let me enjoy winning for a little longer. If your accelerated math grade is any indication, you’ll be beating me soon enough.” The man named Dad reaches across the table and squeezes Diego’s arm. “Plus, you know what one of the world’s greatest chess players said, right?” 

			“You’ve told me like seven million times.” Diego reaches for one of the taller toys and places it on its side. “I resign.” He holds out his hand in the strange greeting that humans usually use when they meet for the first time. 

			I tilt my head. All humans leak liquid from their skin, mostly when they run or work hard, but this boy leaks more than others. And his liquid smells more like fear than hard work. But he’s clearly not in any kind of danger inside the barn with his people.

			Dad squeezes Diego’s hand even though they already know each other. “Well, it’s true: You may learn much more from a game you lose than from a game you win.” 

			Diego’s lips move as he steps away from the toys. I lift my ears, but I still can’t make out which words he uses. After Cloe takes his seat, he plops down on her bucket with a huff. 

			“Do you think you’ve got what it takes to win?” Dad reaches across the table and bumps Cloe’s shoulder with his fist. 

			“I’m gonna try.” She laughs and leans over to pet Stella. “Wish me luck, girl.” 

			“You don’t have much time,” Esperanza says, setting a bowl of fishy-smelling kibble on top of the wood boxes where no good dog can reach it. I rock back and sit down near the door, ready to make a break for the field as soon as someone opens the barn door. 

			No one opens it though, so I scratch it and whine. With the humans trapped in the barn, it’s more important than ever that I be out in the field with the sheep. Even if the strange-­smelling animal only seems to prowl at night, I cannot be too careful. This day that started with wet grass and all the wonderful smells pressed close to the ground doesn’t feel so wonderful anymore. Other than being trapped in one of the small wood rooms with Trotter, I don’t see how it could get any worse. Then Oscar, the grumpy orange cat, springs into the room through an open ­window. 

			I look the other way when he hisses at me then jumps from the window to the wooden box. He crunches the fishy kibble in front of all of us like he thinks he’s the top dog. People shout at dogs when they jump for food. No one yells at the cat though, which is very confusing. I will never understand humans. I will never understand cats, and I will never understand why Cloe and her people are so interested in these little plastic toys. 

			“Have you ever heard the saying: No man is an island?” Dad nudges one of the plastic toys forward. “A great poet, John Donne, once said that.” 

			A low sound rises from Diego’s throat. He shakes his head, but his fear smell lessens now that he’s sitting on the side watching instead of playing. 

			Esperanza shakes her head too, but she smiles at the dad-man. “My brother—always the English professor.” 

			“What does it mean?” Cloe moves one of her plastic toys. Stella’s ears lift.

			“It means we are better together. A person needs to rely on others—to trust others—in order to live a full and rewarding life.” Dad watches the plastic toys like a fox ready to pounce on a rabbit.

			“What does that have to do with chess?” Cloe asks. 

			“Everything. It has everything to do with chess.” Dad nudges a toy forward then lifts another one off the board and wiggles it in Cloe’s direction. “Pawns are like people. They don’t do well alone. A lone pawn is a defenseless pawn—easy pickings for an opponent with skill.” The little toy clicks when he sits it on his side of the table. 

			My ears prick at the sound of a truck out on the road. Nando jumps to his feet and hurries to the door with Stella trotting behind him. 

			“I guess that’s enough chess for today. Doc’s here.” Esperanza steps out of the room, following Stella and Nando to the barn door. I trail behind ready to bolt as soon as she opens the door. When I spot my sheep through the narrow opening, I whine pitifully, but Esperanza keeps a firm hand on my neck. “You’re fine, Gus.” She squats beside me. “This will only take a few minutes. You’ll be back with the flock before you know it.” 

			She’s a smart, kind dog lady, and it is daytime, but my sheep still need me. I lean forward, pushing toward the opening. Without releasing me, she waves the man in the truck toward us. We’re going to have a whole flock of humans in here before long. 

			The man pats my shoulder as he slips through the crack then closes the door behind him. He seems like a nice man, but sometimes when you least expect it, he’ll sting you, just like one of the yellow-and-black buzzing insects in the field. 

			“Thanks for coming out on such a yucky day, Doc.” Esperanza steps away from the door. I nudge it with my nose, but it’s no use. It’s closed tight. 

			The man slides out of a wet plastic coat and hangs it on a nail near the room where Cloe and Dad play with their boring toys. “One of Vern’s hogs got into a nasty tussle last night and needed stitches, so I had to be out here early anyway.” He sits a boxy, black bag on the ground and opens it. Plastic wrappers crinkle as his large hands sort through a tangle of tubes and little glass bottles. 

			“A coyote?” Esperanza’s strong voice cracks on that bad word—coyote. Her eyes narrow as she grabs a rope hanging on the wall and loops it around my neck. 

			Even though I mostly trust Esperanza, I don’t trust ropes. My body stiffens. My paw pads moisten. I’ve never had a good experience with a rope. My head turns from one human to the other. I want to run, but there’s nowhere to run to. 

			“I don’t think so.” The man holds up a skinny tube and thumps it with his finger. 

			Esperanza squats so that we’re face-to-face. “We better do this fast, Doc. I don’t think Gus can stand being cooped up in here much longer.” She rubs her cheek against mine then gently grasps the loose skin on either side of my neck. “You’re such a good boy, Gus.” 

			Swishing my tail, I lick her arm, and right then the man stings me between the shoulders. I try to give him a nasty look, but Esperanza keeps my faced pressed against hers. When she releases me, the man pulls a hard, dry cookie from his pocket and offers it to me, but I don’t take it—not after that sting. 

			“It will take more than a Milk-Bone for him to trust us again any time soon.” Esperanza pats my side then steps toward the door. My tail swishes at the smell of freedom. Then she stops to look back at the man. “What could have gotten at Vern’s hog other than a coyote, Doc?”

			“That’s just it. Around here, the only thing that makes sense is a coyote, but that’s not what Vern says he saw. And that’s not what the bite marks look like. Coyotes bite the underside of an animal, and their bites are about the size of a dog’s. Vern’s hog had large puncture wounds along the top of its back and what looked like claw marks on its rear end. He says it was a bear, and from the damage it did to a five-hundred-pound hog, I believe him.” 

			“A bear? Around here? Attacking an animal that size?” Esperanza seems to have forgotten about me. Her shoulders sag as she studies his face. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

			I whine and paw at the floor, trying to remind her to open the door.

			“Me either.” He bends down to place the plastic tube back in his bag. “We’ll have more information about the bear, or whatever it was, after the Department of Natural Resources guys finish their investigation.”

			“Investigation?” Esperanza finally remembers to open the door. 

			When the door widens enough for me to slip through, I forget about the humans and all their words and all their silly toys. I forget about Oscar and Trotter. I even forget about the man stinging me between my shoulders for no good reason. 

			I bolt for my sheep, my tail wagging my body, like Stella’s does. Cool wet grass tickles my belly as I crawl under the fence to join them. The littlest lamb trots over to greet me. I let her rub the side of my neck with her head the way she likes. The rest of the flock stop munching grass to look at me and bleat a greeting. I twitch my raised tail, signaling to them that they’re safe. They lower their heads to graze again, and I nudge the lamb back to her mama. 

			I’m so happy to be back in the field with my flock safe at my side that I ignore the faint smell of rotting fish and berries when the breeze changes direction. Instead, I roll and twist in the wet grass to get rid of all the human and animal scents sticking to my coat. Satisfied with my new grassy aroma, I shake hard then head toward the woods to make sure the rotting-fish-and-berry stink is not any closer to the farm today than it was last night. It’s not, and I need to rest. I must be at my best during the night when Esperanza sleeps and the sheep and chickens need me most, so I head to the only dry spot in the field under the big oak tree to lie down. 

			But despite the delicious smell of damp grass filling my nose and the gentle rustle of mountain air through the forest surrounding the field, I have a bad feeling. Even with my eyes squeezed shut, my nose and ears remind me to pay attention and to prepare for tonight.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Long after the humans turn out the porch lights, the sheep huddle in a large mound of white on the hill at the center of our field. Every now and then, an owl hoots from the edge of the forest. The tree frogs croak, chirp, and whistle until a hint of gray smudges the black sky. Then they settle down to rest and prepare for the break of day. 

			I rise and circle the flock, mouth closed, inhaling the smells of the coming dawn, sniffing for the dead-fish smell of the animal that hides in the forest. Dawn and dusk are my busiest times of day. It’s when the baby deer step out in the open to nibble tender grass and when the soft rabbits join them. It’s when birds peck the ground for insects and worms, and it’s when animals like the fox and coyote who hunt them come out to prowl around. 

			Little Lamb and the other youngsters rest safely near their mothers at the center of the flock. Cool air pushes down the mountains into our valley and then down the driveway to the main road out front. The farm smells safe, but the moving air makes it difficult for me to tell what’s going on with the chickens near the barn.

			I can never be too careful with those poor birds. They have no teeth or fur to protect them, and they don’t seem to understand how to fly. It’s sad how easily they can be taken by any hungry animal that happens to wander along. And we’ve had too many hungry animals wandering around the farm lately, so I leave the flock to check on the chickens. 

			As I approach the fence near the barn, a horrible stink grabs my attention and attacks my nose. The hair at the back of my neck tickles. My hackles raise. I’d know that smell anywhere. 

			Coyote! 

			Growling, I break into a run, ready to protect. My lips snarl. My toenails dig in the grass, racing to catch him before he causes too much damage. Before he hurts a chicken—or worse. 

			Now, I don’t just smell him. I see him, but he doesn’t see me because his grayish-brown head is poking through the small door to the coop. His tail tics as he prepares to attack.

			I slide silently under the fence then inch toward a hole I dug under the chicken gate back when Esperanza first brought me to the farm and I didn’t know whether I was supposed to protect the chickens or play chase with them. It’s a tight squeeze now, but nothing will stop me. 

			I know exactly what to do. I snap my jaws and leap at the coyote, and it’s not a fake charge. My teeth sink into his meaty behind. He screams. The chickens scream. I might have screamed. I can’t be certain because of all the flapping and squawking. All I know is the coyote has chicken feathers—my chickens’ feathers—sticking to his lips. 

			Barking sharp and loud, I bare my teeth. He flashes me with his yellow eyes then bolts for the opening beneath the gate. He slides through like a snake between tightly packed stones. The small hole slows me down, and the bottom edge of the gate catches my fur and tugs at my skin.

			When I yank free, he’s gone. He disappeared into the trees. I crash after him, growling and barking, but I’m too late. He’s too fast. My sides rise and fall when I pause to track him through the woods with my nose. In addition to dirt and grass and feathers, there’s another faint smell. 

			Blood. 

			I don’t like to bite unless I have to. But my job is to protect, and the chickens needed me. Esperanza needed me, so I bit. I bit hard, and I don’t think that scrawny coyote will be back any time soon. He might not ever come back, which would be best for both of us. 

			Shaking hard, I blow the smell of him out of my nose and off my fur then head back to my most important job—my sheep. 

			• • •

			The next afternoon, I lay on my side in the sun, my belly full of the extra food I earned for my good work with the chickens. Esperanza shovels dirt into the hole under the chicken gate. The sheep graze nearby. My eyes grow heavy, and I drift in and out of sleep until the sound of approaching voices jerks me awake. Then I jump to my feet. 

			“We didn’t mean to scare you, Gus. We’re just cutting through.” Cloe waves toward the woods behind the field. 

			Diego smiles but doesn’t take his hands out of his pockets. Stella wags, leaving them and trotting over to greet me. She licks the side of my face respectfully. She knows the field and sheep are my territory. Cloe and Diego follow her, walking over to greet me as well. 

			“You’re lucky, Cloe,” Diego says, his face a little flushed as he runs a hand down the side of my neck. “You have all these animals.”

			Cloe laughs, digging around in her pocket for something. “I’m pretty sure most people would rather live at the beach like you.” She pulls out a tiny bit of meat and offers it to me. “And these animals are a lot of work.”

			I swallow the meaty goodness then wag my tail and lift my ears, trying to look like a puppy and hoping Cloe will offer another treat, but she and Diego just keep talking. 

			“You don’t have the ocean.” Diego doesn’t look at Cloe. Instead, he stares off at the mountains. He also breathes a little faster than he should when he talks. “But you don’t have a lot of people either.”

			“What’s so bad about people?” Cloe asks. 

			I snuffle Diego’s pocket, checking to see if maybe he’s learned to carry treats like Cloe, but he hasn’t. All he carries is some useless-smelling plant in his pocket.

			“Some people are okay.” The more he talks, the faster he breathes. “Just not the ones at my school.”

			“There have to be some nice kids at your school, right?” She rubs me under the chin, which is very nice but not as nice as more treats. 

			“Yeah . . . never mind.” Diego shakes his head. 

			Cloe’s eyes narrow when she tilts her face to look at him. “Did something happen to you at school?”

			Now, the black part of his eyes expands, like a dog’s when it’s trying to decide whether to fight or run.

			“Like, every day.” He shoves his trembling hands in his pockets. “I get nervous talking in front of people, and sometimes I say weird stuff.” 

			“Like what?” Cloe asks.

			Diego pauses. “Do you know who Michael Phelps is?”

			“No.” Cloe flaps my ears back and forth over my head as she speaks. “Is he famous?”

			When Diego smiles at us, his body relaxes a little. “He’s the best swimmer in the world. He’s won twenty-eight Olympic medals. He’s from Baltimore, so people call him the Baltimore Bullet. But, this one time, I got up in front of the class and started stuttering, and I called him the ‘Buttimore Bullet.’” 

			Cloe laughs then presses her hand to her mouth.

			“See?” If Diego’s head droops much further, he’ll be able to eat grass like the sheep.

			“I’m sorry, Diego. That does sound kind of horrible. I used to hate school too—well, not the learning part; I love that. But I hated the social part and the worrying about what everyone else was thinking part.” When she smooths my ears back down, her smile flattens. 

			Diego pulls a hand from his pocket then runs it up and down the side of my neck. His breathing slows a little. His mouth opens, like he’s going to speak, but no words come out.

			I sit down, relaxing and enjoying their warm hands on my neck and chest. 

			Stella bumps Cloe’s leg with her nose to remind her she’s there. I glance over at the flock as the humans talk, and talk, and talk. 

			“But you never get embarrassed.” Diego’s words are as much air as human sound when he speaks again. 

			Cloe shakes her head. “I was embarrassed every day when I started having seizures, and I had to tell people about my epilepsy. Mom was worried about me. I didn’t want to leave the house. I really didn’t want to go to school.”

			These young humans have more words than all the blades of grass in the field. They’re very nice, and I like their hands on me, but I need to rest. So I scratch the cool grass, circle a couple times, and lie down. Stella sniffs around Cloe’s feet, clearly bored by all the talking too. 

			“My dad worries too much—I think it’s because he’s the only parent.” Diego looks down, scuffing his foot back and forth in the grass. “How did it get better?”

			Cloe rubs her chin. Her lips squish together. “Mostly I think the dogs helped make it better.”

			“The dogs?” He turns to face her, really looking her in the eyes for the first time. 

			“Yeah. Or I guess watching Mom work with the dogs. She takes the ones nobody wants—the ones people think are bad, the sick ones—and gives them a new life. She teaches them a new way to live. And they get better even if really, really bad things have happened to them—things we could never imagine. I guess I figured if Gus, and the pit bull that lost its ear in a dog fight, and all these other dogs could enjoy their lives in spite of the horrible things that happened to them, then I could too.”

			“That’s different.” He shakes his head, shoving his hands deeper in his pockets. “They’re dogs.”

			When Little Lamb trots over, I wag for her, not just because I’m happy to see her but also because she interrupts the humans and all their talking. She nudges Cloe’s pocket like she knows about the treats too. 

			“I’m all out, little one.” She tussles the lamb’s ear and laughs. 

			Diego pulls a small bag from his pocket. “Can she have some of our apples?”

			I lift my head at the crinkly sound of plastic but don’t make the effort to stand. It’s not meat or cookies. Whatever it is, Little Lamb seems interested. She stretches her neck to reach for the plant-smelling food Diego holds out in front of him.

			Cloe nods. “Sure.”

			Diego offers her the sweet-smelling plant. She grabs it between her big teeth and chomps. Bits fall from the sides of her mouth. Stella grabs and gobbles the falling pieces without chewing. 

			Curious, I reach over and lick a piece from the ground. A disgusting sour liquid sprays the inside of my mouth. I try to push the plant bit out with my tongue, but it catches on my teeth. I huff and gag. 

			Cloe laughs. 

			Diego smiles. 

			I huff again. Finally, the horrible plant shoots from my mouth and lands in the dirt. How could something so tiny taste so terrible? And why would Stella and Little Lamb gobble it up? 

			“I guess—” Diego laughs so hard he can barely speak. “I guess apples aren’t his thing.”

			“Most dogs don’t eat like Stella. Beagles will eat anything.” Cloe smiles and steps toward the trees. “We better head to the creek if we’re going to get back in time for dinner.” 

			Stella trots off ahead of them. 

			“Yeah.” Diego bends down to ruffle the hair around my neck again before moving to follow Cloe and Stella. “You’re a good boy, Gus.”

			I’m not sure why I’m a good boy, lying here in the grass, spitting out bits of plant, but I wag for him, thankful his breathing and the blacks of his eyes have returned mostly to normal. 

			As he walks away, Little Lamb nuzzles the side of my neck, like she wants me to spit out another horrible plant treat or maybe play a game of headbutt. 

			I don’t move though. It’s too hot to play, and dusk will be here before long. Giving up, she lies down beside me and rests her chin on my back. For just a little while, I forget about stinky coyotes. I forget about strange creatures hiding in the forest. I forget about everything except for the sun warming my coat and the softness of the little lamb curled up beside me. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Several nights later, thunder rolls in the distance. Clouds hide the moon. The sheep stand in tight groups but never close their eyes. The big animal that smells like ripe berries, dead fish, and insects continues to lurk around the farm. I smell him, but he stays far enough away that I can’t see him or charge him. All I can do is lift my leg and mark the fence posts every morning, and again when the farmhouse goes dark for the night. I bark loud and long when the sheep push close together near the main gate like they’re waiting for something to happen. 

			I pace, and pace, and pace, occasionally stopping to bark at the trees before continuing to pace. When a twig snaps in the forest, I freeze. My ears perk to attention. The pads of my paws moisten as I glance from the sheep huddling nearby to the dark woods in the distance. The hair on my back bristles.

			My nose twitches. The animal creeping through the woods cannot outsmart my nose. I smell him. He’s closer tonight than he was last night. I haven’t smelled anything like him since I lived at the junkyard high in the mountains. The junkyard! That’s how I know his smell. The animal hiding in the trees is the same as the one that ate the nests of the yellow-and-black stinging insects at the junkyard.

			I know that animal.

			He’s a bear!

			If he’s big enough and mean enough to scare the angry man who raised me, he’s big enough and mean enough to hurt my sheep. 

			I stretch myself to my full height, shake my jowls, and growl from deep in my chest. If he knows what’s good for him, he won’t come near my sheep. The moon breaks out from behind the clouds, shining on the white flock. It does not brighten the dark woods.

			Another twig snaps. Closer. The field and the forest around it are silent. No insects chirp. No night birds cry. Even the wind is quiet. I wait. When I can’t stand the waiting anymore, I flatten my ears, tilt my head to the sky, and let loose a string of barks to end all barks.

			A whiff of fear tickles my nose. Another smell hides beneath the fear. Sickness, maybe. Snarling, I clack my jaws. The sheep huddle at my back. They bleat nervously. A light at the house down the hill flashes, breaking the darkness.

			“What in the world?” Esperanza steps onto the porch and aims a long gun at the moon.

			I bark like my life depends on it. And it might. The sheep move so close to the gate, they’re pressed together like pups in an underground den.

			“Stay back!” Esperanza motions to Cloe and Stella. 

			But she’s not fast enough to block Nando. He leaps from the porch, tears across the gravel drive, and scoots under the fence and past the sheep. Before I can stop him, he races straight for the woods. Straight for danger. Straight for the bear.

			I bark a warning to the sheep to stay put. 

			“Stop, Nando!” Esperanza screams, but he’s already gone. 

			“What’s happening, Mama?” 

			Stella howls. Cloe lifts her into her arms, pressing her frightened face into Stella’s fur. 

			Nando is no match for a bear, especially a sick, hungry one. I have no choice but to leave the sheep and follow. 

			“Gus, no!” 

			My head jerks back and forth between Esperanza and the dark forest. I do not want to disobey her, but my job is to protect. Sometimes that means protecting more than the sheep, so I race into the dark woods behind Nando. 

			I do not need my eyes to find him or the bear. My nose leads me straight to them. They face off in a clearing lit by the moon, their hackles raised. I growl and charge. But before I reach them, the bear hits Nando with his sharp claws. 

			Nando flies through the air and lands on the ground with a thump. 

			I lower my head, lift my shoulders, and growl, but the bear doesn’t back down. Instead, he lowers his head, chuffs, and smacks the ground with his paw. I charge, but he stands like a mountain, blocking my path. I stop short then shake the loose hair and skin around my neck that protects me from bites in fights like the one I sense coming. 
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			When he snarls, my nose trembles. The air from his mouth smells like sickness. Something is wrong with this bear. A healthy bear would not be hanging around the farm. A healthy bear would be deep in the safety of the woods, eating the berries that grow in the prickly bushes near the creek. A healthy bear would not turn toward Nando while a dog my size threatens him. 

			I have no choice. I charge again, and this time I don’t stop. Baring my teeth, I leap for the sensitive part of his neck under his jaws. 

			But I miss. 

			He catches me with his huge paw, pushes me down against the pine needles, and holds me there. Gasping, I try to growl, but it’s no use. The hot stink of him overwhelms me. The trees blur. It’s like I’m a pup again, struggling to open my eyes for the first time. 

			Then an explosion shakes the forest. A girl screams in the distance—Cloe, maybe. I struggle to protect, but the forest disappears. And I sink down, down, down into the blackness. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The world is dark and quiet. It’s like being back in the nest with my mother and my sisters and brothers before my eyes and ears opened, except that nest was warm and smelled of my mother’s soft fur and warm milk. 

			In this black place, chilly air nips at my skin and bones. Many sharp chemical smells sting my nose. But it’s not what I smell that scares me. It’s what I don’t smell. There is no farm. There are no sheep. There is no Nando.

			Someone or something has separated me from my sheep, which means they have no one to protect them, which means they are in danger. Danger! I struggle to lift my head, panting from the effort. But it’s useless. I barely even squirm. I moved faster as a newborn pup. I do manage to open one eye a bit though. 

			My belly tightens at the sight of the shiny table in the middle of a big inside-room. It’s worse than I thought. I’m trapped, surrounded by other dogs and one very old-smelling cat. And we’re all in cages. 

			I whine. 

			A human steps forward. She pulls one of the talking boxes humans love from her pocket and speaks into it. “Front desk, this is Kate. Please tell Doc the Pyrenees is waking up.” She smiles then leans her face down to mine. “Good morning, handsome fella. Glad to see you’re awake.” 

			I plead with her with my eyes. My tail offers one weak thump against the slippery, cold ground. I need to tell the nice woman to release me, but she doesn’t understand. Humans are smart about many things. Some, like Esperanza and Cloe, are very smart. They almost seem to understand dogs by looking in their eyes and watching their ears and tails. This woman smells nice enough under the chemical smells painting her clothes and skin, but she does not understand my eyes. 

			She needs words, which I do not have. 

			A door at the side of the room bursts open. “So, Kate, how’s the patient?” a tall man with dark hair and darker eyes says to the woman. I recognize his scent immediately. It’s the stinging man. 

			“He won’t be guarding sheep anytime soon.” She turns her smile on the man. “But he did manage to wag his tail and whine.”

			Sheep? She said sheep. I reach for the front of the cage with my paw, trying to tell them to take me to the flock, but they don’t understand. 

			The man turns his back and moves to a large metal box on the wall. “Well, that’s progress.”

			He opens the box and pulls out the thinnest, pointiest piece of grass I’ve ever seen. New chemical smells rush into my nose. I know what that is. It’s his stinger. 

			“I think it’s best to keep him sedated for another night or two and to push some more fluids into him before we try sending him home,” he says as he opens my cage and reaches inside. 

			I want to resist, but I’m too weak. 

			A rush of coldness seeps into my neck, and I’m right back where I started in the forest with the bear—falling down, down, down into darkness. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			I do not know how many days and nights pass. There are no openings to the outside in this cold, chemical place, but several days must have come and gone based on the number of tasteless meals Kate brings me. There are no bones and meat here. I am not fed like a livestock guardian dog. 

			I am fed kibble like the other dogs and the old cat. When Kate delivers the horrible bits this morning, I am more alert, and if I stay very, very still, my body doesn’t hurt. 

			“Good boy, Gus,” Kate says as I gobble the last bits of crunchy kibble. “Doc says you might get to leave today if you can walk and go potty by yourself.” 

			She speaks so many words and so fast. I can’t be sure what she means. But I shake with joy when she slides a metal bar sideways and opens my crate. I barely notice when she loops a rope around my neck. I’m free of the metal cage that smells like things that are meant to be done outside on a fence post or squatted out behind a tree. 

			“Oh, poor baby. You’re a mess. I thought we did a better job of keeping you clean in there. You’re going to need a bath before you go home.”

			I want to wag for her, but I must concentrate to stand. One of my back legs is frozen in place, caught in some sort of plastic tube. I whine and turn to bite at the trap on my leg. 

			“Leave it, Gus.” She tugs me toward a door. “If you ruin that bandage, we’ll both be in big trouble.”

			Needing to free my leg, I pull away from her. She drops the rope to the floor then steps toward one of the metal tables. While she’s distracted with some jars on a table, I attack my leg again, trying to free it from its horrible trap.

			Kate lifts a lid on one of the jars, and a delicious smell floats across the room. I pause. It’s not human food exactly, but it’s not kibble either. It’s something in between, and I want it very badly. 

			Squatting down, she waves a large hunk of the food in my direction. “Come here, Gus. Come.” She breaks the food into several sections and tosses a piece on the ground between us. 

			I drop my ears and tail, trying to show her that I need help, but she doesn’t move. She just breaks off another piece. We stare at each other for a long time. The dog in the cage near us barks and paws at the metal wires trapping him inside. He wants the delicious-smelling treats as much as I do. 

			I may be a dog, but I know when a human is going to help and when she’s not. If I want the treats, I’m going to have to help myself. So I lean to one side, lift one leg, and hope for the best. Sadly, I collapse on my chest, my trapped leg trailing behind me like a stick. 

			Kate’s face twists like she’s the one embarrassed and in pain, and I think maybe, just maybe, she’s going to come help me. 

			But she doesn’t. She stands her ground. 

			I am sprawled on the cool floor, like a helpless lamb, and the treats call to me from eye and nose level. They smell even more delicious from down here. My stomach growls. Somehow, my good legs take control of my body, and before I know it, I’ve struggled back to a standing position. 

			Holding my bad leg above the ground, I push off with my good back leg. Somehow, I lift the front of my body a little, but I barely move. It’s horrible. I’m more awkward than the baby lambs. My sides rise and fall like I just played chase with Nando. My trapped leg throbs, but somehow, I’m a little closer to the treat between me and Kate. 

			Closing my mouth, I stand very still and try to catch my breath before I repeat the process again and again. Finally, I reach the meaty goodness on the floor. 

			“Good boy, Gus!” Kate throws another treat on the floor closer to the door and waits for me to complete the painful process all over again. 

			Before I realize what’s happening, Kate opens a door and walks me outside for the first time since I woke here. Inhaling, I search for Esperanza, the sheep, and Nando. I whine when my nose comes up empty again. 

			“You’re okay, big guy. Go potty.” Kate pulls me toward a grassy area outside the door. The smell of many strange dogs tickles my nose. The urge to lift my leg takes over. But when I try standing on my trapped leg, I can’t lift my good leg to mark, and pain bites at my backside and burns down my leg to my paw. Switching to the other leg doesn’t work either. 

			And I really, really need to go. 

			Before I can stop it, my behind drops to the ground, and I’m squatting like a puppy. My important mark pools on the flat ground, which every adult dog knows is a complete and total waste. The higher the mark, the bigger, healthier, and stronger the boy dog. The dogs that come to this place next will not be concerned by my fading scent on the ground. They won’t know I’m a guard dog. They will think I’m nothing but a giant pup.

			“Good boy, Gus. Good potty.” Kate doesn’t seem to care that I had to squat like a puppy. She pats my side and moves to the end of the rope to give me more room. 

			My head hangs. My tail droops. I’m a terrible guard dog. I’ve lost my sheep. I’ve lost my farm. That horrible bear is responsible for this horrible situation—I just know it. 

			That. Bear. 

			Nando. 

			Where is Nando? My stomach tightens. My ears flatten. 

			I have lost everything. Everything I worked for, including other dogs like Stella and Nando. It’s worse than being a puppy chained at a junkyard by a man who yells and kicks. At the junkyard, I didn’t know any other life. Since then, I’ve learned how good life can be with meat and bones, a job, a routine, and, best of all, reliable humans. 

			Now it’s all gone. 

			Gone. Gone. Gone. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Several bowls of kibble and many naps pass before something wonderful finally happens. I jerk from sleep to full alert when my nose picks up a familiar scent. 

			Esperanza! Esperanza is here, and I don’t just smell her. I hear her. 

			“Will we be able to take him home today?” Her scent grows stronger. She smells like the hot brown liquid she drinks on cold mornings, and grass, and my sheep. She also smells like Nando, like fresh, healthy Nando—not like the outside-of-an-­animal smell a dog has when he leaves the earth and his body behind and never returns.

			Tilting my head back, I bark. If I could bounce like Stella, I would. 

			“Yes, but Doc is going to have lots of instructions about keeping his bandage clean and about keeping him quiet and still so he doesn’t reinjure his leg.” Kate’s scent grows stronger too. She smells like this place, like sick animals and bad kibble, but underneath that she smells like fresh air and another human that I can tell is as small and fragile as one of my lambs. 

			“You know owners aren’t usually allowed back here.” Kate speaks words and more words. 

			I stand, my back pressing against the top of the cage. They’re coming closer. My whole body quivers. I forget all about my frozen leg and the plastic torture device Kate wrapped around my neck earlier today.

			The door on the other side of the room opens. Somehow, I twist around inside my small cage, thump my tail against the cold wall, and bark again. 

			“I know I’m only allowed because I used to work here. I won’t tell anyone. Promise.” Esperanza meets my eyes. It’s the most wonderful direct eye contact ever. I bark again, and she hurries across the room toward me. Her boots clap the cold floor. She reaches for the sliding metal bar that opens and closes the cage. 

			“No,” Kate barks. 

			My head jerks toward her face. Kate does not normally bark or use the boss-lady voice. Esperanza’s hand drops to her side. 

			“He’s going to have to be on leash for several weeks—­possibly months.” Kate hands Esperanza a rope. 

			Esperanza’s head shakes. She must be sad about the rope too. “Even inside?”

			“Even inside. We can’t risk him getting too excited. We can’t have any jumping. None.” 

			I do not like Kate’s boss-lady voice as much as her good-boy-Gus voice. “If he reinjures his tendon, you’re looking at another five-thousand-dollar surgery, or worse, permanent loss of that leg.”

			Esperanza’s shoulders sag. Her mouth sags. Even her eyes sag. 

			I bump my nose on the gate at the front of the cage and wag my tail so hard it bangs against the side wall, trying to show her how happy I am to see her. That I’m here to protect her. To protect the sheep. 

			She pokes a finger through an opening in the gate. “Good boy, Gus. Easy.” She slides the little metal bar so slowly I think she might be growing a hard shell like the turtle that sometimes crosses the driveway near my field. 

			“Easy. Easy.” She lowers her face to mine. I try to lick her but can’t reach her face with this horrible plastic tube strapped to my neck. She loops the rope over both the plastic and my head as I hop toward her for a better sniff of her clothes. The plastic tube around my head collects and holds all the smells near my face. 

			Esperanza squats so we’re face-to-face, places her hands inside the tube, and scratches all the places inside the tube that I cannot reach. I moan. She and Kate laugh. 

			“I’m glad to see everyone laughing.” The stinging man steps through the door, and the joyful moment shifts like a scent pushed by a sudden gust of wind. “Any news on the bear?”

			My hackles tingle at the word bear. 

			Esperanza’s head wags back and forth. “Just that they’re still trying to trap him. Do you think he has rabies, Doc?”

			The tall man bends down to give my neck a good scratch, and I almost forget about his stinger. “Highly unlikely. Black bears aren’t common carriers. Gus is up-to-date on his shots, and we gave him a booster as an extra precaution. So, nothing to worry about there.” 

			“Thank goodness. That bear seems to be smart enough to avoid the traps set for him. I’m not going to be able to rest until someone takes care of him once and for all.” Esperanza sounds like a boss lady, but a faint whiff of something like fear seeps from under her arms and inside her hands. 

			“They’ll find him, Esperanza.” Doc places his big hand on Esperanza’s shoulder and squeezes. “How’s Nando?”

			My ears perk at Nando’s name. I whine. 

			Esperanza glances down at me. Her lips turn up in a smile, but the rest of her body remains tense.

			“Pretty much back to his old self—running circles around me and the sheep, thanks to you.” She stretches herself to her full height, like a dog trying to look bigger and braver than it really is.

			“Glad to hear it, because you’re going to have your hands full taking care of Gus. We’re going to have lots of discharge orders, Esperanza.” 

			“That’s what I hear.” She sounds sad. I bump her leg with my plastic tube, trying to show her that I’m okay. “Kate said he’s going to have to be on a leash all the time.”

			“He is, and when he can’t be supervised and on leash, he will need to be in a crate or a small exercise pen.” 

			Esperanza groans. “For how long?”

			“At least eight weeks. Maybe twelve.”

			Esperanza’s eyes widen. “Doc, that’s impossible. He’s never been confined to a crate.” 

			“It’s not a suggestion. It’s a requirement. And he cannot get the bandage wet at all.”

			Esperanza’s shoulders droop. 

			“Every time you take him outside—every time—you’ll need to put a sock over the bandage and one of these plastic sleeves over the sock. Even the tiniest bit of moisture like dew on the grass in the morning can lead to a nasty infection and a painful and unnecessary bandage change—or worse.”

			Doc talks and talks. He is a nice man, except for the occasional sting, but he uses too many words. I don’t think he will ever finish talking, and the more he talks, the smaller and smaller Esperanza shrinks. Soon, she won’t be much larger than the boy, Diego. 

			Doc reaches for the plastic tube attached to my neck and wiggles it. “And the cone stays on at all times.”

			“Even when he eats?” Now Esperanza’s touching the uncomfortable thing attached to my neck too. 

			Turning my face from one to the other, I follow their conversation the best I can, which isn’t all that great. I understand a few words here and there, and I think I’ve learned a new word that I don’t like very much: cone. It seems the horrid thing strapped around my head is called a cone. 

			“You know how amazing dogs are, Esperanza. He’ll adapt. We’ll give you lots of pain medicine and something to keep him sedated.” 

			“I hope they’re elephant tranquilizers because nothing will make him sleep once he smells his sheep.” Esperanza pats my side. 

			Sheep? I lift my head. I think we might finally be getting somewhere, except Esperanza’s strong hand is damp with moisture, and liquid seeps from under her arms. 

			“Follow me.” Kate holds open the special door that only humans have used since I’ve been here. 

			I swish my tail. Despite Esperanza’s wet hands and all the serious humans, it looks like I’m leaving this horrible room and its horrible chemical smells. Esperanza should be happy to take me home. I will help her with the sheep, but she smells very, very worried as Kate steps through the door and away from us. 

			Esperanza starts to follow Kate through the door. I freeze. I can’t walk that far—not with the cone around my head and the trap on my leg. 

			“Come on, Gus.” She tugs gently on the rope. 

			I don’t budge. 

			“Come on, big guy. You can do it.” Her voice rises like Cloe’s. 

			I don’t budge. 

			She claps her hands and makes squeaky sounds with her mouth.

			I don’t budge. 

			She glances at Kate. “Should I carry him? I don’t think he can do it.” 

			“He can do it. He’s done it for me.” 

			Esperanza meets my eyes. I lower my head and tail when I see liquid in her eyes. I’ve seen liquid in Cloe’s eyes. I’ve seen liquid in other humans’ eyes—many of them last summer after the fire. But I have never seen liquid in Esperanza’s eyes. 

			Her jaw tightens. She tugs firmly on the rope, and somehow, my legs jerk, lift, hop, and shuffle out of the room and down the hall to where another woman sits behind a huge table. 

			“Here are your medicines and all your instructions. I’ve underlined the emergency phone number if you have any issues when you get home and need to call.” The lady hands Esperanza a stack of papers and several small bottles filled with what looks like tiny treats. Sadly, they don’t smell like treats. They don’t smell like anything, really, which is strange. 

			After lots more words, Esperanza pulls me to the door, pushes it open, and tugs me toward a van with a large cage in the back. I tuck my tail between my legs and try not to budge, but I have no choice. She drags me until we reach the van. I know I’m supposed to jump in, but I don’t know how. Warm air ruffles my fur as Esperanza and I stare at each other. 

			She glances at the black strap of the rope circling her wrist. Then she bends down and wraps her strong arms around me. She lifts the front half of my body up and into the van. I grunt. The plastic tube around my head catches on the cage, and I jerk back and step down on my trapped leg. A jolt of pain, worse than anything I’ve ever felt, tears up my leg and along my back. What sounds like a human scream bursts from my mouth. 

			“I am so, so sorry, Gus.” She grabs the back end of my body, twists, lifts, and shoves, and somehow, I’m in a cage once again. Without looking at me, she closes the gate on my cage then reaches for the heavy doors on the back of the van. 

			The last thing I see before the doors slam shut is more liquid seeping from Esperanza’s eyes. I try to whine, but I’m too tired. Instead, I collapse in a heap and struggle to keep my eyes open. I am a livestock guardian dog used to staying awake all night, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t fight the heavy drowsiness tugging at my eyes and body. This tiredness is like what washed over me as a puppy after drinking a tummy full of milk. 

			I fight it as best I can, but it’s as useless as when I was a pup in the warm nest, snuggled against my mother’s side.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			When I wake, I’m inside the house lying on the ground in some sort of soft bed. The sky outside the windows is dark. I smell my sheep in the distance and whine. 

			My sheep! 

			I try to stand, but it’s useless. My legs quiver like long blades of grass in a strong wind. My body hurts much worse here than it did back at the place with Kate and the stinging man. Squinting, I peer around the room. It’s warm and smells like delicious meats and Cloe and Esperanza, but I am not a house dog. I haven’t slept inside a house since I was a tiny pup, even before I went to live with the yelling-junkyard-man with the heavy boots. 

			I whine again. Esperanza needs to take me to my sheep. 

			Now. 

			I need to protect. I need to lift my leg on a fence post. But how will I do anything with the cone around my head, the trap on my leg, and my body as useless as a baby lamb’s? 

			Pawing at the bed, I try to drag myself forward again, but it’s no use. Everything hurts—my leg, my side. I think maybe even my fur hurts. My paws slip and slide on the slick material. I pant. My sides heave. 

			Then Stella trots into the room and wags at me. 

			I whimper, hoping she will help. She’s very smart and brave for a little house dog. Instead, she crawls into the bed beside me, licks my face, and curls up against my side. I do not want to sleep anymore. I’m tired of sleeping, but I haven’t rested with another dog since I was with my brothers and sisters in the nest. I’d prefer to be with the sheep in the field, but Stella’s warm body pressed against mine feels nice. My breathing slows. 

			I tell myself I will rest for a short time. Then I will bark for Esperanza. I will bark and bark and bark until she takes me to my sheep. Even though I fight it, the heavy sleepiness tugs me down. This time, it pulls me down into the soft bed. 

			• • •

			“Rise and shine, Clementine!” Esperanza’s strong voice jolts me awake. 

			Sun streams through the windows. A meaty goodness I have only smelled on humans’ clothing fills the room. Trapped inside the house, the scent is so strong, it distracts me from my sheep. I forget the terrible pain in my leg. My tail even swishes against the soft bed. 

			“The early bird gets the bacon.” Esperanza holds up a skinny piece of meat that must be bacon. 

			Stella and Nando bounce around her feet. Nando! My tail thumps faster. He’s as quick and springy as ever without so much as a sick- or injured-smelling hair on his black-and-white body. Liquid drips from his lips and wets the floor. My mouth waters too. This is going to be good—maybe even better than meat and bones. 

			Cloe walks into the room rubbing her eyes and slides into a chair at the table. “Where are Tio and Diego?”

			“They went to the barn to get an ex-pen for Gus. We’re going to set it up out back and hope he’ll go potty in it since he won’t go when he’s on a leash.” Esperanza drops the bacon onto a flat bowl. “If he doesn’t go potty regularly, he’ll get very sick and have to go back to the vet.”

			Cloe looks at me with sad eyes then walks to the flat bowl, picks up a piece of bacon, and breaks it in two. She pops one piece in her mouth and walks toward me with the other. I lick my lips. 

			“I think he likes bacon, Mama.” Cloe smiles as she offers me the bacon. “Maybe we can bribe him.”

			My mouth turns up into what humans call a smile. The bacon is good—so good I forget about the cone and the leg-trap. My ears perk up, and my tail rises over my back. 

			“The correct dog-training term is lure not bribe. Here.” Esperanza smiles and hands Cloe a piece of cloth, like the ones humans wear on their feet, and a small plastic bag. “The sock needs to go over his cast and the plastic sleeve over that. He can’t get the cast wet.”

			“It’s not wet outside.” Cloe glances from the cloth and plastic to the sun rising behind the barn. 

			“Doc said even the damp morning grass could cause a problem. No exceptions. Gus wears the sock and sleeve every time he goes outside.” She peers down at Cloe with her boss-lady face. 

			“Yes, ma’am.” Cloe stretches the cloth then reaches for my leg. 

			When her hand touches the trap on my leg, I yelp like a pup rolled over by a big dog. Pain bites at my leg, ripping through my body. Instinctively, I turn to bite at whatever is attacking my leg, but there’s nothing there except for the plastic tube. 

			“Shh, Gus, you’re okay.” Esperanza bends down and grips either side of my face with her strong hands then nods at Cloe. “Go ahead. Try again.” 

			I tense my body, prepared for the biting pain this time, and Cloe slips the ridiculous human cloth over the trap on my leg, followed by a plastic bag, then gives me another bite of bacon. 

			I am a dog. I have fur. I do not wear human clothing. I glance from Esperanza to Cloe and back to Esperanza, trying to understand why they’re doing this to me. I think it has something to do with the trap, the cone, and the horrible pain in my leg. I think they’re trying to help, but they are not helping—not one bit. 

			“You’re becoming quite the dog trainer. Why don’t you see if you can get him to go potty?” Esperanza hands Cloe a rope and another piece of bacon. 

			Cloe waves the yummy meat close to my face, teasing me with it. 

			Somehow, I get my good back leg underneath me. My rear end rises from the bed, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t get my front legs to work. 

			Thankfully, Cloe lifts my backside just enough so I can push myself up and out of the bed. Esperanza’s face and body tighten. With the heavy smell of bacon filling my nose, it’s hard to tell whether she’s scared or angry. 

			“We’re not supposed to be helping him, Cloe. He has to figure out how to get around on his own. If we carry him everywhere, he won’t learn to do it without us.”

			“I’m not carrying him. I just gave him a little push. He’s so pitiful.” Cloe definitely smells sad, but she slips the rope over the cone and down my neck anyway. “Come on, Gus! Come on, big guy! You can do it.” She uses lots of words and pulls gently on the rope. 

			I lock my legs and avoid her eyes. I know she wants me to walk. I want to run to the flock, but I can’t. My front legs are too weak. My back leg hurts too much. But if I don’t walk soon, I don’t know what I’m going to do because I really, really need to lift my leg. I might not know much about being a house dog, but I do know humans keep their houses very clean and do not like dogs lifting their legs in the house.

			So I just stand there, miserable and hoping to disappear like the morning fog circling the mountaintops outside the window. 

			Just then, something heavy bangs on the front porch, and I smell the saltwater smell that tells me Diego is coming. The door swings open and Diego and his dad walk in, bringing a whiff of my sheep with them. 

			At the smell of the sheep just outside the door, I manage one wobbly step. 

			Esperanza leans back against the cabinets, her shoulders sagging. “I don’t know what we’re going to do, Martin. How are we going to get him to go to the bathroom if we can’t even get him to walk across the room?”

			“Let’s set up the exercise pen and carry him outside this one time.” The dad-man who also might be called both Martin and Tio holds up his hands in a funny way with his first two fingers crisscrossing each other. 

			Esperanza shakes her head. “Doc said not to carry him, that he can do it himself. He walked for them at the veterinary hospital.”

			“That was with stronger pain medicine and in a strange environment with strange people. He was probably afraid not to do as they said. He knows we aren’t going to hurt him here. He doesn’t mean to, but he’s making this harder for all of us, even himself.”

			“Let me try.” Diego’s words are soft, like the whisper of a bird’s wings in flight. “Leave us alone for a minute.” 

			The humans’ heads jerk to Diego’s face. My head tilts, straining to make out what he says too. With every word he speaks, his breathing increases a little. It’s almost like talking is dangerous for him, but that doesn’t make any sense. Humans love their words as much as their food, if not more.

			“Son . . .” Dad-Tio-Martin’s head tilts like mine. The smell of mild fear puffs from his mouth and hands too. 

			“Nando, come. Stella, come.” Esperanza steps toward another room in the house, gently guiding Cloe in the same direction with a hand on her back. The dogs follow, their tails drooping, like they really don’t want to leave the bacon. 

			“Son, I mean this in the kindest way, but you don’t know anything about dogs. How are you going to get Gus to do something that Esperanza and Cloe can’t? Esperanza is one of the best dog trainers in the country. People come from all over for her help with difficult dogs.”

			“I know, Dad. It’s just a feeling I have. Please let me try.” He doesn’t shrink when he speaks. Instead, he stands to his full height, like a dog lifting the hair on its back to look larger than it is. 

			“Okay.” 

			My head turns to Dad when he speaks. Most humans have two names. It seems Dad has three names, although Dad seems to be the most important. He slinks out of the room. If he had a tail, it would be drooping too. 

			Diego picks up the rope that Cloe dropped. He crosses the room but doesn’t pull me. Instead, he opens the door to the outside and just stands there beside it without talking or pulling. He doesn’t even look at me. 

			The other humans speak in low voices in the room next door. I stand on three legs, frozen like an icicle hanging from the fence during the coldest part of winter. The grassy smell of the field and the sheep pulls at my nose. 

			My sheep!

			My need to protect is stronger than the pain in my leg. I hop forward one wobbly step, like a newborn bunny. Diego walks quietly to the flat bowl, breaks off a tiny piece of bacon, and offers it to me. I take it, careful not to scrape him with my teeth. He strokes the side of my face. He’s a smart boy and seems to have learned that I dislike the top-of-the-head greeting. 

			Without words and without pulling or pressuring, he walks back to the open door and stands silently looking out. This time I manage to hop a little further, and he gives me a bigger piece of bacon before returning to the open door. 

			Now I’m so close I can almost taste the freedom of the field. Without the pulling and all the words to distract me, I’ve learned something too—how to hold my trapped leg up and out of the way as I hop. Diego’s head is turned away, so I can’t be certain, but I think he’s smiling. 

			When I reach the porch outside the door and he hands me another piece of bacon, I’m sure. He is smiling. The stairs down to the yard are difficult, but I manage to half drag, half hop my way down them. 

			“Good boy, Gus,” Diego says, loud enough for me to hear this time. It’s the loudest I’ve ever heard him speak. “Good boy.” 

			I wag for him. 

			“Go potty.” He waves his hand toward the grass in front of the house. 

			I drink in the familiar smells of the farm, tilt my head back to the sky, and let loose a string of barks. But I don’t budge. A couple of sheep bleat in our direction. Little Lamb bounces to the fence, poking her head through for a better look at us. Despite my misery, I wag for her. 

			We’re supposed to be going to her—to the entire flock—not sniffing around in the grass near the house. Standing still as a tree, I stare toward the field and my sheep. Diego stands still as a tree too, staring toward the boring grass in front of the house. The longer we stand together like that, the more his body and breathing settle. 

			Mine does not. Trapped by the cone around my head and the tube on my leg, I am unable to lift my leg. And I refuse to squat like a puppy in front of my sheep and this boy. 

			The fog circling the mountaintops clears off as the two of us stand side by side like trees, staring in two different directions. I don’t care how many times the sun rises over the farm or how many times the moon falls behind the mountains, I will not squat in the yard. I will not give in, not even for this kind boy who seems to understand my need for space and silence. 

			Not now. 

			Not ever.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			That night, Diego takes me to the yard again. His pockets are so full of bacon that he doesn’t smell like salt or water or anything else—just lots and lots of bacon. But even the smell of all that deliciousness cannot hide the scent of my flock in the distance. I whine, staring toward the dark field. 

			“You’re okay. Esperanza’s got the sheep.” He pats my side and leads me gently away from the field and around the back of the house. He pauses, like he almost understands my need to sniff the air for signs of danger. Like he almost understands me. 

			Thankfully, I don’t smell even the tiniest stink of bear or coyote. They seem to have returned to the forest or moved on to another farm, which means I can relax for now. As we approach the area Dad enclosed with little metal gates, the smell of our humans and my flock fades. Diego opens one of the small metal gates and closes it behind us after we enter. Then he squats down to remove the rope from my neck. 

			“Gus, you’ve got to pee, or they’ll take you back to the vet in the morning. And the vet has ways of making you go that you’re not gonna like.” 

			He looks me in the eye when he speaks, but it’s not rude, like a dog looking for a fight. It’s firm—almost like a pack leader or a mother dog, which is very odd because Diego never takes the lead. He always lets the other humans do the leading and the talking. Then he scratches me under the chin, nice and hard. It doesn’t tickle this time either.

			I’m not a pet like Stella, whose only job seems to be to eat treats and love Cloe. I’m a dog with an important job, but I think I might be learning to understand human feelings, or at least this human’s feelings. He wants me to squat. I know that, but I can’t. Squatting is beneath me.

			“Gus, you’re not gonna beat me at the silent game.” He shakes his head then rubs his cheek against mine the way Little Lamb does. He smells lost, like a pup who’s been left alone in the nest for the first time. “I did half a year of virtual school without saying a word to anyone but Dad.” 

			He shakes his head again then stands and turns his back to me. A night bird coos. The moon rises higher and higher over the mountains. The breeze cools, but he still doesn’t move or speak. Diego is different. He uses fewer words than other humans. That’s one of the things I like most about him. His quietness allows me to focus on his scent and on the scents around us without the distraction of all the talking and talking.

			When I can’t stand the stillness any longer, I hop to his side, push my head under his hand, and try to tell him it’s no use. He should just release me or take me back inside. I’m not going to squat. 

			Instead, he crosses his arms over his chest and stands as unmovable as an old fence post, looking off into the distance, like he’s the livestock guardian dog. 

			My stomach growls. I try to stand strong on my three good legs and stare into the night too, but the urge to lift my leg and the heavy perfume of bacon in his pockets distract me. I need to lie down, but that feels like it might be giving in. I like Diego a lot, but I’m not giving in. 

			Instead, I let my head and shoulders sag. I can’t stand like this much longer. If Diego doesn’t take me back to my bed in the kitchen soon, I will flop over like the old, sick ram last summer, who left the outside of his body behind and went to another place. 

			In order to avoid squatting or flopping over, I lean against the side of the metal pen. When I do, it relieves some of the strain on my legs. Suddenly, I can lift my bad leg just enough to mark one of the longer pieces of grass beneath my belly. 

			That mark won’t scare off any bears or coyotes, but it’s way, way better than squatting out a puddle like a helpless puppy. Plus, the pain that’s been growing in my side and belly lessens after I mark. 

			“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Diego turns to face me and pulls long strips of bacon from his pockets. He feeds them to me one after another. “Good boy, Gus. I knew you could do it. Good boy.” 

			I gobble and wag, gobble and wag, until there’s nothing left to do but lick the greasy taste of bacon from his empty hands and keep on wagging.

			As we exit the pen, I watch Diego. He grew larger in the little fenced area instead of growing smaller and smaller like he usually does. The fearful smell that sometimes leaks from his body has almost disappeared, and all I did was lift my leg—that and spend quiet time alone with him. 

			I didn’t protect. I didn’t really do anything, but somehow it made Diego feel stronger and safer, kind of like when I play headbutt with Little Lamb and she prances back to the flock feeling more sheep-like and less baby lamb-like. 

			Doing nothing with Diego made me feel better too.

			The trap still grabs at my leg as we head back to the house. The cone still pinches my neck, but I’ve grown and stretched tonight. I feel taller too. I’d rather be with my sheep doing important work, but for the first time in a long time, I can also see why Stella, Nando, and other dogs want to have humans of their own. 

			I can even see why my young dog dreams included a boy of my own—a boy just like Diego.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			One day, Esperanza takes me to see Kate and the stinging man. The same chemical smells paint the horrible place. The scent of sick dogs still hangs in the air. But these are different sick dogs—not same sick dogs from when I was here before—and the old cat is gone too. 

			“He looks great.” Kate smiles at Esperanza then crouches down and scratches my ears inside the cone. 

			I’d rather be back at the farm in the field with my sheep or at least in the house near Diego, but I give Kate and the lady who sits at a big table in the front of the building a tail swish anyway. It’s not their fault I’m here. It’s that bear’s fault. I know that now. 

			Thankfully, I seem to have taken care of the bear. I haven’t smelled him around the farm since the night he attacked me and Nando, and I would have smelled that horrible stink even from inside the house with a flat bowl of bacon on the table. Either I got him better than he got me, or he learned he does not want to fight a livestock guardian dog. 

			“It hasn’t been easy,” Esperanza says. “He barks all the time, and he tried to climb out of the ex-pen yesterday. The medicine doesn’t seem to make him sleepy like it did when he first came home.” 

			Esperanza smells sad. With the horrible cone around my face, I can’t nose-bump her, so I nudge her with the edge of the plastic instead. Her face smiles, but she doesn’t smell less sad. 

			“I know that seems bad, but I think it’s a good sign. It means the leg is healing, and he’s in less pain.” Kate stands, holding out her hand to Esperanza for my rope. 

			“I know, and Cloe has been amazing. My brother and his son have been amazing too. But they’re leaving in a few days to go back to the Outer Banks, and Cloe goes back to school next week. There’s so much to do on the farm. I don’t know how I’m going to take care of him by myself.” Esperanza leans on the edge of the big table. 

			My ears droop. I’ve hardly ever heard Esperanza use so many words all at once or sound so sad. 

			“If anyone can do it, you can.” Kate squeezes Esperanza’s arm then pulls me toward a cold room I haven’t seen before. 

			I wish Diego were here. He’s a nice boy. He never rushes me or tugs my rope. We are happy doing nothing together, and if we have to do something, he lets me hop along beside him at my own speed without using my trapped leg. Everyone else, especially Kate, is always pressuring me to go fast, fast, fast. 

			She walks like she thinks it’s Nando on the end of the rope instead of a livestock guardian dog with a trap on his leg. I can’t hop like a bunny with her. I have to press down on my trapped leg, and every step feels like a small dog is nipping me in the behind. 

			Esperanza stays at the front of the building, talking in a low voice to the lady with all the papers at the big table. Kate shuts the door behind us as we enter the new room. 

			Another door at the back of the room swings open, and the stinging man enters. 

			“Let’s get him up here and check that leg.” He pats the shiny table. 

			Kate lifts my front legs and places them on the table. Then she grunts and pushes my behind up too. “He weighs a ton. I think they’re feeding him too much for the amount of exercise he’s getting.”

			My body tenses when my paws hit the freezing table. I try to pay attention to all their words, but the table is slick. I’m so busy focusing on not sliding off, I don’t realize they have removed the hard trap from my leg and replaced it with something softer until they place me back on the ground. 

			When Kate leads me from the room and down the hall back to Esperanza, I feel lighter, and it’s easier to keep up. 

			• • •

			Back at home, everyone is impressed with the stiff cloth wrapped around my leg. It’s so much lighter than the trap that I almost think I could run to the sheep if the humans would let me. Instead, they ooh and aah so much they forget about the meat in the hot box in the kitchen until clouds of black smoke fill the room. Then they jump into motion. 

			“The carne asada!” Esperanza runs to the hot box and yanks the door open. 

			Diego grabs a cloth from the sink and beats the swirling puffs of air around the room. 

			Stella barks. Nando yips and spins. 

			Dad opens the door to the porch, swinging it back and forth and pushing great bursts of air into the room. 

			Just then, a loud truck roars up the driveway and crunches to a stop in the gravel near my sheep. I recognize the sound and smell of that truck and that man. It’s Vern, and he’s headed straight for my flock. 

			“Not now.” Esperanza slams the hot-box door closed. 

			Dad turns to peer out the open door, and my guard dog instinct takes over. I half run, half jump out the open door, cross the porch in an almost-run, and then leap down to the driveway. Something in my leg snaps, like a limb breaking from the old oak tree in the field. The pain barely registers though because I’m free.

			Free!

			Barking, I lift my bad leg and run. I had no idea it was possible to run on three legs. 

			But I am running! 

			Gravel bites at the pads of my good feet, soft from all the time spent inside. Fresh air mixed with the smell of dirt and grass swirls inside my nose. I snarl and fake charge, ready to protect, but when I reach Vern, he isn’t bothering the sheep. He isn’t even shouting or advancing toward me. 

			He just stands perfectly still. He doesn’t stare into my eyes. All he does is offer an outstretched hand with the soft side up, and his hand doesn’t even smell bad. It smells like tree leaves and meat. And he’s smiling. 

			“Take it easy, dog. I’m here with good news.” His mouth drops when his eyes flick to Esperanza running toward us.

			I try to keep my eyes on him, but my leg hurts almost as bad as the day I woke at Kate’s place with the other sick dogs and the old cat. 

			“Of all the bad timing, Vern.” Esperanza’s hair flies around her face as she slides to a stop. “He’s recovering from a torn tendon.”

			I stand at alert without growling. Vern smells different—less threatening somehow—but the ripping feeling in my leg distracts me from his smell. I whimper. 

			Ignoring him, Esperanza drops to her knees on the hard ground beside me. Her eyes narrow as she examines my cloth-wrapped leg. Cloe, Diego, and Dad huddle behind her. Suddenly, I’m so tired. I want to sit, or even lie down, but the pain in my leg holds me frozen in place. I whine. I can’t even turn to check the flock in the field beside us.

			Vern’s mouth opens, then closes, then opens again. “I came to tell you we trapped the bear.” He rocks back on his feet, like he’s waiting for someone to pat his head or speak words back to him. 

			Bear? A growl forms deep in my chest, but I hold it in, not wanting to scare the humans.

			“He was sick, but he didn’t have rabies. He’s getting veterinary care and will be relocated to Smoky Mountain National Park after he puts on some weight.” 

			He watches us for a bit, then steps forward and squats down in front of me. Making himself smaller and less threatening, he reaches his large arm between me and Esperanza and runs his meaty hand gently along my bad leg. The warmth of his hand through the cloth on my leg eases some of the tightness I feel there. 

			“Apparently, the bear was young. A male. Probably run off by a mama with new cubs who couldn’t feed both him and the cubs because of the fungus that killed the blackberry crop. The fish and game officer thinks he’ll do just fine once they fatten him up. He’s big enough and old enough to make it on his own.” Vern’s head tilts as he speaks. His eyes narrow as he continues to squeeze and release my leg. 

			“That’s great, Vern, but I thought I asked you to stay off—”

			Cloe steps to Esperanza’s side like a small boss lady. “Mama, he apologized. And he’s done a good thing for the bear.”

			My eyes and ears grow heavy as Vern strokes my leg, pauses, then strokes again. 

			Esperanza sighs and pushes herself off the ground. Her mouth turns up, like it’s trying to smile, but her lips are pressed together too firmly to trick me. “You’re right, sweetie. I’m sorry, Vern.” 

			“Your dog’s gonna be okay.” Vern flaps his meat-scented hand toward me as he stands. “I don’t feel anything broken or dislocated.”

			“I pray you’re right.” Esperanza’s voice quivers, not much louder than Diego’s when he’s uncertain about something. 

			The biting pain in my leg has eased to more of a tight squeeze. I’m not ready to chase squirrels or join the flock yet, but I think Vern’s warm hand loosened something in my leg. Something blossomed where his hand touched me then fell away, sort of like petals opening and dropping from a flower. 

			“I’ve been tending animals longer than you’ve been alive, Esperanza. I know what I’m talking about.” His chest puffs. Then he shakes his head. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he glances at the ground. “Doc came to remove my hog’s stitches. He told me how hard you’re working to keep this place going and about how you helped the sheriff work through his troubles with the expensive new police dog.”

			Esperanza’s mouth opens, but no words come out. 

			“He says you’re a real good dog person, and he knows a dog person when he sees one. So I’m gonna try to do a better job of minding my own business and letting you mind yours.”

			I whine and turn to look at my leg, not sure if the biting pain will return if I move. I want to go to my sheep, but fear holds me in place. Running is dangerous. Jumping is dangerous. Standing still seems safer. There are no popping sounds—no ripping or tearing—in my leg when I stand still. 

			“I appreciate that, Vern. I really do. But I need to take care of Gus right now. If he has reinjured his leg . . .” Her words trickle to a stop like water from the hose after she’s filled the sheep trough. 

			“He’ll be fine with rest and some ice packs every hour or two to keep the swelling down. But you’re going to have to get him away from those sheep, or he’s gonna drive you and himself out of your minds.” His chest grows larger again as he talks. 

			Esperanza holds up a hand in front of her tired face, and Vern stops talking.

			He drags a finger along his lips and turns to the truck. “I know. I know. Mind my own business.” He smiles and steps toward his truck. If he didn’t smell like grass and dirt and his pigs, I almost wouldn’t recognize him with that smile on his face. My tail swishes for him as he drives away. 

			“Let me help.” Dad squeezes Esperanza’s shoulder. 

			She nods, and he lifts me against his chest. My body tenses as he carries me back toward the house and away from my sheep. I want to struggle free, but I don’t have the strength right now. 

			Diego falls into step beside us, cupping my chin in his hand. “You’re tough, Gus, but you need to let us take care of you.” My ears prick at his breathy words. Even without the words, I think I understand what his eyes are saying. 

			Trust me. 

			But trust is one of those odd human words that doesn’t have a taste or smell. It’s not like cookie or sheep. It’s one of those words that seems to need to be felt to be understood. I feel it when Diego and I are alone and doing nothing together. But I also remember being a young dog at the junkyard and how trusting always ended up hurting, and I don’t need any more hurting right now. 

			What I need is to get back to my sheep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			I hate to say it, but I think Vern’s right.” Dad rubs his foot on my side as I drift in and out of sleep under the table in the kitchen. “Gus needs a foster home away from the farm until his leg heals.”

			I sink deeper and deeper into the floor each time his foot completes another stroke. 

			“I know.” Esperanza’s leg bounces on the floor beside me like a cricket’s. “But where? Who’s going to take an injured, barking, possibly marking, male working dog and give him a home and the patience he deserves?”

			It’s amazing how much I can tell about humans just from watching their bodies. Cloe’s legs swing gently under the table, relaxed as can be. Diego’s feet press into the floor, like sheep bracing for a winter storm. But it’s not winter, and I don’t smell a storm. 

			The adults smell as worried as Diego. Even when Dad says my name, I can’t concentrate on their words. Spending time in the house is making me lazy, especially with Dad rubbing my side with his foot. I want to stay alert, but I can’t fight the sleepiness that tugs at me all the time when I’m inside. 

			I’m not sure whether it’s the house that is never too hot or too cold, or whether it’s the soft bed for sleeping, or whether it’s all the tiny white treats the humans give me. Whatever it is, being a house dog makes me very, very sleepy. 

			“I—” Diego’s foot jerks. “I have an idea.” His words stick in his throat, more frog croak than human talk. His breathing picks up as his toes dig deeper into the floor. 

			My body tenses under Dad’s foot. Except for the soft rise and fall of Stella’s breathing, silence drops over the room. 

			Dad smells nervous when he breaks the silence. “What’s your idea, son?” 

			“I think we should take Gus home with us.”

			Curious, my ears prick. The humans sure are saying my name a lot tonight. Cloe mumbles something that sounds like the word yes while the adults seem to hold their breath. 

			“What?” Diego asks. The legs of his chair grumble when he pushes back from the table.

			Dad twists his hands together in his lap. He can’t hide the anxious smell seeping from behind his knees. “I just . . . What would a dog Gus’s size do in our little house? What would he do at the beach?” Dad laughs, but it is short, and he doesn’t sound happy. 

			“What will he do here?” Diego does not laugh. He sounds almost man-like when he speaks. He breathes a little faster than the others but not like he’s frightened. 

			I scramble to my feet the best I can. Something like pain or anger, I’m not sure which, seeps from Diego’s bare feet. He almost smells like he needs a dog to protect him—like he thinks it’s him against the other humans. But it’s not that. Esperanza, Cloe, and Dad would never hurt him. They’re family. I know that. Diego knows that. 

			I don’t know how I know. I just know this boy needs something. Something from me. It’s almost like he needs me the way Cloe needed Stella last summer, to protect her and to help her not fall down when her smell changed from cookies and books to tangy chemicals. 

			But Diego doesn’t fall down, and he doesn’t smell like tangy chemicals. He’s not a helpless baby lamb. He’s a human, and I’m a livestock guardian dog. I will protect if the humans need me, but the sheep and chickens are my job. Plus, I’m not a pet. 

			I glance across the room at Stella lying in my bed. She thumps her tail for me but doesn’t stand. I give a limp wag in return. All this time in the house with the humans is changing me. I want to be with my sheep so bad my sides ache, but I also want to be with Diego and the rest of these nice dogs and humans. 

			“Son, be reasonable.” Dad’s chair scrapes back from the table. His large hands thud on the wood above my head. 

			I jump to my feet for a better view of his face. 

			“We decided you were going to return to face-to-face school this year.”

			“You decided I was going to return to face-to-face school this year.” Diego presses his hands on the table, looking like a smaller version of his dad. 

			“I’m doing the best I can, son. I try to do what I think your mother would’ve wanted.” Dad looks up at the roof like he thinks there’s someone up there to talk to. His words are gentle but firm. Then he glances at Esperanza, his eyes begging for help, the way Stella’s eyes beg for cookies. “He’s not a pet—”

			“I know he’s not a pet.” Diego holds his father’s gaze. “But you and Dr. Barrett are always saying I need to talk to people, to make friends. Well, Gus is a . . . friend.”

			He pauses after the word friend, like it’s a very important word, then smiles down at me. 

			“I talk to him.” His hand barely trembles when he ruffles the hair on my neck. I lift the fur above my ears the way humans always seem to like and wag for them, trying to remind Diego and the others that I’m here to help whenever they need me. 

			“Son—” Dad reaches his hand across the table toward Diego, but Diego steps away from him. 

			“Dad, Gus needs us. You’re always giving me all that advice about ‘losing being the best way to learn’ and about ‘no man being an island.’” 

			“A dog is not—” Now Dad’s voice croaks. 

			My head tilts. It’s like they’re both turning into frogs. 

			“It’s true, Dad. You know it’s true. I think maybe no dog is an island, and Gus needs us.” Diego’s legs shake, but each word he speaks grows stronger and louder. 

			This is one of the most confusing things about humans—when their words don’t match their movements and their smells. A dog’s sound, or lack of sound, always matches the way he moves and smells. 

			I don’t know what else to do, so I nudge my head under Diego’s hand. His fingers twist in the fur behind my ears. The room grows very quiet and still. Esperanza, Dad, and Cloe stare at Diego’s hand wrapped in my fur as if it’s grown an extra finger. 

			Esperanza pushes back from the table, which is very strange. The humans normally sit around the table. Nando and Stella seem confused by all this standing too. They join each of their humans. 

			“Martin, maybe we should talk about this in the other room.” Esperanza balls up the delicious smelling paper she uses to wipe her hands and mouth after she eats and tosses it on her plate. “Cloe, don’t you need to clean your room?”

			“No, my room’s—” 

			“I think you better check again.” Esperanza’s lips press together when she looks Cloe in the eyes. “I’m sure I saw dirty clothes on the floor.”

			“Oh, right,” Cloe mumbles. She carries her plate to the sink then scurries out of the kitchen with Stella trotting behind her. 

			Plopping back down in his chair, Dad grips his head in his hands. “Son, I’m glad you like it here. I’m glad you’ve gotten to spend time with Cloe and Gus. We’ll try to visit more often, but—”

			Diego slips back into his seat at the table, his back straight. He pats his leg. I move to him, resting the weight of my head on his leg. Air whooshes from his mouth. His body relaxes as his hands move to the fur under my chin. He doesn’t seem to notice when Esperanza slips out of the room.

			Dad stares at Diego’s hands again, his eyes glassy with liquid. 

			“I won’t argue about going to school. I’ll do everything Dr. Barrett says. I promise. Please, just let me try it.” Diego leans toward Dad when he talks. 

			The cool, fake wind that rushes from the holes in the walls is the only sound in the room. 

			“What if we get him all the way to the beach and it doesn’t work? What if he barks all the time or bothers Mr. Hurst?” Now Dad’s the one speaking in hushed words. 

			It’s almost like Dad and Diego are going to switch places if they don’t turn into croaking frogs first. 

			“We can meet Esperanza and Cloe halfway in Raleigh and return him if we have to.” Diego speaks louder than Dad now. His warm fingers rub tiny circles on the tips of my ears. “But we won’t have to.”

			“That would be harder than saying goodbye to him now. We can’t keep him forever. He has a job here on the farm.” The worry seeping from behind Dad’s knees grows stronger. 

			“I know.” Diego’s hands freeze. He makes direct eye contact with Dad. “But I still want to do it. Esperanza can’t do it by herself when Cloe goes back to school.” 

			“What about us when you go back to school the following week?” Dad holds Diego’s eyes with his. 

			I can stare down a coyote or a fox with the best guardian dog on any farm, but I’m not sure I could maintain human eye-to-eye contact the way Dad and Diego are doing right now. In my world, eye contact that long would signal a fight. Shifting my weight from one pad to the other, I watch them carefully. They’re not dogs. I’ve never seen humans bite, but I am still worried about what might happen next. 

			“You only go to campus three days a week. Gus can stay in a crate those days. He’s supposed to be supervised or confined to a small area for at least four more weeks anyway. I’ll walk him. Brush him. I’ll do everything. I promise.” Diego’s blood pumps so hard, I can feel it pounding in his hands, but he still doesn’t look away from Dad. 

			Dad’s shoulders droop. He glances down at the table and swipes at the corner of his eye. If he had a tail, it would sag. “Let me talk to Esperanza.” 

			I’m not sure exactly what’s happening, but Diego stood his ground against a much larger human. He earned respect. I bump his hand with my nose, nuzzling my head further underneath his fingers and reminding him to keep rubbing. There is no danger here in the kitchen. I’m not doing protect, but I sense the worry fading from Diego’s body as he rubs my ears. It’s the same way the fear fades from the flock when I return from chasing away a fox or a coyote. So I stand very still and let him twist his hands in my fur as Dad walks out of the room. 

			“If this works, you’re gonna have to be a good boy. Okay?” Diego says, squatting to look at me and gripping my head between his hands. “No barking at night. No peeing in the house.”

			I lift the fur above one eye then the other, trying to show him that I’m listening carefully to his words even if I don’t understand every single one.

			Diego looks very serious. If he were a lamb, I’d try a game of headbutt to distract him, but he’s not a lamb. Suddenly, I do something I haven’t done to a human since I was a pup. I give him a big wet lick right on the face. 

			“Yuck, Gus!” He falls over, but unlike the man at the junkyard with the heavy boots and the loud voice, Diego doesn’t yell. He laughs so hard he has to press his hand over his mouth to quiet the noise. 

			Lifting my ears, I listen for the grown-ups in the next room, but they seem to have stopped talking too. Then Dad’s heavy footsteps move toward the kitchen, and Diego stops breathing. 

			I stand taller to show him there’s nothing to be afraid of—not when I’m here to make him laugh and to protect him. But his eyes dart between me and the door. Dad will not hurt Diego. No one in this house would ever hurt him. He’s part of the family. 

			Diego knows that, but despite the safety of the house and the kindness of the people and animals here, fear leaks from behind his knees, under his arms, and inside his hands.

			I glance from Diego to the door to Diego again. I know what to do when a coyote threatens the chickens. I know what to do when a bear lurks in the woods. I do not know what to do when a nice boy is worried about something that I cannot see or smell. So I just stand beside him, leaning against his leg and showing him that I am here for him, no matter what. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			After that strange night with all the standing around the table and all the direct eye contact, life returns mostly to normal, except I’m still trapped in the house instead of in the field where I belong. 

			There is a routine though, which is nice. The humans eat delicious food each morning. I bark and bark when they go to the barn without me or ride down the driveway in the van. Nando sticks to Esperanza’s leg, following her around the farm, like the bear attack never happened. Stella and Cloe leave the house together each evening and come back smelling like sand and the strange play equipment behind the barn. 

			Diego stays with me while they’re gone. He takes me to lift my leg in the pen behind the house. He sits on the floor beside my bed and talks to me. He even brushes my coat while I lie beside him on the cool kitchen floor. He breathes steady, and the dark part of his eyes stays small when we spend quiet time alone like this. 

			One day, Doc visits with his clunky black bag. He removes the soft bandage from my leg and the cone from around my neck. When he first unwraps the soft cloth and frees my leg, I sniff the bony, hairless thing that is supposed to be my leg, but something is wrong with it. I stare up at Doc and whine. 

			My leg does not look like my leg. It has no hair, and it does not smell like me at all. It smells like hurt and medicine. I bump it with my nose then lick it carefully over and over the way Mother licked me as a pup in the nest. The more I lick, the more it starts to feel, and smell, like me. When it tingles with life, I realize it really is my leg, and it’s free—completely free of all the traps and bandages. 

			Now, without the cone, Diego can scratch my neck whenever he wants. Without the bandage, walking is easier and easier. I still get the tiny white treats that don’t smell like anything several times a day. But now Diego gives them to me, and he doesn’t just shove them in my mouth like Esperanza does. He wraps them in tiny bits of soft human food that is called cheese, which is very delicious. 

			I’m still not allowed off the rope, except in the house and in the tiny pen. I can’t run. The humans won’t let me near my sheep, even though I bark and whine over and over. But I can be near Diego as often as I like, which is nice. He seems to enjoy being near me too. 

			One day, a horrid smell fills my nose. It’s Trotter, the horse-like animal with the rabbit ears, and he smells like he’s in my field with my sheep. My sheep! The humans seem to think he can protect the flock. I guess he’s mean enough, but he is not a livestock guardian dog. 

			I bark even more, especially at night to remind the coyotes and foxes I’m still here and to remind Trotter there’s still a brave guard dog on the farm. For some reason, Esperanza and Cloe don’t appreciate my barking the way they used to when I did it at night in the field. Now, they shush me in firm voices, and my tail slumps. I spend the nights staring out the windows, watching for danger, and pacing around in small circles in the little fenced-in area the humans make around my bed each night. 

			Then one day, the routine changes. Diego leads me toward a car parked near the front porch. I tug on the rope and whine, my head flicking back and forth between the car where Diego has shoved my bed and the sheep munching grass in the field. 

			“It’s okay, Gus. I’m going to ride in the back with you,” he says as he shuts the car door and guides me back to the house. 

			I lift one ear then the other. I love listening to Diego. He talks just the right amount for me—more than he did when he first came to the farm, but not so much that he’s distracting, like many other humans. He speaks loud enough for me to hear him now too, and stands taller, and smiles more often. It’s almost like something is changing inside him, the same way my bony leg is growing hair and changing on the outside. 

			“We can take a class together like Cloe and Stella do. Not agility because of your leg, but maybe scent work or barn hunt. Esperanza thinks you need to stay busy, so you don’t cause trouble.” He pauses to ruffle my fur. 

			I look him directly in the eye when we stop. Eye contact with humans will always be a little strange, but I’ve come to like it with Diego. It’s almost like we’re speaking without words when we look each other in the eye. 

			“I told her you wouldn’t cause trouble, but we’ll do the class if she wants.” He slows down when we reach the porch and lets me climb the stairs without tugging on the rope. I never liked ropes in the past. In the past, ropes meant being tied up or chained to something. With Diego, they just mean I get to be with him and go where he goes. 

			Back in the kitchen, the other humans stand in a circle, hugging and wiping their eyes. Stella bounces around Cloe’s feet. Nando leans on Esperanza. 

			Diego stops to look at them. “Guys, stop. You’re gonna upset Gus.”

			My head turns when Diego says my name. He’s smiling, so I know he’s not really mad. 

			“We’re going to see you again in a month,” he says, bending down to unhook my rope. 

			I cross the kitchen and push my way into the circle of dogs and humans then wag my tail, inviting Diego to join us. When he does, it feels amazing. It’s not the same as protecting the sheep, but it feels right somehow to be huddled together in the kitchen as if we’re our own little flock. 

			“I hate to ruin the party”—Dad releases Cloe and Esperanza, and the rest of us scatter—“but we better hit the road if we’re going to get home before dark.” He turns and grabs a bag from the counter. “But before we go, I have something for you, Cloe. And kind of for you, Esperanza.”

			Cloe takes the bag, pulls out some crinkly paper, and slides out a long skinny box. “A chess set.”

			“Yep, and I want you to practice—be ready to beat me when we bring Gus back.” 

			“Thank you.” She hugs the box to her chest. “I will.”

			Stella’s tail wags her body as she grabs the crinkly paper from the floor and trots past Esperanza toward the other room. 

			“Not so fast, little girl.” Esperanza catches her and pulls the paper from her mouth in one smooth move. When she turns to face us again, her eyes widen. “Wait. I almost forgot something.” 

			Nando’s eyes jerk to her face when her voice lifts. The rest of us turn to watch too. 

			“I have something for Gus before you go, and something important, I forgot to tell you,” she calls over her shoulder as she hurries out of the room. 

			I tilt my head, wondering if I’m supposed to follow her. Before I can decide, she whooshes back in with something jingling behind her back. 

			“Close your eyes, Gus.” She smiles down at me, looking much younger and more playful than usual. 

			I bow and yip, inviting her to play. The humans laugh. 

			“He doesn’t get it, Mom,” Cloe says, smiling and lifting Stella to her chest. 

			“Okay, never mind.” Esperanza turns to Diego. “You close your eyes for him.” 

			Diego tilts his head and smiles. I’m not sure why he squeezes his eyes shut in the middle of the day when he’s clearly not sleeping, but it seems to be what Esperanza wants. 

			Cloe smiles and hugs Stella tighter to her chest. 

			“Hold out your hands.” Esperanza nods at Diego. 

			Of course, he can’t see her with his eyes squeezed shut, but he reaches toward her with the soft side of his hands facing the sky. She pulls a blue strap of cloth from behind her back. Little metal tags jingle against each other like tiny bells when she drops it in Diego’s hands. 

			He opens his eyes, flips over the little tags, then smiles down at me. “It’s a collar, Gus, with your name on it.” He holds it down for me to see. 

			I inhale the smell of it, expecting something magnificent based on how excited he is. I don’t want to disappoint him, but it just smells like a strap of cloth and metal that’s been handled by a few strangers and more recently by Esperanza. I wag though to show him that if he’s happy about the strap, I will be too. 

			“Gus doesn’t wear a collar in the field because he’s microchipped and because I worry he might get hung up on something. But if he’s going to be away from the farm, even if it’s just temporary, he needs a collar.”

			Diego drops to one knee beside me. He’s not nervous, but his hands shake a little when he clips the strap around my neck and rubs his face against mine. 

			“The blue is perfect, Mama. He looks like a king. He’s not just Gus anymore.” Cloe places Stella on the floor and rushes over to us. “He’s Gus the Great.”

			“You know his real name is Augustus, right?” She winks one eye at Diego, like she’s got dirt or a bug in it, but she’s smiling from ear to ear. “Augustus means majestic. Gus is just easier.” She beams and waves an arm toward me. 

			This new strap tickles my neck. I scratch it so hard my back paw thumps the floor. Diego scoots away, giving me space. Then I scratch harder—so hard I tip over and flop on my side, like a puppy. The humans laugh until they almost seem to forget to breathe. Dad shakes and holds his sides. 

			I wag for them, showing them I can have fun too. I just need to get this silly strap off my neck first, so I twist and try biting at it this time. The humans laugh even harder as I circle and circle, trying to pull at the strap with my teeth, but it’s no use. No matter how hard I try, I can’t catch up to it. Finally, I give up. Plopping on my behind, I look up at Diego, hoping he can show me what the strap and all the laughing are about.

			He just lifts his shoulders and smiles. “Silly boy.”

			Dad finally stops laughing long enough to speak. “I think it’s more like Goofy Gus.” 

			Stella’s nails tip-tap the floor as she approaches. She circles me then pauses to sniff my new strap again. When she does, the tags on her own strap jingle. I glance at Nando, seated at Esperanza’s feet. Little metal tags dangle from a strap around his neck too. Shaking my head, I jingle my own tags. 

			Suddenly, I understand. This strap is a collar. It’s the one thing I wanted more than anything else when I was a pup—my very own collar. The dogs that visited the junkyard in cars and trucks always had their own people and their own collars. 

			Then Esperanza brought me to the farm, and I forgot about boys and collars. I thought I had found something better here—meat and bones, my very own sheep to protect, and a routine. Something in my chest grows larger. Now I want it all—meat and bones, sheep to protect, a collar, and my very own boy. 

			Stepping to Diego’s side, I push my head under his hand and try to show him that I will wear this collar. His fingers go right to the itchy spot, deliciously scratching under the collar. Wagging my tail, I lean into him. Now that my leg is healing, Esperanza can return me to the flock, but now I have a boy to spend time with too. 

			I will protect the sheep at night and eat and rest with Diego during the day. My routine will have to change a little, but it will be worth it. It will be the best routine ever. 

			I will truly have everything a dog could want—important work and a boy of my own.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Later, Dad claps, and Diego and I jump. 

			“I hate to break up this party, but it’s time to hit the road.” Dad’s eyes twinkle as he rubs his hands back and forth in front of his face. “Or should I say, ‘It’s time to blow this popsicle stand’?”

			“Ugh, Dad,” Diego says, eyes rolling up to the ceiling. “You’re so weird.”

			“Isn’t that every dad’s job? To be weird? Plus, I’m not just any dad. I’m an English professor dad. Idioms are my thing.” He hooks his thumbs through the cloth loops of his pants and kicks one foot forward.

			“I hate to break it to you, little brother, but Diego is right. You’re weirder than the average dad.” Esperanza slaps him on the back. “You might have even cornered the market on weird.” She laughs and pokes Dad in the side. “See what your big sis did there? You’re not the only one with an idiom or two in your pocket. I can be punny too.”

			Cloe groans. Diego shakes his head. I glance from the adults to the children and whine. They are very confused. The adults are acting like children, the children are acting like adults, and they’re all laughing more than ever. But they also smell nervous, especially Esperanza and Dad. 

			I swish my tail, trying to tell them to all settle down. There’s nothing to be nervous about here in the kitchen. 

			“All kidding aside. We better get going,” Dad says, dragging a bag on wheels to the door. 

			Esperanza glances around the kitchen. “Are you sure you have everything?” She wrings her hands. Her voice squeaks in a very un-boss-lady kind of way. “Oh, wait.”

			Nando turns toward her, on high alert because of her serious tone and the word wait. 

			“I almost forgot to tell you the most important thing.”

			“What’s that?” Dad sighs and rests the bag against the cabinets. 

			“I talked to Doc. He said Gus can resume normal activity—nothing like agility or herding—more like long walks or playing in the yard for a few minutes at a time. He said swimming would be good therapy if you want to do that.” She nods and smiles at Diego, but she still smells worried. 

			We were all laughing and being a flock together a few minutes ago. Esperanza was acting almost like a kid. Everyone was happy. Now everyone is very serious. That’s another thing I’ll never understand about humans—how quickly their emotions change. 

			“That’s awesome.” Diego bends down and clips a new blue rope to my blue collar. “You want to play on the beach? You want to swim, Gus?”

			He sounds excited, so I wag for him. 

			Esperanza places a hand on his shoulder and looks at him with her boss-lady face. “Diego, remember what we talked about, okay?”

			“I know. I know. Every dog is different.” 

			“Yes, every dog is unique, but purebred dogs, and especially working dogs, have hundreds of years of specific traits bred into them. Stella’s a beagle. She’s a scent hound. She was bred to work well ahead of a hunter and track game on her own. If she smells a rabbit, she’s going to chase it even if it crosses a busy road. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			Diego nods. “I think so.”

			“Nando’s a border collie. He was bred to work together with a human—a shepherd. He has a very strong drive to stay near me and the sheep, to herd them, based on my commands. Border collies are smart, but they’ve also been bred for hundreds of years to work the way they do. Gus is not a border collie.” She pauses and stares at Diego, like she expects him to say or do something. 

			I glance from one to the other, wondering what I can do to help. 

			“Mom,” Cloe steps forward. “He gets it. Don’t you, Diego?”

			“Yes, I get it.” He nods and runs a hand along my side.

			Esperanza holds up a hand. Stepping in front of us, she blocks the way. “Okay, just remember, Pyrenees are bred to be independent. Gus is supposed to be able to make decisions for himself without a human telling him what to do. That’s what makes him a wonderful guard dog. I can trust him to watch the flock when I’m asleep. He isn’t going to wait for me to tell him what to do if a coyote goes after the chickens. He’s going to figure things out and make decisions—good or bad—all by himself. 

			“Those same traits that make him such a good livestock guardian dog could make things harder for the two of you in the human world. He’s going to be slower than Nando to follow commands like coming when called, not because he’s less intelligent or less obedient than Nando but because he’s deciding for himself what to do. In fact, Gus is very, very smart. He’s just different. You need to be patient with him but also keep a close eye on him so he doesn’t get in trouble, okay?”

			My stomach growls. I sniff under the table for bacon, wondering if Esperanza is ever going to stop talking. 

			“I promise, Esperanza. I’ve got this.” Diego’s voice sounds tall and confident when he answers. 

			There are no bits of bacon under the table, so I return to Diego to lean against his leg, ready to walk to the pen out back or wherever it is he wants to go. 

			“Good. Now, are we really, really sure y’all haven’t forgotten anything?” Esperanza glances around the room like she’s looking for something.

			“We’re sure. We’ve checked everywhere a million times.” The nervous smell builds behind Diego’s knees and under his arms. All the talking must be upsetting him too. He presses his lips together firmly as we head out the door. 

			“And if we forgot something, you can mail it to us,” Dad says and grabs his rolling bag. 

			As we step off the porch, I glance over my shoulder to make sure Esperanza and Cloe are following us toward the car with my bed in it, but they’re not. They stopped at the top of the stairs to stand with Nando and Stella. Cloe has wrapped her arms around Esperanza’s middle and is studying the wood boards beneath their feet. 

			I lift my ears and whine, trying to tell them to come with us. 

			The car door creaks when Diego opens it. “Come on, Gus. It’s time to go.” He pushes my bed across the seat and slides in beside it. 

			I tilt my head. Go, where? Go usually means potty. I don’t understand what Diego wants me to do or why we’re leaving the sheep or Esperanza and Cloe.

			Waving toward the porch, Dad tosses his bag on a seat in the front of the car. He shuts a door up front then walks around to the other side of the car and opens another door.

			“It’s time to go home, Gus.” Diego holds a small piece of bacon near my face and pats the seat like he wants me to jump in the car. 

			Dad freezes like a frightened sheep when Diego says the word home. I sniff and reach toward the bacon, trying to decide if it’s worth jumping in the car and away from the sheep.

			“Diego, Gus isn’t going home.” Dad’s jaw clicks. “This is temporary.”

			“You know what I mean.” Diego pats the seat again, without looking at Dad.

			I glance from Diego to Esperanza then to Dad and to the sheep in the field. My belly tightens. I want to wear my new collar and ride in the car with Diego. He’s a good boy. I want him to be my boy. 

			I trust him and Dad, and I haven’t trusted anyone other than Esperanza for a long, long time. But I don’t want to get in this car without Esperanza, and I don’t want to leave my sheep. Something about my bed being in the car, where it’s never been before, and this new collar tells me we might not return. 

			“Gus.” Diego’s eyes beg me to join him. His shoulders droop a little. He looks like he might be getting ready to grow smaller like he did when he first arrived at the farm. I don’t want him to shrink. I glance at the sheep then over my shoulder at Esperanza, begging her to come with us, but she does not move. 

			“Come on, Gus. You can do it.” Diego’s body tenses. 

			Tilting my head, I study his face. His words might be getting softer too. For some reason I do not understand, Diego needs me. He’s a strong boy, but he needs me the way I needed Esperanza when she rescued me from the junkyard, the way Cloe needs Stella.

			He doesn’t need me to protect exactly. It seems like he just needs me to sit quietly with him so he can steady his breathing, stand tall, and speak loud enough for other humans to hear. 

			Helping him makes me feel good too, so I squeeze the rest of the way in the car and give him a nice, big lick on the face. He gives me the bacon then laughs and pulls the door shut behind us. Sticking my head out of the opening where the window should be, my eyes flick from Esperanza to the flock and back to her. I haven’t ridden anywhere without her since I left the junkyard. 

			“Remember, a tired dog is a good dog,” she calls to Diego from the porch. Her words crack a little on the words good and dog. “He needs lots of exercise, especially in the evening, so he won’t bark so much at night.”

			Diego smiles and waves at her. 

			Lifting my nose to the sky, I drink in the scent of the farm. The flock smells safe enough. They have Trotter. He’s not the same as a livestock guardian dog, but the scrawny coyotes don’t seem to know the difference. I haven’t smelled a whiff of them or the bear since Esperanza put the hee-hawing beast out in the field. 

			Dad slams his door and slides into the front seat. When he pushes a button, the car roars to life, and just like that, we’re rolling down the driveway and away from the farm. I watch through the back window as Esperanza, Cloe, Nando, and Stella disappear. The last thing I see as we turn onto the main road is Cloe waving both arms and Esperanza wiping something from her eyes. 

			I bark, trying to tell her that it will be okay. She has Nando. Cloe has Stella. But my ears still droop because I want to be with all of them, all at the same time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			With my head hanging out the window, the sun shines on my face. My ears flap in the wind. Diego runs his hands through my fur as I inhale the perfume of the open road. We pass a place that smells like Vern and his animals, lots of plants and dirt, and fresh water. I already miss Esperanza, Cloe, and the sheep, but I have Diego and these wonderful scents helping to ease the sadness. 

			We haven’t been on the road long when Diego leans forward and points to something out the front window. “Please, Dad. Please. One last time before we go. You can’t get Grandpappy’s Ice Cream at the beach.”

			“We’ve barely been on the road five minutes.” Dad cuts his eyes over his shoulder at us. “We’ll never get home if we stop at every restaurant.”

			“It’s not a restaurant. It’s ice cream—peach ice cream. I won’t ask to stop again until Raleigh. I promise,” Diego says, practically bouncing on his seat and reminding me of my brothers and sisters when we were puppies in the nest. “And a Pup Cup for Gus. Please.”

			“You’re killing me.” Dad sighs, but the car slows down and turns into a gravel driveway with a small, falling-down wood building. The people who live here must be confused because they have put tables out in the yard, and they sit at the tables laughing and licking at some sort of ball-shaped food. 

			I wonder if we are going to sit at a table and lick ball-shaped food too, but Dad is the only one who gets out of the car when we stop. I whine when he disappears inside the falling-down wood building. I cannot stand the thought of him leaving too. Thankfully, he isn’t gone long, and when he returns, he carries bowls of the strange food. He hands some to Diego and places some on the front seat for himself. 

			“It’s going to melt fast,” he says, starting the car and turning some knobs. Cold air whooshes from several holes. When he presses another button, glass fills the window, and the sounds of the people outside fade away. 

			Diego offers me one of the sweet-smelling balls. I lick it carefully, not sure what to expect, but it is amazing. My ears lift. My tail swishes. Why have we never had these cold, delicious balls before? 

			No wonder the people sitting at the tables in the yard looked so happy. I lick faster and faster. Specks of the cold stuff rain down on my face and tickle my nose. Diego laughs. Suddenly, I understand. It’s like the milk I have licked from his bowl in the kitchen but colder and sweeter. I lick faster, afraid Diego might take it away or decide to eat it himself. 

			“Careful, Gus.” He scoots away from the snowy droplets hitting the seat, but he does not take away the sweet icy milk. 
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			When the bowl is licked clean, he moves it to the side and reaches in a bag on the floor. He gives me one of the tiny white treats, wrapped in a bit of cheese. It’s not nearly as delicious as the snow-milk, but at least it’s wrapped in cheese. 

			“Now, let me eat mine.” He rubs the top of my head then turns to face the other window and spoon gobs of the icy milk into his mouth. 

			“Good call, son. It’s delicious.” Dad presses another button, and singing voices float into the air. 

			I try to stare out the window and watch for danger, but my eyes grow heavy. Dad and Diego aren’t going to share their treats, so I make a tight circle, lie down, and rest my chin on the edge of the door. Cool glass presses against my nose. 

			We drive and drive. The ground beneath us flattens out. The buildings outside the window grow bigger and taller, and my eyes droop. I sleep off and on, waking when a truck whizzes by or Dad turns the car. Every once in a while, I open one eye to check for danger, but there never seems to be any danger inside the car. Driving in a car seems to be very safe for humans. It is also very boring for dogs when the windows are shut and the good smells are mostly blocked out. 

			“We didn’t make it to Raleigh, but we need gas.” Dad sighs.

			My eyes pop open as the car slows and turns into a busy driveway with many cars and trucks and humans. There are no sheep or chickens here. Even with the windows rolled up, strong chemicals bite at my nose.

			Dad stops the car. “I’ll pump gas and grab burgers. You walk Gus.”

			“Okay.” Diego yawns and stretches then reaches for my new blue rope. 

			“Watch for cars. These people drive like maniacs.” Dad opens his door and steps out onto the busy driveway. 

			Diego snaps my leash to my collar then reaches in a bag on the floor and pulls out a piece of cheese. “Let’s go potty, Gus.”

			He leads me to a thin patch of grass near the road, and my jaw clamps shut. My nose widens and twitches back and forth so fast, it might fly off my face. I’ve never smelled so many strange dogs in one place in all my life—young dogs, old dogs, sick dogs, big dogs—more dogs even than at the place with Kate and Doc. I lift my leg over and over as high as I can, trying to cover the other dogs’ marks with my own. 

			“Good boy, Gus,” Diego says and gives me a tiny piece of cheese every single time.

			Between the icy milk and all the little bits of cheese, I have decided that I will go with Diego and Dad on long car rides any time they want even if they shut the windows. When Diego runs out of cheese, we head back to the car. He opens the door, and a wave of meaty goodness washes out. It’s almost too good to believe, but my nose is never wrong. The car is full of meat, and Diego feeds me bits of it while Dad drives. 

			We eat and drive. Then Diego and I sleep while Dad drives some more. The road goes on and on. Finally, we pull into another driveway with the biting chemical smells. This time Dad gives me the tiny treat wrapped in cheese and takes me to lift my leg while Diego goes inside the busy building. 

			There are no hills here. The land is as flat as the kitchen table back at the farm, and the salty water smell I’ve come to recognize as part of Diego and Dad is not just part of Diego and Dad. Everything here smells like salty water—the air, the grass, everything. 

			“Did he go?” Diego asks as he slides back into the car with us, smelling like soap and human drinks and food. 

			“About twenty times.” Dad laughs and starts the car. “He takes the marking very seriously.”

			I wag for them. Then we’re driving again with the tires humming on the road beneath us. The whizzing trucks are gone now, replaced by trees and more trees. I drift in and out of sleep until the sound of the tires changes. I sit up. The trees have disappeared, and Dad is driving the car over the biggest water I’ve ever seen—water that goes on and on as far as I can see. 

			“It’s a bridge, Gus.” Diego leans over my back to look out the window with me. “And there are going to be lots more of them.” 

			I whine. If Dad’s car slips into the water, we are very far from land. 

			“You’re okay, big guy,” Diego says when I begin to pant. 

			Dad glances over the seat at us. His eyebrows pinch together. “I hope we’re doing the right thing, taking a livestock guardian dog to the beach.” 

			“It’s better than leaving him on a sheep farm where he can’t be with the sheep.” Diego leans forward, holding me steady when my slick pads slide on the edge of the seat. “I bet he’ll like the beach.” 

			“No beach until tomorrow. We have to unpack, and I don’t want a wet, sandy dog on the furniture.”

			Diego leans forward, resting a hand on Dad’s seat. “But Esperanza said—”

			“No buts.” Dad uses his boss voice. 

			Diego flops back on the seat. He doesn’t shrink exactly, but he smells a little nervous or angry. Maybe both. I rest my head on his lap. That seems to help even out his breathing and his nervous smells. 

			Later, Dad lowers the windows. I stick my head out but have to close my eyes because the wind is so strong. When I inhale, I discover something almost as wonderful as the smell of sheep and chickens. It’s salty air mixed with birds and fish and some kind of wonderful sand—not the sand that Cloe and Stella play on behind the barn. This is old sand, salty sand, that smells like it almost has a life of its own. 

			The tires go from humming to whistling again, and I open my eyes. We’re driving on another thin road that goes right across the water, but this thin road rises, higher and higher—so high I think we might turn into birds and float away. Then just as suddenly, the road drops, and I see land far in the distance. 

			“Almost there.” Dad’s hands relax on the circle he uses to drive. 

			We pass many low buildings. Some of them have strange, flat roofs. My nose quivers trying to keep track of all the new scents, but there are too many. My head cannot turn fast enough to take in all the new sights. 

			“Here we are.” Dad turns the car into the driveway of a small house that sits on top of tall fence posts, and we park underneath it, which doesn’t seem very smart to me. It seems like the house could fall right down on top of us in a stiff wind.

			Dad and Diego do not seem worried about the house falling on us though. They seem excited to be here. Diego attaches the blue rope to my collar, and I hop out. 

			When I land, sand and sharp bits of something that smells like fish and other living creatures bite at my paws. I skitter away from the car. 

			“You’re okay, Gus. They’re just seashells. See.” Bending down, Diego scoops up a handful of the driveway and holds it to my nose for me to sniff. “You’ll get used to it.”

			“He’s going to have a lot to get used to.” Dad shakes his head. “Put him in the house while we unload.” 

			I lift my leg and mark a prickly bush before climbing the stairs to the house. Diego unhooks my leash when we enter then goes to help Dad carry in boxes and bags. I sniff and explore the house but don’t find anything interesting. No animals have lived here. Ever. 

			When Dad and Diego finally sit down on soft chairs to rest, I flop down beside them, next to a bag sitting on the floor. The bag smells like Cloe and Esperanza. My belly aches at the smell of them, like I’m hungry. But I can’t be hungry. I’ve had enough food today for me, Stella, and Nando combined. 

			Curling around to look at Diego, I try not to think about Cloe, Esperanza, or the farm. The sky outside the window behind Diego grows dark. The sun will drop soon. I bark to show him and Dad that even though I’m tired, I will always be ready to protect them. Something like worry leaks from their skin, like they know the night can be dangerous too.

			I bark again. 

			“Shh.” Dad shakes a finger at me then turns to frown at Diego. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

			“He’ll be fine, Dad. He just needs time to adjust.” Diego rubs my side with his foot, but he smells nervous. “Right, Gus?”

			I sit up and bark again, trying to show him there’s nothing to be nervous about with me here to protect him. I will not let anything bad happen to him. He’s my boy. Our bellies are full, and we are together. 

			That is enough, except they still smell worried. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Morning at this kitchen table is much quieter than at the kitchen table at the farm. Dad and Diego don’t smile like they did with Cloe and Esperanza. Dad has dark shadows under his eyes as he leans over a plate of bread. There is no bacon here either, but that’s okay because I’ve got something better than bacon. I’ve got Diego. 

			“I’m exhausted,” Dad says, picking at the dry bread in front of him with his fingers. “But at least nobody complained about the barking.”

			“He’ll do better tonight.” Diego passes me a bit of bread under the table. 

			I thump my tail on the floor as Dad stands and walks toward the trash can. 

			“Let’s hope so,” he says then dumps the rest of his bread in the trash.

			I tilt my head. No matter how many times I see it happen, I will never understand why humans throw away perfectly good food. 

			“And let’s hope he’ll do okay when we leave him today,” Dad says, leaning on the cabinets like he’s too tired to stand up.

			“Why do we have to leave him?” Diego’s voice has more air in it than it did yesterday. His shoulders look a little lower too. 

			“We need groceries, and you need stuff for school.”

			I nuzzle Diego’s leg, telling him not to grow smaller. 

			“I’m going to take a shower before we go.” Dad walks toward the room that smells like it belongs to him. “Don’t forget you have a virtual session with Dr. Barrett today too.”

			“How could I forget?” Diego whispers under his breath then lowers his plate and lets me lick the crumbs. 

			I wag for him, thankful he’s a smart boy who knows not to throw away even the tiniest bit of food. 

			He rubs my neck and calls out to Dad, “Can I take Gus down to the beach before we go?”

			“Yes, but don’t be gone long.” Dad’s door closes with a thump. 

			I follow Diego to the sink where he leaves his plate. He grabs my rope and clips it to my collar then leads me down the stairs to the sandy driveway. 

			“Let’s go exercise like Esperanza said.” He pats my side and smiles. 

			My ears prick at the sound of Esperanza’s name, but my nose is distracted by all the wonderful salty, fishy smells of this new place. 

			“Dad doesn’t mean to be grumpy, Gus. He likes you. He just has a lot of work and stuff.”

			I wag my tail to show Diego that I’m listening as I sniff a clump of wiry grass on the side of the road. He tilts his head up to the sun, his shoulders lifting as we pass other brightly colored houses sitting on top of fence posts. I’m so focused on the wonderful watery smell of the wind, I don’t notice the older man until he steps in front of us. 

			“Aha! I knew it.” He smells sharp like metal tools and glares directly into my eyes.

			I stand very still. My tail stiffens. 

			“This is the dog I heard last night.” He lifts his lip, like he’s preparing for a fight, which doesn’t make any sense because Diego would never fight anyone, especially a grown-up. 

			When I glance up, Diego’s mouth hangs open, but no words come out. The sticky fear smell leaks from behind his knees and under his arms.

			“Son, I’m speaking to you.” The sun gleams off the man’s hairless head. 

			The hair on my back lifts. The junkyard man with the heavy boots also had a hairless head. 

			“His name’s Gus.” Diego stares at the ground, his shoulders drooping. His words come out more like air than talking. 

			“Speak up, I can’t hear you.” The man’s chest puffs like a frog’s. 

			“His name is Gus.” Liquid pools in Diego’s hands. 

			I tilt my head at my name. 

			“He’s over the landlord’s fifty-pound limit for pets.” The man shoves his hands in his pockets and frowns at me. 

			Diego stands still as a rock. 

			“I’m going to talk to your dad about this. In the meantime, do you see that sign?” 

			Diego’s eyes dart up from the ground. He nods. 

			The man wags a finger at a post. “Do not test me. I’ll report you if you don’t clean up after him. There’s a $250 fine for breaking the law.”

			“The law?” Diego’s voice rises just enough to be heard above the wind. 

			“Yes, the law. It’s called the ‘Pooper Scooper Law.’”

			Diego’s lips turn up like he might smile at the funny words. Then his jaw tightens again, and he stares at the ground. 

			“Bob!” A lady’s voice calls from the window of the house behind the man. 

			His shiny head jerks in the direction of the house. “Yes?”

			“Breakfast is ready.” Her voice floats down to us. 

			The man glowers at Diego. “I’ll see you later.”

			I watch his face. His words seem harmless enough, but the way he says them sounds like a threat. When he turns away and marches up the stairs to his house, my lip unsnarls.

			“Don’t worry, Gus. He doesn’t like anyone.” Diego pats my side like we are safe, but his pinched mouth doesn’t relax until we reach the end of the road and a path made of wood. 

			We follow the path to the biggest, longest, most wonderful patch of sand I’ve ever seen. Diego unclips my leash, and I bolt, racing down to the foamy water that rolls in and out along the sand. The cold water tickles my paws. I zip back to Diego, bow, and invite him to join me.

			“Be careful, Gus,” he says, his words low and serious, but he follows me toward the water. And he smells relaxed and happy. 

			I shake and shower him with water and sand, then I zig and zag between him and the water, again and again, until my sides rise and fall fast and hard. I haven’t run this hard since my last coyote chase. I bark, trying to show Diego how wonderful it feels, then I bounce in circles around his feet. When I bump him from behind, he falls to his knees. I lick his face. He laughs and wraps his arms around my neck. 

			“I wish you could stay forever,” he whispers into my neck. 

			I stand perfectly still, enjoying the feel of his warm body against my cool neck until a huge bird with angry eyes and a pointed beak swoops just above our heads. I dart after it, hair raised ready to protect. 

			The nasty bird is smarter than he looks. He doesn’t bother us again, so I return to chasing and biting the frothy water. 

			Diego wipes the sand from his hands and knees then calls for me. “We better go, Gus.” 

			I think about running farther along the sand. There is so much to explore, but I return to Diego’s side. It’s better to make him happy, so I stand still and let him clip the rope to my collar. I practically bounce like a puppy as we head back to the wooden path. I like this place called the beach very much, with all the wonderful smells and the funny water. I think Diego does too, but all of a sudden, his nervous smell grows. His hands clench at his sides.

			I sniff high and low for danger but don’t smell any threats. Maybe it has something to do with the man with no hair. Diego seems to hold his breath as we approach the man’s house. A growl forms deep down in my chest, but I hold it in. 

			I’d rather not fake charge a human, but I will if Diego needs me. I glance from side to side. My nose twitches. The hair on my back rises. I am ready to protect. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			I do not have to protect because we make it back to the house without any threat from the hairless man or anything else. Diego’s face and shoulders relax as we climb the steps to our house but tighten again when we step inside. Dad sits at the kitchen table, arms crossed and pointing at the strap on his arm. 

			His hands fly to the top of his head when he looks at me. “Diego, he’s covered in sand.”

			Diego glances down at me. “I didn’t know he was going to like it so much. I can take him down and rinse him off.”

			I cross the room toward Dad and wag for him. I want to tell him not to be sad, that he can come with us next time, but he holds his hands up for me to stay back. My tail droops.

			“He’s wet and covered in sand, and we’ve got to hurry if we’re going to get back in time for your appointment with Dr. Barrett.” Dad waves his hand to the back of the house. “Just put him in the crate.” 

			“What crate?” Diego looks around the kitchen and the room with the soft chairs. 

			I look around the rooms as well, trying to figure out what they’re talking about. 

			“The crate I set up in your bedroom.” Dad’s chair screeches when he pushes back from the table. 

			“Does he have to go in a crate?” 

			“Yes, he most definitely has to go in a crate with all that sand on him,” Dad says, shaking his head and shoving his chair back under the table. 

			“Come on, Gus,” Diego says as he opens the tall cold cabinet with all the good food inside. He grabs some cheese and my bottle of tiny white treats then leads me to his room. A cage like the one Stella slept in when she first came to the farm sits beside Diego’s bed, but this cage is way, way bigger than the one Stella used. 

			“I’m sorry, Gus.” Diego points at the opening to the cage. “Get in.”

			Looking up at him, I sit down and wait for him to give me the cheese in his hand. 

			“No, Gus. You have to get in the crate.” He nudges my behind with his toe. 

			I wag for him, showing him I’m really ready for the cheese. 

			“Hurry up, son. I’m going to the car,” Dad says, and the door bangs behind him. 

			Diego steps toward the cage, pointing at the opening again. “Come on, Gus. Get in your crate.” 

			I don’t budge.

			He breaks off a tiny piece of cheese and throws it inside the cage. My nose twitches at the delicious smell, but I don’t move. 

			“Gus, I’ve really gotta go before Dad gets mad. Come on, please.” His face pinches when he talks. He throws another piece of cheese in the cage—one that’s too big for me to ignore. 

			So I lower my head and enter. 

			“Good boy, Gus! Good boy! You’re such a good boy!” Diego breaks off many tiny pieces of cheese and gives them to me one after another then clicks the door at the front of the cage closed. 

			I decide maybe the cage isn’t as horrible as it looks if I get this much cheese just for going inside. Diego also feeds me one of the tiny white treats wrapped in another hunk of cheese. 

			“Be good, Gus. We won’t be gone long. I promise.” He rubs my nose through the bars. “I’m glad you’re here. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

			Diego stares into my eyes when he says the word friend, like it’s a really important word. I lift the corner of my mouth for him a little, but I don’t wag. I don’t know how I will protect him if I’m trapped in here. He turns and walks out of the room. My belly tightens, and I bark. Then I bark some more, but he’s gone. 

			He and Dad brought me to this new place. Now they’ve left me trapped and alone. I scratch and dig and rattle the little bars with my paws, but I’m tired from all the running on the beach and from the tiny white treat. If I were back at the farm, it would be time for my morning rest. My eyes grow heavy, so I lie down. 

			Every now and then, I open one eye and watch the sun move across the sky outside Diego’s window. Then just when I think it might be time to dig and scratch and try to break free, something wonderful happens. Dad’s car drives under the house, and Diego is home. 

			Diego. Is. Home. 

			“Gus!” he calls as his feet pound the steps outside the house. The door to his room bangs open and he runs to greet me. 

			I stand, and my wagging tail whacks the sides of the rattling cage. When he opens the door, I zoom out, run three tight circles around his legs, lick his hand, then race to check the rest of the house for any sign of danger. 

			Bags that smell like Diego and people I do not recognize sit beside the door, which is open just a crack. I nudge it open further and race out to meet Dad. We pass each other on the steps. He carries more bags and looks very busy, so I run down to the yard to make sure it’s safe for him. 

			My tail wags my whole body. Finally, I’m free to lift my leg on every corner of the house, the trees, and even the tire of a car parked out on the street. 

			Diego steps out onto the porch. “Gus, come,” he calls and claps his hands for me. 

			I yip like a puppy and bow, inviting him to come down and join the fun. Then Dad joins Diego, and he’s frowning, which is very confusing when I’m having such fun. 

			“Gus, come!” Dad calls and clomps his foot on the porch, almost like he’s angry. 

			But now is not the time to be angry. I’m finally free to do what I do best. We should all be happy. I can show all the people and dogs that live in the nearby houses that there’s a livestock guardian dog in the neighborhood to protect them. 

			Lifting the corners of my lips, I wag for Dad and Diego. They don’t follow, so I trot to another sandy patch of grass without them and lift my leg. Finally, Diego runs down the steps to join me. 

			“Gus, buddy, please come!” He waves a piece of cheese in one hand. 

			I wag again, glad he’s finally decided to follow me and that he brought cheese. I head down the road toward the house that belongs to the man with no hair. I haven’t decided if he’s a small pest like a raccoon or a big threat like a bear, but of all the nearby houses, his seems the most important to mark. 

			My head jerks up before I reach his house though. A smell on the side of the road bites at my nose. I’d know that scent anywhere. It’s a cat. I stop to investigate, and Diego catches up. 

			“Gus, you have to listen.” His voice sounds serious when he clips the rope to my collar, but he feeds me several bites of cheese, like it’s good to let him catch me. 

			He’s so generous with the treats today. I follow him back to the house without stopping to lift my leg on anything else. I’ll have to mark the rest of the houses next time he sets me free. 

			Back at our house, Dad sits at the table, gripping his head in his hands. A line I’ve never seen before pulses at the top of his face. It looks like the chest of one of the frogs that warms itself on the driveway in the evening back at the farm. 

			“Dad, I’m sorry.” Diego’s head droops when he speaks.

			“Please, please, just tell me Mr. Hurst didn’t see him. He texted me three times while we were out.”

			“He didn’t,” Diego says as he bends down to unclip my rope. 

			I walk to Dad and nuzzle my head under his hand, so he can pet me and feel better. 

			“How did he get out?” Dad’s hand relaxes as it glides along my back. 

			“That stupid door doesn’t shut all the way.” Diego waves his hand toward the porch.

			I stretch out on the cool floor beside Dad. It is much warmer at the beach than on the farm, and I have to cool myself when I can. 

			“I know. It’s on my list.”

			“We need a whole new door, Dad. It doesn’t even lock half the time.”

			I lift my head as Diego moves toward the door, but he doesn’t leave. He just stands there and flips a button on the handle from side to side, so I melt further into the floor. 

			Dad rubs his foot along my side. “We can’t afford a whole new door until my raise kicks in. Until then, we’ll have to be careful. We can’t have Gus and Mr. Hurst running into each other.” 

			“Why does Mr. Hurst hate dogs so much?” Diego pushes the door closed hard, wiggles the knob, then walks over to the table. When he sits down, he rubs his foot on my belly.

			I sigh and sink further into the floor. They smile. 

			“I don’t think it’s that he hates dogs as much as it’s that he really loves his yard. He’s retired military. He wants everything in tip-top shape. When I say everything, I mean everything. Just steer clear of him till we take Gus home, okay?” 

			Diego’s jaw clenches. His teeth scrape together like Dad’s words hurt him. 

			“How about a game of chess?” Dad reaches for something on top of the cabinet behind him. His voice sounds cheerful, like he can’t see Diego’s jaw clenching. 

			“Maybe after my appointment with Dr. Barrett.” Diego pushes back from the table, slowly, like he’s tired. 

			“Oh, I meant to tell you. She texted too. She had to reschedule for tomorrow.”

			Diego’s foot leaves my belly. He stands then slumps over to one of the soft chairs on the other side of the room. “Fine,” he says, sinking into the seat and reaching for a short black stick covered with buttons.

			I lift one ear as he crosses the room. 

			“Are you okay, son?”

			“Yes.”

			Dragging myself to my feet, I cross the room. My toenails click on the cold floor, but Diego barely seems to notice. He’s too busy pressing buttons on the black stick and watching people talk on the box on the wall. When I rest my head in his lap, he pats my head but doesn’t speak to me. 

			Dad sighs from across the room. “Something’s wrong. What is it?”

			“I just don’t want to talk about Gus going home, okay?”

			Dad squeezes his eyes shut and grabs his face with his hands. “I knew this was going to happen.”

			“I know he has to go back.” Diego sits up, like a dog raising its back and trying to look bigger than it really is. “I just don’t want to talk about it.”

			Lifting one brow then the other, I glance from Diego to Dad and back to Diego. Something is wrong, but I’m not sure what. There are no bears or coyotes or foxes or raccoons anywhere close by. I don’t even smell the grumpy man with no hair. 

			If Diego needed me to protect him, I would know exactly what to do, but there doesn’t seem to be any danger here. So I just lie beside him, rest my head on his foot, and hope he will feel better soon. I would like to go back to the beach or maybe get some cheese from the cold cabinet in the kitchen. 

			Instead, we sit quietly together, and sit, and sit, but Diego still smells uneasy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			After breakfast the next day, Diego brings a metal box to the kitchen table, flips it open, and clicks many small buttons. Dad scurries around the kitchen, spraying chemicals and wiping the cabinets with a cloth. The nervous smell soaks Dad’s body from head to toe, but the deep shadows under his eyes have faded a little. 

			Glancing at the metal box, I whine, wondering if it’s the box that’s making him nervous. Then I bounce back and forth between Dad and Diego, showing them they don’t need to be nervous about the box or anything else. We can go to the beach, or ride in the car, or do whatever they want to do today. 

			“Somebody’s got a lot of energy,” Dad says, shaking his cloth over the sink and smiling at me. 

			“That’s because he slept almost all night. He paced a little, but I only heard him bark twice,” Diego says and leans down to rub his face against the top of my head. 

			I stand very still, hoping we can stay like this, head-to-face, for a long time, but Diego releases me and turns back to his metal box. 

			“Dad, I can do this alone.” He clicks some more buttons. 

			“I thought I’d be here just in case,” Dad says, wiping a spot near the sink that he’s already wiped several times. 

			Tilting my head, I lift my ears and watch their faces. It doesn’t seem like they’re saying or doing anything important, but their uneasy smells tell me there is more to their words than what they’re saying. I nose-bump Diego’s leg and wag, trying to make him smile, but he doesn’t notice. 

			“Dr. Barrett said it’s better for me to do it alone.” Diego holds Dad’s eyes with his own when he looks at him. 

			“Oh, right. Okay.” Dad shakes the cloth and folds it again. “If you need me, I’ll be in my room.”

			I wish Dad would drop the cloth on the floor. Then I could sniff it, lick it, and maybe even roll on it to see what’s so great about it. But he doesn’t. Instead, he places it carefully on the cabinet then heads down the hall to his room. 

			“You can close the door, Dad.” Diego breathes in through his nose and grips the edge of the table, like he’s preparing for hard work. 

			“Okay. But I’m here if you need help with the laptop or whatever.” Dad’s door clicks closed. 

			Diego looks back at the open box. I rest my head on the edge of the table, and we stare at the box together, waiting for something to happen. I’m just not sure what that is exactly. With sheep, you can wait a long time for nothing to happen. With humans, things usually happen pretty fast. 

			Like now, a nice woman’s face appears in the box, and I understand what’s going to happen. She and Diego are going to talk to each other through it. 

			“Hello, Diego.” She smiles and waves at us. 

			“Hi,” Diego says, his voice half speaking, half blowing air. 

			“Who’s that with you?” Her face grows larger when she leans in toward us. 

			“This is Gus. He’s a dog from the farm. We’re taking care of him until he can go back to guarding sheep.”

			Sheep? My eyes dart around the room. I know there aren’t any sheep nearby, but it’s still a good word—good enough to perk up my ears and pay attention. 

			She leans back again, smiling. “How’s that going, and how was vacation?”

			“The farm was great. My aunt and cousin are really nice.”

			I can’t understand why humans like to talk to each other through these boxes. They would learn a lot more about each other if they would face each other directly, and maybe even sniff each other occasionally. They can’t see each other’s whole bodies in these boxes. They don’t know if the other person is tightening their hands or wagging their feet. My tail sags for them. Being a dog and dealing with other dogs nose-to-nose is way better than being human and dealing with each other through metal boxes. 

			“Isn’t your cousin about your age?” The nice lady stares directly at us. 

			“Yeah.” Diego picks at his finger when he answers.

			“So, what did y’all do?”

			“We mostly hiked and played with the dogs. We ate ice cream every day.” One side of his mouth turns up. 

			My tail swishes the light film of sand that seems to coat everything here at the beach when he smiles. 

			“Yum.” The lady looks down at a paper in front of her. “And what did y’all talk about when you were hiking and eating ice cream?”

			“Just regular stuff.” Diego yanks a tiny piece of skin on his finger and winces. 

			I smell a speck of blood and lean down to clean it for him, but he pushes my head away. He clearly doesn’t know how good I am at licking wounds. 

			“And how did it feel talking to your cousin?”

			Dad’s bed creaks in the room down the hall, like he’s lying down to rest. If his door weren’t closed, I might go lie with him. I’m not sure this nice lady will ever quit speaking. 

			“It was fine. She’s nice.” Diego squirms in his chair, like he’s getting tired of all the talking too. 

			“Did you worry about what she was thinking when y’all talked and hung out?”

			“No. Not really.”

			“Why do you think that is?” She looks down at her papers. “She is your cousin, but you don’t really know her that well—not like your dad. Why do you think you didn’t feel anxious talking to her?”

			“Well, she’s nice, and it was just me and her. There weren’t any strangers around.” Diego’s shoulders rise and fall. 

			“Uh-huh.” The lady’s head nods. For once, she sits quietly without more words.

			“And I didn’t think she would make fun of me.”

			“Why is that?”

			The air whooshes from my nose when she says more words. My backside squirms. I really want to run on the beach, but I make myself sit still for Diego.

			“I don’t know.” His shoulders rise and fall again. “I guess because she has her own stuff to worry about.” 

			The lady’s head nods again. “Do you think maybe everyone has their own stuff to worry about? That’s kind of what we’ve been talking about the last few months. Most people are too busy thinking about themselves and how they look and what other people are thinking about them to be thinking too much about you.” 

			“But she has epilepsy.” Diego’s words come out in a rush. 

			The skin on my face droops. I’m growing very tired of all this talking. I cannot smell the woman, and she makes the same boring movements with the top of her body over and over. Even Diego isn’t very exciting. He talks almost as much as the woman, and all he does is pick at his fingers and move his shoulders every now and then. 

			“Interesting. Who else did you talk to while you were there?” The woman shifts in her seat, finally moving something other than just her head.

			“The ice cream guy. And Gus.” Diego glances down at me and smiles. 

			I lift the corner of my mouth, trying to smile too, even though that’s not really what my lips were made for. 

			The lady in the box leans forward again, so far this time she looks like Stella ready to jump on a dropped piece of bacon. 

			“I talked to our grumpy neighbor yesterday too.” Diego slides down in his chair, like all the talking is going to make him sink lower and lower. 

			“How did that go?” the lady asks, her eyebrows rising on her face. 

			“He’s grumpy, but I guess it went okay.”

			I sniff Diego’s lap for crumbs even though my nose tells me I won’t find any. I have to do something to stay awake. Otherwise, I’ll fall asleep with my head propped on this hard table. 

			“That seems like a really big deal for you, talking to a grumpy adult neighbor all by yourself.” The more she listens, the taller she sits in her chair. 

			Something is happening between them, but I can’t smell her or see her body movements well enough to know what it could be. They talk and talk, like they might talk the whole day away, and it’s time for my daytime rest. I finally give up and flop on the floor. 

			“I wasn’t by myself. I had Gus.” Diego rubs me under the table with his foot, like a good boy. 

			My ears prick at my name, but nothing exciting happens. I roll over on my side, showing Diego that’s a good place to rub too. 

			“Interesting. Do you think that helps? Having Gus with you?” She sounds closer, like she’s leaning further into the box, which I don’t think is possible. 

			Diego tilts his head, like he’s thinking. “Yeah. It does.”

			“Hmm.” Something scratches on her side of the box. “That seems noteworthy. Have you ever heard of something called an emotional support animal?”

			“No, but Gus is a livestock guardian dog.”

			The scratching sounds on her end again. “Is he well-­behaved?”

			Diego looks down at me through narrowed eyes. “He’s pretty well-behaved.”

			“He’s also really big, isn’t he?” she asks. 

			I close my eyes. There is nothing interesting happening here. There is no sign of danger, so I rest. I don’t open my eyes again until I hear the word goodbye and Diego snaps the box closed. Finally, the nice woman is gone, and we can get on with the rest of our day. I certainly wouldn’t mind another run on the beach if that’s what Diego wanted. 

			My head twists when Dad’s door swooshes open. 

			“How’d it go?” His eyebrows rise up his face when he talks. 

			“Fine, Dad.” Diego pushes his chair back from the table. 

			I stand, ready to follow him wherever he decides to go. Anything will be better than more talking. 

			“Did Dr. Barrett have anything important to say?” Dad grabs his cloth and wipes around the sink, which I know he wiped many times before he went to his room. 

			“Not really.”

			“Please, son. I know you don’t like to talk about it, but I’m paying a lot of money for her to help you feel better and to get you back to school. Please tell me a little something.”

			“It was just a lot of the same stuff. She told me to try to talk to someone new this week. We talked about school and about how it’s okay to feel anxious. She said everyone will feel anxious—not just me.”

			Dad’s head nods. If he keeps nodding and asking questions, he might turn into the nice lady. 

			“Can we talk about it later? Mrs. Brown said Gus and I can use her pool before the people come to clean it today.”

			“You talked to Mrs. Brown?” Dad cocks his head and looks into Diego’s eyes, sort of like he’s seeing him for the first time or like he’s seeing him in a new way all of a sudden. 

			My tail droops when Diego starts nodding like Dad and the woman in the box. 

			“When?” Dad’s eyes widen.

			“When I walked Gus this morning.” Diego stands and pushes his chair under the table. 

			I wag at the sound of my name, thankful they haven’t completely forgotten about me.

			The corner of Dad’s mouth turns up, and he squeezes the cloth in his hand into a ball and tosses it down by the sink. 

			It’s nice to see Dad smiling and playing like a kid. It’s also nice to see him put the cloth down. Now he can finally quit wiping the cabinets and do something else. 

			“I guess you’ve already talked to your new person for the week then. Huh?” Dad’s smile falters, and his eyes narrow when he continues. “Will Mrs. Brown be home when you use the pool?”

			“Yes.” Diego sighs.

			“I guess it’s okay then.” Dad walks to the table and grabs the metal box. “I’ll come check on you after my video call.”

			“You don’t need to check on us, Dad. I’m a good swimmer.” Diego walks to a basket beside one of the soft chairs and removes two big cloths almost the size of blankets.

			“I know that.” Dad turns and nods at him. “You learned to swim before you learned to walk. But I promised your—” 

			“I know. You promised Mom you’d always look out for me.” Diego slings the large cloths over his shoulder. 

			When they finally run out of words, Diego pats his thigh for me to follow him then takes me to see the old lady down the street who smells like sweet bread and even sweeter flowers. Her house is filled with stuffed toys that Stella would love and piles and piles of books. She leads us through shady rooms to a small fenced area behind the house.

			“I’m so happy you two can use the pool. In fact, you can use it any time you want. It doesn’t matter whether it’s just been cleaned or not. Now that my grandbabies are grown, it never gets used, and it’s too expensive to go to waste.” She cups her hand over her eyes when she talks, like the bright sunshine hurts her eyes. 

			“Th-thanks,” Diego says, squeezing the fur at the back of my neck. When he smiles in her direction, he doesn’t quite meet her eyes.

			“You’re welcome. I’m glad we finally chatted, and I’m glad you’ve made a new friend. My best friends were always animals when I was a kid.” Her bony little hand smooths my ear then flutters to her neck. “I shouldn’t talk so much. You won’t want to come back. Run along, dear. You and . . .” Her voice trails off when she looks down at me. 

			“Gus,” Diego says and jiggles the loose skin behind my ears.

			I plop in a heap at his feet, wondering if this woman is going to talk as much as the woman in the metal box did. 

			“You and Gus enjoy the pool. I might doze off while I’m reading. You can let yourselves out through the gate when you finish.” She smiles and nods.

			“Yes, ma’am,” he says, and we finally stop talking and listening and do something interesting called swimming. 

			At first, I don’t understand what’s happening. Diego kicks off the funny flapping shoes he wears here at the beach and places our large cloths on the warm driveway that surrounds the pool. Then he walks into a large hole filled with water. It’s like the sheep’s water trough but much bigger, and the water smells like chemicals. But it’s fresh and cool on my belly, which is wonderful because it is very, very hot in this yard with the sun beating down. 

			When I step out toward Diego, my body wobbles, and my feet drop out from under me. I slap my legs back and forth until I turn and reach the step again. I might not do swimming after all. I might just stand in the shallow water, but Diego laughs and claps his hands, refusing to be ignored, kind of like Little Lamb when she wants to play. So I give in and try walking to him through the water again.

			This time, when my feet drop out from under me, I’m ready. I let the water hold me up and use all four legs to circle Diego. It’s hard work, staying on top of the water and moving without stopping, but I also feel light and healthy like a pup. My hurt leg feels good as new too. 

			Diego places his arms under my belly and guides me through the water. I’m so weightless, he can hold me the way Cloe holds Stella. 

			“Isn’t this great, Gus?”

			I relax into his chest the way I did with Mama in the nest. 

			“The way the water makes you feel. I wish I could feel like this all the time and not worry so much.” 

			The water pushes against my tail when I try to wag it. 

			“I wish Dad could too. I know he’s trying to make up for Mom dying when I was a baby. But it’s not his fault she died, and sometimes, I think his worrying makes me worse.”

			I’m so focused on Diego’s words and the chemical scents filling my nose, I don’t notice the man with no hair until the gate bangs shut behind him. 

			Diego and I look up as one. 

			The man’s red face glares down at us. His body is stiffer than a tree. He opens his mouth, but no words come out. 

			Diego releases me. His face twists into an uncomfortable smile. 
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			“What . . .” The man waves a tight hand at us. “What. Is. Going. On. Here?” He chokes out one word at a time. 

			I swim to the steps, not sure whether he’s threatening Diego or whether he’s hurt and needs my help. 

			“It’s okay, Mr. Hurst.” Diego swims toward us, his body more relaxed in the water than I’ve ever seen it. 

			“No.” A lump catches in the middle of the man’s neck after the word. “No. It is most certainly not okay. Get that filthy beast out of the pool. Now.” 

			I step out of the water entirely, the hair rising on my back, but I do not growl. He is a human. He is not showing his teeth. I stand tall anyway, showing him I’m here to protect Diego if I need to but that I really don’t want anyone to get hurt.

			He stomps his white shoe on the ground. “How dare you let that filthy mutt swim in Mrs. Brown’s pool.”

			“She said we could,” Diego says, then pulls himself out of the water and grabs one of the large cloths from the pavement. He wraps it protectively around his body. 

			The hairless man blinks and squints, blinks and squints, then turns back to us. “I don’t believe it—not after all the money she spends keeping it clean.”

			“It’s . . . uh . . . it’s true, Mr. Hurst.” Diego’s chin quivers. The nervous smell seeps from behind his knees and under his arms. 

			I tilt my head, straining to understand his choppy words.

			“We’ll see about that. I’m going to speak to her right now. I suggest you get that . . . that . . . dog back to your house and keep him off other people’s property until I talk to Mrs. Brown, your father, and the homeowners association.” 

			Without looking at the hairless man, Diego slips his feet into the funny flapping shoes and bends down to clip my rope to my collar. “Come on, Gus. Let’s go home.” He leads me through a small gate, away from the man and away from the nice old lady’s swimming hole. Looking over my shoulder, I whine and try to tell Diego he left his other large cloth on the ground.

			I’m learning that my new job is taking care of Diego, so I don’t turn and curl my lip at the man for ruining our fun, even though I really want to. Instead, I follow Diego’s saggy body back to the house, unable to protect him. I don’t even stop to mark the tires of the car parked on the road when we pass it. 

			I’ll save marking the hairless man’s house for the next time we’re out. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			A few mornings later, my nose wakes up, expecting to smell grass and chickens and sheep. Instead, it smells Dad’s burning bread, which is part of the new routine. 

			Here, I lie on the floor at Diego’s feet during breakfast and wait for him to finish his bread and the other food on his plate so we can go to the beach. Today, when Dad pushes back from the table, I jump to my feet, thinking it must be time to go play in the foamy water and the wet sand. But he stops us with his words before we can get away. 

			“Before y’all get wet, we need to run to the mall for shoes,” Dad says as he walks to the sink to run water over his plate. 

			“But—” Diego slouches in his chair. 

			I rest my head on his foot, worried he might slip to the floor if he’s not careful. 

			“No buts. Tomorrow is the first day of school. None of your sneakers fit. We’re going to buy shoes.” Dad turns to face Diego, like he means business. 

			“Okay.” Diego pushes a piece of food around his plate without lifting it to his mouth. 

			“We’ll be fast.” Dad wipes his hands on a towel then heads down the hall to his room. “I promise.” 

			I sit, waiting for Diego to grab my rope and lead me to the beach, but when Dad returns, the two of them do something horrible. They leave without me. Standing with my paws up on the ledge of the window, I look out, trying to show them that they forgot me, but they don’t come back.

			Their car disappears, and my belly tightens. I do not like this, but at least they don’t put me in the cage anymore. They never leave at night either, and they never stay gone too long. Thankfully, each time they leave, the tightness in my belly is a little less painful. 

			I pace around the house a few times, peering out the windows and looking for any kind of threat. I don’t smell anything dangerous, so I stretch out on the floor near the door to wait for Dad and Diego to return and close my eyes. The sun warms my fur, and I doze until one of the front steps creaks. 

			I scramble to my feet, ready to protect. I know it’s not Dad and Diego. I didn’t hear their car, and even with the door closed, I would recognize their smell. 

			My nose twitches at the familiar stink of the grumpy man with no hair. 

			Barking sharp and deep, I charge to the window beside the door. 

			The man stands with his hands curved over his eyes, peering through the glass, like he’s looking for something. 

			I jump and bang the glass with my paws, warning him to get back. 

			He does not get back, so I curl my lip and whip my stiff tail at him. 

			He still does not get back.

			Instead, he scowls and taps the glass near my nose. “It’s me or you, buddy, and I’m not planning on leaving.”

			I lunge and bump the glass with my nose then circle and prepare for another lunge. When I do, my tail swishes Dad and Diego’s little toys and their thin board from the low table near the soft chairs. Pieces fly everywhere, tinkling across the hard floor. 

			The man raps his knuckles on the window again. 

			The hair on my back rises. I don’t just curl my lips. This time, I lift them and bare my teeth. I freeze when the man pulls out one of the little boxes that humans like to talk into and holds it up to the glass. His finger squeezes the side of the box over and over. 

			Then, as suddenly as he appeared, he turns and storms back down the steps to the driveway. I stand at the window, growling until the smell of him fades away. When I turn to check the house for other signs of danger, a tiny toy pricks my paw, and I yelp. 

			Based on the amount of time Dad spends wiping things with cloths and putting things in cabinets, I don’t think he’s going to like this mess. Still, he should be happy I protected the house from that awful man. 

			I want Dad and Diego to be thankful that I did protect. I don’t want them to be mad about the man or the mess. I want them to be happy to have a livestock guardian dog at their house. I pace the floors and wait for them to come home so I can show them how hard I worked to protect them while they were away. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Every time I think I understand my new life, the routine changes. The next morning, I don’t smell Dad’s burning bread. I smell bacon, and a loud beeping noise jerks Diego awake instead of the gentle rise of the sun. Today, he doesn’t reach down to pet me on the floor where I lie beside him. Instead he buries his face under his blankets and whines the way Stella did when she ate an entire bag of kibble when no one was watching. 

			Scrambling to my paws, I poke and nuzzle my head beneath the covers, burrowing until I find him. If he’s sick or needs help, he needs to know that I’m here for him. 

			“Gus, I don’t want to go to school.” He speaks so softly I strain to hear him. “I wish Dad would quit trying to be such a good parent and just let me stay home.”

			My ears droop. I lick his hand. He doesn’t smell sick. He smells very, very worried, even though my nose tells me there is nothing in this room to worry about. 

			When he drags himself to the kitchen table a little later, there is no burnt bread on his plate. Today, my bowl sits on the floor beside Diego’s chair, and my meat-and-kibble mixture is topped with many bits of bacon. 

			I wag my tail, gulping down the food in case Dad decides to take the bacon away. This is the first time we’ve had bacon at the beach. Diego should be happy, happy, happy. Instead, he looks sad, sad, sad, hunched in his chair and leaning on the table.

			“I made all your favorites,” Dad says, sliding a plate of bacon, eggs, and plant chunks onto the table. “I even sliced the apples superthin the way you like.”

			I’d recognize those horrible plant chunks anywhere. My tongue swells uncomfortably against the roof of my mouth. They’re the things Little Lamb and Stella ate that day in the field. 

			“Thanks,” Diego whispers, picking up his fork like it’s very heavy. 

			“It’s going to be okay, son.” Dad stands behind Diego. He places a hand on each of his shoulders, like he’s also worried Diego might fall over.

			Diego doesn’t pull away, but his body stiffens a little. 

			“Dr. Barrett says you’re ready for this. You’ve been gradually exposing yourself to the things that cause you the greatest anxiety for months now. She’s taught you what to say to get out of a situation that makes you uncomfortable. The counselors said you can come sit in their office any time you need to take a break—”

			“I just don’t see why I have to go to face-to-face school.” Diego nudges a plant bit with his fork.

			“We’ve been through this a million times. We live near one of the best public schools in the state. You know I’m old school when it comes to education.” He smiles and nudges Diego’s shoulder. “See what I did there? Old school? Education?”

			Diego sags further over the table without speaking. 

			Dad pulls a chair close and sits down beside him. “I have to do what I think is best for you. That doesn’t mean I always get it right. I know I make mistakes, but I try to do what I think is best and what I think your mom would have wanted me to do.” 

			I paw at my bowl, tipping it over with a clang. They look at me like they just remembered I’m here. I lift the fur above my eyes and wag for them. 

			Dad smiles. Diego does not. 

			“Look at Gus.” Dad waves a hand in my direction. “He’s a great example. Life threw him lemons on the farm, and he made lemonade here.” 

			“Not funny, Dad.” Diego rests his fork on his plate and picks up a piece of bacon. 

			I wag harder, knowing there is a very good chance Diego will share with me. 

			“I know, but it’s true.” Dad leans down, like he’s trying to see Diego’s eyes. “His life really was turned upside down. He’s been forced to try a bunch of new things that probably made him very uncomfortable. Not only did he survive, but I think he kind of likes his new life.”

			My mouth waters as I watch Diego’s bacon. 

			“You’re right.” He places the bacon back on the plate, so distracted by all the talking he forgets to share with me. He picks up his fork again, and he shovels a tiny bite of eggs into his mouth. “I’ll try. For Gus.” 

			“Ha! That almost makes up for all his shedding and the mess he made the other day when we were gone,” Dad says, smiling and pushing back from the table. “Oh, and one more idiom.”

			“Dad.” Diego’s voice drops, almost like a warning. 

			“Please, it’s a twist on an oldie but a goodie.” His face twitches, like he’s trying hard not to laugh. 

			“Fine.”

			“You really can”—he shuffles his feet and gestures toward me with his hands—“teach an old dog new tricks.”

			Diego groans, but he also eats another bite of eggs, like maybe he’s feeling better. And he finally remembers to share a bite of bacon with me. 

			I lick my lips. My tail thumps the floor as I beg for one more bite, but he doesn’t seem to notice. 

			After breakfast, Diego puts on clothes and shoes that do not smell like they belong to him. Then all three of us pile into the car underneath the house, but this time I sit in the back by myself. 

			Out on the big road, Dad opens my window. I hang my head out and drink in all the deliciously salty smells of my new home. Before long, we turn into the largest, busiest driveway I’ve ever seen. Enormous yellow vans sit in long rows with kids piling out of each of them. There’s also a long line of cars like ours dropping off kids Diego’s age.

			The closer we scoot to the front of the line, the more nervous Dad and Diego smell. I wag for all the nice children walking by and try to show Dad and Diego there’s nothing to worry about here. But they’re too busy smelling nervous and wiping their hands on their clothes to notice me. 

			When our car stops at the front of the line, Dad pats Diego’s back. “You’ve got this, son.”

			Diego takes in a deep breath, opens the door, then reaches back to pat my head one last time. When he steps out, his legs are stiff, like lambs when they first learn to walk. I poke my head through the window, wanting to help, but I’m too big to jump through the small opening. I whine for him instead. My ears hang low. 

			“Bye,” he says, his voice croaking on the tiny word. Then he steps away from the car and melts into a flock of kids of every shape and size. 

			A puppylike yip escapes my mouth. I need to go with him to see all the nice children and to lean against his leg when he’s worried. 

			Dad reaches into the back seat and touches my head. “We have to let him go, Gus. We can’t protect him every minute of every day. We have to teach him to take care of himself and then trust him to do it.” 

			I whine again. Back at the house, my stomach feels empty without Diego. I spend most of the day walking from room to room, looking for him, even though I know we left him at the big building with all the children. Dad spends most of the day looking at boring papers and moving them from one stack to another. The only time he talks to me is when he takes me out to go potty. 

			In the afternoon, I drift in and out of sleep until Dad’s talking box buzzes. When he touches the box, I recognize the voice of the woman with all the questions who Diego talked to through his box the other day. 

			Dad nods his head very seriously and listens until she finally stops to breathe. 

			“I don’t know, Dr. Barrett.” He squeezes his eyes shut and grips the top of his face like it hurts when he talks. “Gus is definitely good for Diego, but I don’t know anything about emotional support animals, and we have this retired Army sergeant neighbor who patrols the neighborhood looking for reasons to complain about dogs to the homeowners’ association. We can’t afford to move, and Gus isn’t even our dog.” 

			The woman seems to have caught her breath and starts talking again. And she talks and talks. Dad doesn’t say much. He mostly listens until he finally puts the little box away with a sigh. 

			He clips me to my rope and leads me to the car under the house again. I ride in the back with the windows down, which is great but not as great as when Diego is with us. 

			Then I smell the smoke from the big yellow vans, and I know where we’re going. We’re going to Diego! I push my head further out the window, smelling him before I see him. My tail wags my body, thumping back and forth between the seats like Stella’s. 

			I see him, and he’s walking to us. I push my head and chest out of the window, which isn’t nearly good enough. Diego smiles and rubs his face against mine before opening the front door and sliding into the car beside Dad.

			“Bye, Diego.” A small boy, who smells like plastic toys and peanut butter, waves as we pull away. 

			Diego waves back. I bump the back of his neck with my nose and lick the side of his face, reminding him I’m right here and that we haven’t seen each other all day. He turns to face me. We lock eyes. And it’s the best direct eye contact ever. 

			“So?” Dad says, pulling the car back onto the big road. 

			“So?” Diego smiles. 

			“How was it?” Dad asks, glancing at Diego quickly before looking back at the road.

			“It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.” Diego rubs my ears and lifts his shoulders for Dad. “They assigned all the new kids a student ambassador. My student ambassador’s name is Colton. He likes chess.” 

			Dad smacks the circle he uses to drive with his hand, and I startle. “I like Colton already.” He laughs and pokes Diego in the side, like he’s inviting him to play. 

			I nose-bump Diego’s neck again, reminding him I’m here to play too, but he looks too serious to play right now. So I rest my head on his shoulder instead.

			“I had to go sit in the counselors’ office for a little bit in social studies. The teacher wanted us to stand up and tell something about ourselves.” Diego’s voice drops. “I . . . I just couldn’t do it.” 

			I lift a paw to the back of the seat near Diego’s shoulder and try to figure out how to scoot into the front seat with him. But I’m too big. 

			“No worries,” Dad says, looking over his shoulder as we pass another car. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do when you feel overwhelmed.” 

			“Yeah, and I remembered something when I was sitting there.”

			“What’s that?” Dad asks. 

			I rest my head on the seat again and sigh. Diego’s shoulders relax. He and Dad finally smell less frightened, which means I can watch Diego’s face and not worry too much about protecting him. 

			Diego scratches my neck. “Cloe told me something about how the dogs helped her cope with her seizures.” 

			Dad sits perfectly still, like Nando does when he wants to hold the flock in place, like he thinks Diego will bolt if he moves too suddenly. I freeze too. 

			Diego stares out the window. “Yeah, she said something about how all the dogs Esperanza rescues have had terrible things happen to them, things so bad we couldn’t even imagine them, but Esperanza treats them kindly, teaches them new things and new ways to live, and they find ways to enjoy their new lives—even if their new lives are different from what they knew or expected.”

			Dad nods but continues to hold his breath. His fingers grip the circle he uses to drive so tight they turn an odd shade of white. 

			“I think it helped.” Diego turns to me when he talks. “Thinking about how the dogs adapt and deal with their problems, I mean.” 

			He ruffles the shaggy hair around my neck with his fingers. He is a very smart boy who seems to have learned that petting a good dog can make him feel better. I’m a very smart dog because I’ve learned something new too. 

			Protecting the flock for Esperanza was very important work, but now I know it’s not the only important work I can do. There is other important work, like sitting with a good boy and easing his worries. There is something interesting about this work too. It’s not just helping Diego. It also seems to help me. Instead of working alone and protecting others, Diego and I are almost like . . . a pack. Like two dogs that are made better by working together as one. 

			Diego examines my face carefully and rubs my ear. “Having Gus helps too. I wish he didn’t have to go back to the farm.” 

			My ears tic at the word farm. I would like to visit the sheep and Esperanza at the farm with Diego. 

			The air whooshes from Dad’s body like a great wind. “I’m starting to wish that too, but I’m not sure it’s possible.”

			Diego sags a little. I woof for him, determined to make him smile. We’ve had enough sagging and drooping for one day. When I try to squirm over the front seat to join him, the corners of his mouth turn up, like he kind of understands it’s time to be happy too. Sadly, they don’t turn up enough to convince me we’re completely finished with all the day’s drooping and sagging.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			At home, I stay close to Diego. When he eats cookies at the kitchen table, I rest my head on his foot and wait for him to share. When he moves from the table to the soft chairs to read, I scratch out a spot on the floor beside him. When he looks up to speak to Dad, I look up, ready to move with him to our next spot. 

			“Can’t we play over here?” Diego asks when Dad pulls out the thin box and the toys he loves so much. 

			“Uh-uh. No way.” Dad shakes his head. “Gus might be growing on me, but he’s not knocking over my abuela’s chess set again. We play here.” Dad’s hand pats the kitchen table. 

			“Okay.”

			I scurry to my paws when Diego stands then plop my head on his feet again when he slides back into his seat at the table. I’d rather play on the beach or do swimming, but I swish my tail through the light dusting of sand on the floor anyway. At least we’re all together now. 

			“Tell me again what Dr. Barrett said about Gus being an emotional support animal?” Diego’s feet wiggle under my head when he speaks.

			One of the toys clicks on the board. 

			Dad shifts in his seat, like he’s moving one of the plastic pieces. “If Esperanza agrees to it and Dr. Barrett thinks Gus is a good candidate when she meets him, she might recommend that he work with you as an emotional support animal.” 

			When I sit up, my tail swishes the thin layer of sand on the floor again. They were talking about the farm earlier. Now Esperanza. I lift my head so they know I’m listening. I would love to ride in the car with them and eat cheese and meat and balls of icy milk and visit Esperanza.

			Dad looks away from his boring little toys to scratch the side of my face and smile at me. “Dr. Barrett would need to watch the two of you together. But she’s a licensed mental health professional, and basically, all it takes is a letter from her to get Gus approved.”

			Diego pushes a toy with his finger then stares at Dad. He sits taller in his chair today than he usually does when they play with the toys. 

			Dad’s lip twists as he studies the board. “She’s a little concerned about how big he is.” 

			“That’s not fair. He shouldn’t be judged on how big he is.” Diego pushes a toy. 

			He’s not just sitting taller when he plays today. He’s also moving the toys faster. Usually, he sits and stares and sighs a lot. Today, he’s moving like Nando when he herds sheep—like he has a specific plan for where he wants the toys to go. 

			“True.” Dad squints at the board. He’s the one moving slower today. “But it’s not just that. She’s also worried about his breed—that he’s a working dog—and that we haven’t had him very long. She needs to be sure he is well-behaved and not aggressive toward humans or other dogs.”

			“He’s great with other dogs.” Diego moves a toy.

			“Yes.” Dad squints some more. 

			“And he’s great with us.” Diego slides another toy to Dad’s side of the board. 

			“Yes. But can we be one hundred percent certain he would never show aggression to a stranger?” Dad asks, touching a piece then pulling his hand back like it bit him. 

			“I’m sure, Dad. Gus wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 

			“I’ll call Esperanza after dinner tonight, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up. A lot of things still have to fall into place for us to keep him, including me agreeing to all the sand being tracked in and the tumbleweeds of hair everywhere.” Dad smiles but doesn’t take his eyes off the board. 

			They keep playing. Occasionally, one of them takes a toy off the board completely. My eyes grow heavy. I’ve never been big on toys, but even Nando’s chewed-up ball is better than this boring set of human toys. 

			Then Diego slides one of his toys to Dad’s side of the board and leaps from his chair. “Checkmate!” He shakes his balled hand in the air. 

			Dad stares at the thin board like he doesn’t know what just happened. “What—”

			“You know what Cuba’s best player once said, Dad.” Diego beams like Esperanza’s flashlight. “‘Sometimes you learn more from a game you lose than from a game you win.’”

			Dad shakes his head, still staring at the board, like the pieces are broken or something. Then Diego runs across the room to the soft chairs, then back to the table to glance at the board again, then down the hall to his room. I trot along behind him, tail flapping at this wonderful new game. 

			“I can’t wait to tell Colton his move worked!” Diego shouts. Then his socks slip on the slick floor. He slides into me, and we land in a pile of laughter and wagging tail beside his bed. 

			Running around the house with a happy, shouting boy is even more exciting than guarding sheep. It might even be more exciting than chasing a coyote. It’s actually so exciting I don’t smell the grumpy, hairless man until he bangs on the door. 

			Then Diego and I jump to our feet and step into the hall to watch as Dad reaches to open the door. 

			“Hello, Mr. Hurst.” 

			“Hello, Martin.” He smiles from ear to ear, rocking forward on his toes. He does not look grumpy at all, which seems very strange. 

			“Would you like to come in?” Dad waves his arm toward the kitchen.

			“No.” The man shoves some papers toward Dad. “I just came to deliver these.” 

			Dad flips through the papers. When he looks up at the man, his jaw tightens. 

			“It’s the Homeowner’s Covenants. You might want to reread them.” 

			Dad’s eyes narrow. “I know what they say, Mr. Hurst.” 

			The man jabs at the papers with his finger. “Then you know you’re not allowed to have a dog over fifty pounds, and I don’t need a scale to prove that beast is over fifty pounds.”

			“That rule has never been enforced. There are several dogs in the neighborhood over fifty pounds.” Dad’s face pinches so tight I don’t know how he gets the words out of his mouth. 

			My lip curls. A tiny rumble sounds in my throat.

			“Shh, Gus. Be nice.” The anxious smell floods Diego’s body.

			“Rules are rules, Martin. He’s got to go.” Without a bye, or a nod, or any of the things humans normally do before they leave, he turns and walks away. 

			Dad’s face sags. He suddenly looks much older. 

			That man isn’t just grumpy—he’s outright bad. Like the forest fire last summer, he ruins everything he touches. Liquid forms in Diego’s eyes. There won’t be any more laughing or sliding around the house now. Fear also leaks from Diego’s body, so strong it almost smells like sickness.

			When I lick his face, he doesn’t even smile. 

			And I know something very, very bad has happened.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			A couple days later, something even worse happens. Dad and Diego drive away in the car. Without me. They don’t come back for a long time either, and the wind gusts while they’re away, blowing over the chairs on the porch. When they bang against the house, I jump then pace and pace, waiting for Dad and Diego to return. I try to rest under the kitchen table for a bit. When they still don’t return, I lie on the clothes on the floor beside Diego’s bed until I get too hot. Then I pace around the soft chairs. Finally, I lie down beside the door, watch the heavy clouds move past the windows, and wait some more. 

			The wind sounds a lot louder in this house on top of fence posts than it does in a field of grass protected by mountains. It blows so hard, it whistles through little cracks around the windows. The door vibrates until the button on the knob snaps. Then, all of a sudden, the door swings open, and just like that, I’m free, scrambling to my feet and onto the porch. 

			Outside, I hold my nose to the sky, sniffing one direction then the other. The faintest whiff of Diego’s scent swirls in the air, whooshing around and around. 

			I trot down the steps to sniff the driveway under the house where the wind is less confusing. Even with my lips sealed tight and all the air directed at my nostrils, it’s hard to track him, so I head toward the place with all the smoky, yellow vans.

			As I trot up the road, a strong whiff of the grumpy old man pricks my nostrils. I shake my head, flatten my ears, and try to rid my nose of him. Then I see him unloading bags from the car underneath his house. 

			Sniffing the air for Diego, I try to ignore the hairless man, but he calls my name. 

			“Hey, Gus. Come here, buddy.”

			The hair on my back bristles. I freeze but do not growl. 

			“Hey, Gus.” He pulls something meaty from one of the bags inside the car and waves it around. 

			The smell of him mixes with the meat in his outstretched hand. I would ignore the delicious scent, but there is also the faintest whiff of Diego swirling under the man’s house. Twitching my nose from side to side, I search for my people, which is harder than ever because of the confusing wind. 

			The man tosses a chunk of meat at my feet. I grab it, swallow, and sniff for Dad and Diego. Then the man tosses another piece of meat through an open door to a small dark room under the house. The room smells like Esperanza’s yard tools. Underneath the strong smell of chemicals and cut grass is the faintest hint of something that could be Diego. Without getting too close to the man, I approach the door. He tosses another large chunk of meat into the room. And my nose follows. 

			Before I have time to run or fight, the man shoves me from behind, and the door slams shut on my tail. I yowl in pain then bark in fury. I’m trapped. I bark and claw, trying to dig my way out, but it’s useless. 

			“Hush!” The man bangs the door. 

			I do not hush. I bark louder, desperate to be free of this dark room and to find my boy. 

			In between barks, I hear the man’s low voice talking to someone, but there’s no one there. Even with the door closed, I would recognize the scent of another human on the other side. 

			Growling, I paw at the crack under the door until my nails tear and my pads sting. Eventually, the sound of the wind dies down, and my eyes adjust to the dark. With sides heaving, I pause to catch my breath. That’s when I notice the large cloth draped over one of the lawn tools. It’s Diego’s—from the pool. Dad and Diego were never in this room. I made a terrible, terrible mistake. Now I’m trapped and cannot protect them. 

			I bark and bark then pause to listen for movement. 

			In the quiet, I hear a car pull into the man’s driveway. I suck in air through my quivering nose but do not recognize the scent of the woman who steps from the vehicle. Her shoes scuff toward me. 

			“I’m Officer Privet. You called animal control?” Something jingles when she moves. 

			“Yes, there’s a strict leash law in this neighborhood. There are rules about weight limits on dogs too, but my neighbor doesn’t listen. His dog wandered onto my property. When I tried to run him off, he bit me.” 

			I bark again, anxious for them to release me, but they just keep talking and talking. 

			“I’m gonna need a snare if he’s a biter.” Her scent fades as she moves away from the door. 

			Desperate, I claw again and whine. Finally, the woman returns, bringing the scent of many dogs with her. When she whips the door open, the sudden brightness blinds me. I lower my head to run but can’t see where I’m going, and the woman loops a cable around my neck. The thing tightens around my throat, stopping me in my tracks. I gasp. My chest tightens. My belly tightens. I can’t breathe. 

			She yanks the pole attached to the cable. I choke. For the first time in my life, I can’t smell anything. I want to protect myself, but my legs wobble. Drooping to the ground, I beg her with my eyes to let me go. 

			Instead, she clicks a button on the pole, and the cable loosens just enough for me to gulp a tiny bit of air. A wave of smells rushes into my nose—salt, wind, the oil on the man’s head, and the many dogs on the woman’s clothes. 

			“He’s big. That’s for sure.” The woman watches me carefully. Her grip on the pole loosens. “I’m not sure he’s vicious though.”

			“He bit me.” The grumpy man’s neck twitches. For the first time, worry leaks from behind his knees. 

			Her fingers tighten on the pole. “Did he break the skin?”

			I inhale the wonderful salt air, but my heart still pounds against my chest. The grumpy man and the pole attached to my neck remind me of another hairless man. The man with the heavy boots—the man who kicked my sides so hard I could barely breathe. My tail tucks under my behind. I rock back and pull hard, but the woman’s pole doesn’t budge. 

			“Uh, not really.” The man studies the ground near his feet. “But I took pictures of him snarling at me.”

			She glances from me to the man. “You were able to get pictures of him while he was attacking you?”

			“The pictures were from earlier at his house. Through the window.” He pulls a talking box from his pocket, but it slips from his hand and clatters to the driveway. 

			The woman glances at the strap on her arm. “I’m pretty sure the pictures don’t count—not if he was in his own home and you were peering through the window. But if he bit you, that’s different. Biting requires a report.” 

			“A report?” A wave of worries washes over the man as the strong woman guides me away to a truck parked in the driveway. 

			She half leads, half forces me into a cage in back that smells like many sick and hungry dogs. Panting, I fold my body in half and turn a tight circle so I can at least look out. My wet pads slide on the metal bars. I hunch to the bottom of the cage, frozen in place and waiting for an opportunity to escape. 

			Then she lowers another outer door and snuffs out all the familiar smells of Diego and our beach. 

			Barking, I try to tell the humans to let me go, that I need to find Diego. 

			But they ignore me. 

			The truck rumbles to life. I whine like a puppy the first time it’s moved from its nest.

			I fear I might be about to lose Diego. 

			Forever. 
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			Chapter Twenty-Three

			I ride in pitch blackness. Thin metal bars cut into the sensitive skin on my belly. When the truck finally stops, I stand with my back pressed against the top of cramped cage. Clouds of dark smells leak through cracks in the door separating my cage from the outside world. The tang of many sick, scared dogs stings my nose. I inhale, searching for hints of Diego or Dad beneath the stink but don’t find any trace of them. 

			Suddenly, the back of the truck opens, and I’m nose-to-nose with the woman with the pole.

			“Hey, big guy.” The lady looks at the ground when she speaks, careful not to meet my eyes. “You don’t seem too vicious to me.” 

			Underneath the odor of an angry girl-dog, the woman smells kind of nice, like grass and trees and some sort of sharp meat. I drop to the floor of the cage, trying to show her that I’m harmless and that she should release me to go find Diego. 

			But when she opens the door, she does a very bad thing. She hooks me with the cable attached to her metal pole again, then she steps back like she wants me to jump to the ground. When the loop tightens a little, my heart speeds up, pounding against my sides. I don’t have a choice, so I jump. My pads slip on the driveway as she leads me toward a building of barking dogs. The wind gusts again, blowing black clouds toward us. 

			Suddenly, I’m a defenseless pup again, chained to a rusty car in a junkyard. I can’t protect Diego. I can’t even protect myself. I want to fight—maybe even bite. But that’s not me. This lady doesn’t want to hurt me, so I tuck my tail and follow her into a bright building lined with small rooms full of noisy dogs in cages. 

			Some of the dogs wag. Most of them bark. An old boy, with a torn ear, growls. I don’t care about these dogs though. I want to be with Diego. 

			Thunder rumbles in the distance. 

			“Here you go, buddy.” The lady guides me into a small room with a cage door on the front. She slips the cable over my head. Then she unclips my collar, shoves it in her pocket, and leaves me alone with a bowl of water. 

			I drink greedily, water splashing on the floor. I want to pace, but my skinny leg aches, so I stand frozen in place like the old ram in the days before he left the outside of his body behind on the farm. 

			As a pup, I thought I was going to belong with the mechanic and his family, but I got sent to the junkyard to live. On the farm, I thought my place was with the sheep. Then I found Diego and thought I truly belonged with him. But maybe this is where I really belong, with all the other dogs that can’t find a permanent place or person of their own. 

			After a while, I circle the small room, sniffing all the dogs that lived here before me. Maybe I’m not meant to be like Nando or Stella or the other dogs that visit the farm with people of their own.

			I thought I learned this lesson as a pup—that it’s safer and easier to work alone than to get all tangled up with humans. But here I am again. Tangled up and worse off than when I started. I should have just been happy with my sheep and my work instead of thinking I could have more.

			Now I’ve lost Diego. And Dad.

			My sides ache worse than when the junkyard man kicked me with his boots, because this ache doesn’t come from my body or my bones. This ache comes from a place deep inside that I can’t explain, and I don’t think returning to the sheep or any amount of meat or bones can do anything to lessen the hurt I’m feeling right now. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			All night, the wind shakes the building full of dog cages. Rain pummels the metal roof. Some dogs bark. Some get sick. I lick my skinny leg, curl into a ball around my tight belly, and wait for something to happen. 

			But nothing happens until early in the morning when the lady with the pole returns. Then the building explodes with barking as she pushes a cart piled high with bowls of kibble toward us. 

			The barking shakes the place harder than last night’s thunder. Thankfully, her pole is gone. When she stops at the front of each room, her lips move, but I can’t hear her words because of all the noise. She slides a bowl through a small opening at the front of each room then moves to the next dog. 

			When she reaches my door, she slides a bowl into the room. “You seem like a good boy. I bet your people will come for you,” she says, then moves on. 

			I give her a weak wag then sniff the kibble. It smells okay as far as kibble goes, but my stomach aches for something more than food. Whining, I circle the room again then lie down. After the morning meal, the barking dies down. A young dog in the next room breathes deep and slow. My eyes grow heavy until the building explodes again with noise. I startle and scramble to my feet. 

			I don’t see or hear humans yet, but I smell them. 

			And they’re not just any humans. They’re Diego and Dad!

			The pain in my leg forgotten, I bounce like a pup—up and down, up and down. I bark too, determined that Diego will not miss me with so many other dogs around. 

			Of course, Diego doesn’t miss me. He is a very smart boy and runs directly to my room. My collar jingles in his hand. Dad and the lady who pushes the cart of food bowls hurry to join us. Without waiting for them to catch up, Diego yanks open my door and rushes in to join me. Falling to his knees, he wraps his arms around my neck. I lean into him, tail wagging, and tongue licking his face. 

			He falls over laughing then reaches for my neck to pull himself up. I drink in the smell of salt, and sand, and the swimming trough, and everything that makes him Diego. 

			The lady smiles down at us. “I’d say they’re happy to see each other.”

			“I’d say so too.” Dad’s mouth smiles, but the top of his face pinches together with worry. 

			“Gus, I’m sorry.” Diego rubs his cheek against mine. “The storm yesterday pushed the high tide over the beach road. We couldn’t get back until the water went down. I’m so sorry.” He reclips my collar, and it’s the most wonderful sound ever. It means I belong to Diego, and Diego belongs to me. This collar is nothing like the lady’s cable or the junkyard man’s chain. 

			This collar makes me feel big, not small. It proves that Diego and I are a pack, that he will always come for me and that I will always come for him. He attaches the leash to my collar, and I prance like Stella does around Cloe’s feet. 

			The cable-woman talks to Dad in a serious voice. I can only hear bits and pieces of her words. 

			“The neighbor said . . . and filed a report . . . about bite . . . but no blood, so . . .”

			Dad shakes his head like he doesn’t understand either. 

			As we pass the dog with the torn ear, he lowers his head and growls. The whites of his eyes glisten. I give him a limp tail swish, trying to show him that we’re not a threat. 

			Then I wag for Dad, who walks beside us with his head low and his hands shoved in his pockets. My pads moisten. Dad doesn’t smell like Dad. A heavy blanket of worry masks his normal soapy smell. Something about the way he stands reminds me of the dog with the torn ear, which doesn’t make sense. 

			Dad is not a dog. He should not be worried or angry. 

			We’re all together now. 

			That’s all that should matter. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			On the way home, Diego sits in the back seat with me. His fingers grip the fur behind my ears like he’s worried he might lose me again too. Dad grips the circle he uses to drive, like he thinks it might fly off the car if he’s not careful. And he forgets to roll down the windows. 

			But that’s okay because at least we’re all together again.

			“We can’t let him go, Dad.” Diego’s eyes grow moist. 

			I lean toward his face, wiggling my nose one way then the other, drawing the smell of him inside me.

			“I don’t want him to go, Diego, but rules are rules.” Dad’s words come out in quick bites, like he’s straining to push them through his grating teeth and out into the world. 

			“They’re stupid rules.” Diego swipes at something at the corner of his eye. “Mr. Hurst is a liar. I don’t believe Gus bit him.”

			“It’s his word against ours.” Dad stares straight ahead as the car slows and turns onto our road. 

			When the smell of the grumpy man with no hair leaks in through the air holes in the car, I know we’re almost home. We can all be happy at home. Dad and Diego can play with their little plastic toys. I can rest on the cool floor. Then we can run on the sand and play in the foamy water.

			Diego reaches for the seat in front of us. “Dad, wait,” he says and, after Dad stops the car, unclips the strap across his chest. 

			I whine and tilt my head. We should not stop near the hairless man’s house ever again. He might shove me in that tiny, dark room. He might try to separate us. My pads moisten on the seat. 

			“There’s Mr. Hurst.” Diego points to the man, kneeling in the plants beside the bad house. “I want to tell him something.”

			Dad shakes his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, son.” 

			“Dad, please.” Diego reaches for the door handle.

			Dad glances at Diego with one eyebrow rising on his face. 

			My paws slip, but somehow, I scoot to the edge of the seat, ready to jump out with Diego. 

			“Gus, stay,” he says in a young boss-man voice, then he opens the door and steps out. 

			I do as he says, but my backside wiggles like it might decide to disobey his command. 

			Sighing, Dad opens his door too. 

			“Dad, I want to do this by myself.” 

			Worry seeps from Dad’s body, flooding the inside of the car. I pant a little and watch as the hairless man removes his hat and wipes water from his face with the sleeve of his shirt. In his free hand, he holds a small shovel. 

			“Mr. Hurst.” Diego lifts his chin. His voice carries to us through the open window. 

			The sun glistens on the man’s shiny head when he nods. “What is it?”

			“You’re not being fair.” Diego stands with his feet farther apart than usual, and his shoulders don’t slump.

			“Life’s not fair, son.” Mr. Hurst stares at Diego then glances down at his little shovel, the first to break eye contact. 

			“Gus is a good dog. We were going to get him certified as an emotional support animal, but now we can’t because you filed a report against him.” 

			“Emotional support animal?” The man’s head tips to the side. 

			“Yes, I have . . . social anxiety.” 

			I wag for Diego. Whatever he is saying must be very powerful because the more he speaks, the larger he grows. And the hairless man with the stiff back and the stiff face seems to be shrinking a little. 

			The man’s mouth opens then closes. He glances toward our car. 

			Dad nods at him but doesn’t smile. 

			The man looks back at Diego. “It seems to me that if you can interrupt my gardening and talk to me face-to-face about your social anxiety, then you can function just fine without an ‘emotional support animal.’”

			Dad stays perfectly still, like a top dog assessing two other dogs about to fight. 

			“Gus helps me—like dogs that help veterans with PTSD.” 

			The man’s head jerks like Diego slapped him. “Don’t you talk to me about veterans, son.”

			“I’m sorry,” Diego says, his voice low and calm. “I know you fought for our country. Still, I think you should know why people need dogs like Gus. And I wanted you to know he’s leaving tomorrow because you reported him to animal control.” 

			“Well, thank you for all that—” The man waves his shovel when he speaks.

			Diego turns on his heel, dismissing the man and not looking back. He looks almost as tall as Dad when he approaches the car. 

			I wag and lift the corners of my mouth for him, thankful we can all go home now and get back to our beach-life routine. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Dad and Diego barely talk in the car the next morning. Each time I paced the house last night and checked Dad’s room, he was tossing, turning, or kicking the covers. Diego was restless too. It’s almost like they were trying to run away from the bad night when the thunder shook the ground and we lost each other. 

			Today, when they do speak, they say Esperanza’s name a lot. Last night, I heard them say sheep and farm a lot too. So today, when we drive high up the thin road and across the wide water, I know we’re going back to the farm to be together there instead of at Diego’s little house on the high fence posts with the cool floors. 

			My place is with Diego. I know that now. Wherever he goes, I will follow. 

			I might not bounce around his feet constantly like Stella does with Cloe or attach myself to his leg the way Nando does with Esperanza, but I will always be close by, like I am right now, sitting with him in the back seat. 

			Dad drives and drives, and the lovely perfume of salt, sand, and fresh fish fades away. The tires hum and hum. The land also begins to dip and roll, up and down. I wish Diego had brought more cheese today, but I’m not upset. He and Dad had lots of bags to carry to the car and trash to take outside. 

			Now the sun warms the back of the car, and I rest with my head in Diego’s lap. Every now and then, I open one eye to see if the buildings outside are growing larger. The smells sifting in through the air holes up front bore me. For some reason, when the air comes in that way instead of through the windows, it smells mostly like hot metal and liquid chemicals. It loses most of the wonderful fragrances of the people and animals outside the car. 

			Dad and Diego sit so still I would almost think they were asleep except I can tell from their breathing that they’re awake. And of course, Dad’s eyes are open while he drives. 

			When he finally does speak, I lift an ear. 

			“I wish you would talk to me, son.” 

			“I don’t have anything to say.” 

			“I promise, we’ll visit often. Maybe we can get Esperanza to help us find a small dog for you.”

			“I don’t want a small dog. I want Gus.” Diego runs a stiff hand down my side. “And I don’t want to talk about it.”

			Dad flinches, like Diego hit him, which of course, Diego would never do. 

			Later, we stop at one of the busy driveways that smells like chemicals. Diego walks me to a patch of grass where I mark again and again. Thankfully, he gives me a few bits of cookie too. When we return to the car, Dad hands Diego something wrapped in delicious smelling paper. It’s the flat meat we got on the drive to the beach. Just like before, it rests between two pieces of bread. 

			Diego does not smell sick, but he also doesn’t eat very much, which is confusing. 

			I am happy to help him finish all the bread and meat. When his eyes droop, I rest. The next time I open my eyes, the front of the car points upward, and I know we are in the mountains. Even the hot metal and chemical smells can’t completely mask the scent of the cool, wet earth and the towering old trees that flows in through the air holes. 

			Pressing my nose against the glass, I sniff for squirrels and rabbits. 

			“I think he knows we’re almost there,” Dad says, pressing a button and opening the window. 

			Diego doesn’t respond. 

			I shove my head out, and the wind slaps my ears back against my neck. Diego smiles for the first time since we left the beach. Lifting the corner of my mouth, I flash him my best attempt at a return smile. 

			“You want to stop at Grandpappy’s and see what flavor he’s serving?” Dad asks, pointing at the falling-down building with the tables out front. The car slows a little.

			I wag for Dad, trying to tell him that I would love to stop for some of the frozen balls of icy milk, but Diego shakes his head. 

			“I’m not hungry.” 

			My tail droops as we pass, but not for long because now we’re nearing the place that smells like Vern’s animals. When I lean my head back to inhale the aroma, a yappy little bark escapes my mouth. 

			Then an even better smell clutches my nose. The farm.

			I bark. 

			Bark. Bark. And bark. 

			To show Esperanza and the sheep I’m back. 

			Our tires crunch the driveway. The sun dips behind the mountains just like every other evening on the farm. Around the last bend, the little house at the bottom of the hill comes into view. Dad honks, and the door opens. Nando rockets down the steps and toward our car, followed by Stella, Cloe, and Esperanza. 

			When Dad stops, Diego opens the door, and I jump to the ground. 

			“Hello, handsome.” Esperanza claps. 

			I hurtle toward her, bouncing in a quick circle around her legs before pausing to let Nando and Stella sniff my backside. 

			“I guess his leg is fine.” Esperanza laughs then steps forward to pull Diego into a hug. “You’ve done a good thing for him, Diego. I know it didn’t turn out exactly the way you wanted, but I’m proud of you.” 

			Diego’s arms hang at his side. Esperanza releases him to hug Dad. They exchange a serious look. 

			Then one of the sheep bleats, and I bolt. Tearing toward the field, I slide under the fence then head toward the flock. Trotter, the horrid horse-like animal with the rabbit ears, stomps his foot at me, warning me to stay back, but Little Lamb breaks away. She walks toward me, wagging her stumpy tail. 

			She isn’t so little anymore, and she doesn’t bow and invite me to play headbutt. Instead, she sniffs my nose. Then the horrid horse-beast stomps his hoof again. When he huffs air out of his nose, Little Lamb returns to the flock. 

			A car door slams, and I glance over my shoulder at the humans. Esperanza and Cloe are helping Dad carry bags up to the porch. Diego stands with his arms crossed, watching me. 

			I turn back to the flock one last time and wag for them. They’re so busy chomping grass, they barely even notice me. So I rush back toward Diego, but not so fast that I don’t have time to mark a few fence posts on the way. 

			Diego shakes his head. “You’ll always be a guard dog, won’t you, Gus?”

			“Speaking of guard dogs,” Esperanza says, walking up behind Diego and placing a hand on his shoulder, “I think it will be best if I put Trotter back in the barn while you and your dad get settled. It will be less confusing for Gus when we put him back with the sheep.” 

			Diego’s face quivers, like it might break into pieces. 

			I’m not sure what’s wrong, but whatever it is, it’s bad. I drop my tail, trying to show him I understand even if I don’t. My ears droop. Even the skin around my eyes sags. 

			The sheep barely noticed my return. It’s almost like they’ve forgotten all about me. Diego should be happy to see Esperanza and Cloe, but his mood is as gloomy as the darkness sweeping over the farm. 

			I force my tail to swish, trying to make Diego smile. 

			Esperanza unclips my collar and holds it out to Diego. “Do you want to keep it?” 

			Diego’s hands ball at his sides. His teeth press into his bottom lip, like he’s in pain. Ignoring Esperanza’s outstretched hand, he drops to his knees and hugs my neck. 

			“I love you, Gus. You’re the best dog ever.” He breathes the words into my neck and rubs a wet cheek against mine. Then he turns toward the house as if he’s going to leave without me, which I have already decided is not going to happen ever again. I do not need to be attached to his leg all the time, but I do need to be close enough to keep an eye on him. 

			I move to follow, but Esperanza blocks my path. “You stay with me, big guy. As of tonight, you’re back on duty.”

			Esperanza is a very smart dog lady, but today, she is very, very confused. For some reason I cannot understand, she ropes the horse-animal and leads him to the barn even though night has settled over the farm and the sheep will need him to protect them. 

			I stand frozen between the field and the house—between the defenseless sheep and my boy—not knowing how to be in two places at one time. 

			Thankfully, Esperanza returns, her boots crunching the driveway. She is a smart dog lady and will know what to do. “You take care of the sheep, Gus,” she says, walking off toward the house. 

			I start to follow her. 

			“No, Gus.” She points at the field. “You guard.” 

			I lower my head to the ground, wondering what I’ve done to make her use that voice. 

			She takes another step toward the house. I swish my tail and follow again. 

			“No, Gus,” she says in her boss-lady voice and stomps her foot. “I know this is confusing, but it’s for the best.” 

			I wag for her. 

			She points toward the sheep again. “Go. Guard.” 

			Knowing I must do as she says when she uses that voice and that stiff face, I slink off toward the field. 

			And away from Diego.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			I spend the entire night marking fence posts, circling the flock, and pacing back and forth between the chickens, the sheep, and the front porch. Every now and then I bark, just in case, but it seems both the bear and the coyote are long gone. It’s the most I’ve worked since the attack though, and my skinny leg aches. 

			When night fades to dawn, I rest on the porch where I can be near Diego but also keep an eye on the sheep. Later, my ears lift at the sound of Nando and Stella clattering across the porch and out to the grass to go potty. They trot back to the door, waiting to be let in. I stand with them, waiting to be let in too. 

			When Esperanza opens the door for them, wonderful scents tickle my nose—the faint smell of old sand and salty water mixes with Cloe’s book-cookie smell. And bacon. I try to bounce and wag like Stella, needing to show Esperanza I can stay in the kitchen and be a house dog too. But it’s hard to bounce, wag, and hold my sore leg off the ground all at the same time. 

			“Oh, my goodness,” Esperanza says as Stella and Nando scurry past her. 

			I wag for her, thankful for the attention but concerned she doesn’t let me in the house. Instead, she steps out onto the porch, sits on the top step, and pats her leg for me to join her. 

			“Gus, buddy, you are such a brave, wonderful boy. I’m sorry we’ve confused you.” She runs her warm hand up and down my bad leg, rubbing out the stiffness. 

			I lift one ear then the other to show her that I’m listening and ready to follow her back inside whenever she’s ready. 

			“Your leg’s fine—just a little soreness. Doc said it’d be like that for the next several months.” She pats me on the backside then stands and turns toward the door. “Now, shoo. I’ll bring you your breakfast when I feed the sheep.” Waving, she nudges me toward the flock with her leg. 

			I don’t budge. I drop my tail and tuck my ears. 

			“Gus, go!” Her voice drops.

			So I go. The sheep bleat for me when I return. I swish my tail for them, giving them the all clear, then I mark a fence post and scratch out a place to rest near them in the damp grass. 

			When Esperanza finally brings me a bowl of meat and bones, I give her a bit of tail flap. The food smells delicious, but I’m way more interested in Dad, who is with her, than I am in even the meatiest bones. For him, I wag. Hard. I even manage to bounce a little now that I’ve rested my leg. 

			“Hey, big guy.” He scratches me behind the ear. The inside of his hand releases a wave of soapy goodness into the air. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out.” 

			“He’ll be fine,” Esperanza says, wiggling my bowl and reminding me to eat. “He’s the most natural livestock guardian dog I’ve ever known. He loves the sheep and the farm. In fact, I’m really surprised he adapted to homelife as well as he did.”

			She leans over the top of the fence and watches me eat. Dad rests a foot on the lower rail and watches too. 

			“If anyone knows dogs, you do.” Dad stretches his mouth and rubs his face like it hurts. 

			When his hand brushes his cheek, it makes a scratchy sound. Short, sharp hairs I’ve never seen before sprout there, which is strange. I lick my bowl then poke my head through the fence to sniff Dad’s pants for signs of Diego. 

			“I’m more worried about Diego than I am Gus.” Dad pets my head but doesn’t look at me. He stares off into the forest behind the field. “He’s come so far in the last few months. You should have seen him stand up to the guy who reported Gus.”

			Esperanza places a hand on Dad’s arm. “We’re just going to have to trust that they’ll both be okay.” She smiles down at me. 

			“They will. I know that, but sometimes, I wonder if Diego’s issues go all the way back to losing his mom. He’s always had issues making attachments to people. But he opened up to Gus so naturally. I guess I’m afraid this will make him more closed off . . .” 

			Dad’s words trail off like he’s too tired to keep talking. I wag, trying to show him I’m ready to go inside and sit and rest all day if that’s what he wants. But he’s so serious he doesn’t even notice me.

			Esperanza lifts my mostly empty bowl from the ground. “I was up most of the night worrying about that. And I decided it will be easier on both of them if we just rip the Band-Aid off today. I hate to see you go, but maybe y’all should head out today instead of waiting until Sunday. We can find him another dog, Martin. It won’t be the same, but I’ve done this long enough to know that dogs can work miracles on a person’s heart.”

			Dad’s face pinches. 

			Esperanza reaches over to rest her hand on his arm again. “Martin, I found Gus on the porch this morning. He was favoring his bad leg. I think he spent the entire night running back and forth between the house and the field.”

			Dad touches my ear then lifts his hands to his face and squeezes, like he thinks it might fall off. “You’re right,” he says. “I’ll talk to Diego this morning.”

			Thankfully, we’re talking about Diego again. I lean against the fence, trying to get closer to Dad. I did what Esperanza asked last night. Now I am ready to go find Diego. 

			Esperanza studies the bowl for a second before speaking. “And I think we should try to keep Diego in the house this morning.” 

			I lower my head and prepare to crawl under the fence. 

			“Stay,” she says in her firm voice then turns to go. 

			Dad scuffs toward the barn behind her.

			Just like that, my tail droops, followed by my ears. They haven’t done this much drooping since I was a pup at the junkyard. The meat and bones in my belly turn sour as Esperanza and Dad return to the house without me. 

			Curling around the pain inside of me, I lie down where I can watch the flock and also watch for Diego. My eyes, ears, and nose will be ready when Diego decides to come for me. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Eyes open, nose on high alert, I wait for Diego until the sun rises above the farm. I don’t even close my eyes after I move to the shade under the oak tree, which is how I catch a glimpse of movement in a window at the house. Someone is standing there, looking out. Scrambling to my feet, I wag, seal my lips, and sniff fast and hard. But the distance, the closed window, and the shadows all make it too hard to tell who it is. 

			Then the person disappears inside the house. Glancing around the farm, I check for any sign of unusual movement, but everything is still except for Nando and Esperanza clattering around in the barn. So I lie down again to watch the house and wait.

			The day wears on, and my eyes grow heavy from the heat. Finally, the barn door slides open, and Nando and Esperanza head toward the house. Esperanza waves. Nando swishes his tail, but they do not stop. 

			I rise, slide under the fence, and move to follow them, but Esperanza turns to me with her hand raised. I know what she’s going to say before she says it.

			“Gus, go back. Guard.”

			I do as I’m told for now, but I’m not sure how much longer I can stand it. 

			Little Lamb joins me in the shade but doesn’t stay long. She’s practically an adult now and seems to prefer munching grass to games like headbutt. When she returns to the flock, I slink under the fence again. 

			Esperanza has made it clear that I’m supposed to stay outside with the sheep and the chickens, but that doesn’t mean I have to stay inside the fence with the flock. I’ve always been free to wander the entire farm. Now seems like as good a time as any to use that freedom, so I wander over to the house and lie in the shade for a while. 

			Finally, something wonderful happens. The door opens, and everyone comes out. Even Diego. I bounce around his feet at the bottom of the steps. When he drops to his knees and wraps his arms around my neck, I breathe in his wonderful smell—sand, salt, and everything that makes him Diego. 

			He rubs his wet face against mine. Cloe, Dad, and Esperanza watch. I wag, reminding them to smile too, but it seems like they’ve all forgotten how to lift the corners of their lips. Then I notice the bags at Dad’s feet and the rope in Esperanza’s hand. And it’s not the blue rope that Diego clips to my collar. It’s the old rope from the barn. My belly sinks when Dad lifts the bags and steps toward the car. 

			“Come on, son. This isn’t going to get any easier.”

			“Dad—” 

			A horrible sucking sound in Diego’s throat cuts off his words. His hands shake, and my sides constrict, pressing against my belly tighter and tighter. Something is horribly wrong. I look to Esperanza for help, but all she does is slip the useless, old rope around my neck while Cloe clings to her side. Dad is worse than useless. He pulls Diego away from me and guides him to the car. I tug on the rope, but Esperanza stands firm. She is very strong, and the rope pinches my neck. 

			I whine. 

			Then the absolute worst happens. 

			Dad and Diego get in the car. 

			Without. Me.

			I tug again and bark when the car roars to life, trying to remind them that I’m right here—that they should not forget their good dog. But they’re leaving, and all I can do is watch. As Diego presses his hands against the back window, water streams down his face. 

			Esperanza and Cloe are wise dog people, but they just stand stuck in their spots like heavy stones. I am a guard dog. I cannot stay stuck in one place when I sense danger. I must act. So I yank harder and rip the rope from Esperanza’s hand. Then I race down the driveway to rescue Diego. 

			“Stop!” Esperanza screams. 

			The cloud of gravel dust burns my eyes, making it hard to see. Nando barks. I lower my head, flatten my body, and run faster. I’ve almost caught them when Esperanza screams again. The car screeches to a halt, and Diego jumps out. 

			I slide past him and bang into the car. 

			Diego swipes at his eyes and lifts my dragging rope from the dirt. “I want us to be together too, Gus,” he says and pulls me toward him.

			I jump up to be closer to his face then brace my front paws on his chest. He wraps his arms around the top half of my body, the way Cloe and Esperanza wrap their arms around each other. I lick his face and melt against him like a puppy melts into a puddle of his brothers and sisters in the nest. It feels wonderful. 

			Wonderful. 

			“Oh, my gosh!” Esperanza’s eyes bulge when she catches up to us. “I thought he was going to run under the car.” 

			Dad shakes his head as he walks around to join us. “I didn’t know he chased cars.” 

			“He doesn’t.” Esperanza’s shoulders rise to her ears. “At least, he never has before. I’m going to put him in the barn till y’all are gone. He’ll be fine. I promise,” she says, but she smells upset, and her words are high and squeaky. 

			“But—” Diego’s voice shakes harder than his hands. 

			Dad grips his own side like he’s in pain. “We have to go, Diego. We’re making this harder for him.”

			“You were right.” Diego touches my ear. His shoulders tremble. “We never should have taken him,” he says then places my front legs gently on the ground. 

			Dad rests a hand on Diego’s shoulder, like he’s trying to hold Diego steady, then looks straight into his eyes. I lean into Diego’s legs, trying to support him as well. 

			“No, son. You were right. The two of you should be together. You make Gus a better dog, and he makes you a better boy. It stinks that it worked out this way, but it was worth it. It was. You gained a friend and got to experience the love of a good dog. I don’t ever want you to shy away from those things because you’re afraid of getting hurt.” Dad wraps Diego in his arms. 

			Diego’s arms wrap back. 

			I’m so busy watching them, I don’t feel Esperanza pick up the rope until it’s too late. 

			“Y’all sit in the car. Cloe and I will walk all the dogs back to the barn together, like we’re one big pack. It’ll be easier, I think. Then you can leave safely after we close the door.” 

			Diego rubs my ears again then slides into the front of the car with Dad. 

			Esperanza reaches through the open window to touch his arm. “Diego, I promise I will take good care of him. I’ll text you. I’ll send pictures. I know it hurts right now, but I promise he will be okay. You can spend the entire summer here next year if you want.”

			“Stella and I will help too,” Cloe says, coming to stand with Esperanza and scratching me behind the ears. 

			Then, without any warning, Esperanza pulls on the rope. She moves like a leader without looking back, knowing we will follow. She is a good and nice dog person, and I don’t mind being connected to her rope. But being connected to Diego’s rope is better. He doesn’t just lead me. He walks with me, like he and I are two members of the same pack. 

			Esperanza is pulling me up the hill, toward the barn, like she thinks I’m a member of her pack. Inside the barn, she slides the door shut behind us. We all sit together on the step to the room where I first met Dad—the room with the fishy kibble and all the cabinets. 

			Down the hill, the sound of Dad’s car roars to life then fades away. My body stiffens in the silence. 

			Diego is gone. 

			I still have the sheep and important work—everything I thought a livestock guardian dog could ever want. 

			But I don’t have Diego.

			And now that I’ve had Diego, the flock and important work won’t be enough. 

			I whimper. Nothing will ever be enough without Diego. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			When Esperanza unhooks my rope, I go and lie beside the barn door. She and Cloe speak in hushed voices. I listen for any sound of Dad’s returning car, but it does not come. My stomach aches, but it’s not with hunger. 

			“It’s hot, and Gus doesn’t want us.” Cloe pets me with one hand and fans her face with the other. “Stella and I are going back to the house.”

			“Fine,” Esperanza says and stands to stretch. “Y’all rest. It’s been a long day. Nando and I will keep an eye on Gus for a little longer.”

			My ears perk, listening to see if she will say Diego’s name too, but she doesn’t. 

			“You be good, Gus.” Cloe waves as she reaches for the big door. 

			Stella wags for me, almost like she knows how it feels to lose her person too. When Cloe slides the heavy door open a little, I give her a weak tail thump. But I also see my chance to escape and bolt. I fly like Nando in the direction of Dad’s car, leaving all of them in a cloud of dust.

			“Gus, no!” Esperanza shouts. “Gus, come!”

			I don’t want to disobey—just like I didn’t want to disobey the night of the bear attack. But sometimes, I must listen to my gut and my guard dog senses. 

			So I run. 

			And run.

			And run so hard the gravel rips at the pads of my paws. 

			Diego’s scent disappears when I reach the spot where Dad drove away, but I keep running, knowing Esperanza will stop me if I don’t. I know she’s trying to help, but she’s confused. Keeping me from Diego is wrong. 

			At the end of the driveway, I turn toward the smell of Vern’s animals. The hot road burns my raw paws. The heat and the growing pain in my injured leg distract me and slow me down. 

			I don’t hear the enormous truck until it’s practically on top of me, blaring its ear-piercing horn. When I jump to the side of the road, my back paws slide out from under me. Digging in, I fight my way almost back to the road. Then one of my toenails catches on a sharp rock. I twist in pain and tumble backward over and over, unable to stop until I land in a pile at the bottom of a ditch. 

			Somehow, I drag myself to my feet, feeling like I’ve been kicked by the man at the junkyard over and over, then shake off some of the pain. The walls of the ditch are too steep to climb, so I put one paw in front of the other and follow the deep line of earth wherever it will take me. Thankfully, it mostly seems to follow the road. At one point, I hear a car above me and understand I’ve crossed under the road. 

			I can’t track Diego’s scent directly, but I press on. I might be able to piece together a trail to the places with the big buildings and the busy driveways with all the dog markings and the good food. If I can find the smell of old sand and salty water, I can follow it to the beach and to Diego. 

			But before I do that, I must find drinking water. Stopping, I sniff and listen. My nose quivers at the scent of squirrels but doesn’t smell water. Panting, I lower my head and force myself to keep moving. Finally, the walls on either side of the ditch level out, and I’m able to climb back up to the road. 

			When I do, I smell humans and hear laughter. Breaking into a trot, I crest a small hill and see the best thing I’ve seen since I left the farm—the little falling-down building with the tables out front. These humans might not share their icy milk balls with me, but they might share some water to drink. 

			A breeze blows up here on the road, carrying countless scents with it. My nose twitches at a faint whiff of Diego’s old sand and Dad’s soap. My whiskers vibrate excitedly. Shaking my head and flapping my ears, I close my mouth and inhale again. It smells like Diego and Dad, but their car carried them and all their smells away long ago. 

			Still, my tail lifts over my back like Stella’s. My legs break into a gallop as I charge down the center of the road. Even an enormous truck won’t come between me, that falling-down building, and anything that smells like my boy. 

			My paws leave the hot road, bite into the gravel driveway, and race toward the tables packed with people.

			“Watch out, dog!” a woman shouts through the open window of a moving car. 

			I do not watch out. I trust my nose and charge. Every head at every table turns in my direction when I bark at the people sitting at the table in the shade. 

			Diego!

			And Dad!

			My tight belly relaxes. I forget the throbbing in my leg. My body flattens out, and I fly across the gravel. Dad stands frozen in place like an old tree. Diego does not. He runs, almost like he’s flying too. 

			“Gus!” he calls my name then bends down and claps. 

			Sliding to a stop, I collide with his legs. He wraps me in his arms. I inhale his perfume of sand and salt and sweet balls of icy milk. And just like that, we’re back together. 

			He came for me at the building with all the barking dogs and the lady with the pole. I came for him here at the milk-ball place when Dad tried to drive away without me. That’s what packmates do. We come for each other.

			Dad walks toward us, smiling, but his lips also tremble, like he’s happy and sad at the same time. “I just . . . I don’t . . .” He spits out choppy words that don’t make any sense. 

			The people at the tables turn to watch, laughing and smiling. 

			“Is that your dog?” a little boy with milk on his hands and face asks. 

			“Yes.” Diego looks at me, then Dad, then back at the little boy. Liquid seeps from Diego’s skin, but it’s not the sticky, fearful liquid. It’s the good liquid that comes after a long run in the woods. 

			Dad’s mouth hangs open but doesn’t make any words. 

			“He’s my dog,” Diego says to the boy, and his face isn’t red. His hands don’t shake. “He just doesn’t—”

			Dad steps toward us. “It’s a long story,” he says and steers me and Diego over to a table with bowls on it. He collapses to a seat, like his legs are too weak to support him, then props his head in his hands. 

			Diego smiles at me and offers me one of the bowls. I lick what’s left of the melted milk ball in the bottom of one of the bowls, and drops of the delicious stickiness spatter Diego and the table. He laughs. 

			But Dad winces, like he’s in pain again. I wag for him. But he still doesn’t smile. 

			“Son,” he says, grimacing, “you know we’re going to have to take him—”

			Diego’s back stiffens. 

			Then the talking box in Dad’s pocket buzzes, and he jumps to his feet. When he does, his hand bumps the other bowl of icy milk. It spills and oozes across the table. “It’s probably Esperanza calling about Gus,” he says as he throws folded papers on top of the mess and fumbles for the talking box. 

			Diego twists his bowl so my tongue can reach the last bits of icy goodness, then he turns to watch Dad. 

			“Hello?” Dad says into the box, pressing a finger to his other ear. His face pinches. 

			Diego listens and watches so closely he forgets to pet me. I nuzzle him with my cold nose, reminding him that I’m still here. And that petting is good.

			Dad doesn’t say much, except words like yes and really. Then he taps the box with his finger, slides it in his pocket, and stares off in the distance like he’s looking for coyotes or maybe even a bear. 

			“Who was that?” Diego asks, waving a hand in front of Dad’s face. 

			“It was Dr. Barrett.”

			“That’s weird.” Diego runs a hand down my back. “Why did she call on a Saturday?”

			I lean on his leg to make sure we don’t get separated again. 

			“I’ll explain in the car. Let’s hurry.” Dad grabs the empty bowls and the wet papers and tosses them in the trash. “We need to find Esperanza and let her know Gus is okay.” He waves us to the car. 

			In the back seat, Diego holds me very tight like he’s worried we might get separated again. I rest my paw on his leg, trying to show him that everything will be okay now that I know he will always come for me. And he knows that I will always come for him. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Diego grips the door handle as we zoom up a hill toward the smell of Vern’s animals. Another car races down the hill toward us and blares its horn.

			“What—” Dad jams his foot to the floor, slowing the car down. 

			“It’s Esperanza,” Diego shouts as our car stops in the middle of the road. 

			Esperanza’s car flies past, skids to a stop, then turns around and circles back to us. When she slows to a stop beside us, she leans out the window. Her hair tangles around her face like old rope. She does not look like a strong boss lady. She looks more like a lost kid. 

			“Oh, my gosh! Martin! You found him. How? I thought—” Falling forward, she rests her face on the circle she uses to drive. 

			I swish my tail and lift my ears for her, but she can’t see me with her face down.

			“Esperanza, we’re fine. Gus is fine.” Dad reaches out the window toward her, but his arm isn’t long enough to touch her. “Something has happened. Let’s get off the road so I can tell you.” 

			Esperanza lifts her face to look at him and rakes her fingers through her hair. “Right. Of course.” The corners of her mouth rise, but her face is very stiff.

			I can’t tell if she’s smiling, so I whine for her. My behind wiggles on the seat, trying to make her relax and wiggle too.

			“Go back to the farm,” Dad says, motioning up the road with his hand. “We’ll meet you there.”

			“Okay. Yes.” She looks from Dad, to me and Diego, then back to Dad. 

			“Just go.” He waves her on. “I’ll explain when we get there.”

			A minute later, we’re back at the farm and piling out of our cars. A breeze rustles the tops of the trees and my fur. Stella races toward us from the house, followed closely by Cloe. I lower my head to greet her but remain firmly pressed against Diego’s leg.

			Taking a deep breath, Dad points to the porch. “Y’all are going to want to sit down for this.”

			“Just tell us what’s going on.” Diego’s voice rises like he’s losing his patience. His breathing speeds up. “What did Dr. Barrett say?”

			Cloe steps to my side and scratches me under the chin, while Stella inspects me with her nose, gathering information about my escape and my return. She licks the side of my mouth, very interested in the perfume of sweet milk on my lips. 

			I wag for her but keep my eyes trained on Dad and Diego. 

			Dad drags himself to the porch and plops down on the bottom step. “I need to sit down even if y’all don’t.”

			Esperanza and Nando drop down beside him. She looks like the breeze might blow her over if she isn’t careful. I’m glad to be standing with the young people, who seem much more capable of taking care of themselves right now than the adults. 

			“Diego,” Dad says, then pauses to smooth the prickly little hairs on his face. 

			“Yes?” Diego waits, standing motionless, like a rabbit sensing a nearby fox.

			Even Nando is still for once, which makes my breathing speed up a little bit. 

			Dad releases a whoosh of air then looks around at each of us. “I just . . . I can’t even believe it, but Dr. Barrett spoke to Mr. Hurst.”

			Diego’s hand tightens on my neck. “What?”

			Cloe watches Diego. “Who’s Dr. Barrett?”

			Esperanza leans forward. “Let Uncle Martin finish, Cloe.”

			Dad shakes his head then starts over. “Diego and I stopped at Grandpappy’s. We were . . . uh . . . I needed to clear my head for the long drive. We were both upset about leaving Gus.” He smiles at me, and the prickling in my pads and whiskers lessens. “And Dr. Barrett, Diego’s counselor, called to tell me she spoke to Mr. Hurst and then took her sister to see him.” Dad smiles at Diego. 

			Diego’s hands ball at his sides. “Why would she take her sister to see him?”

			Dad pushes himself up off the step and comes to stand in front of me and Diego. “Dr. Barrett’s sister fought in Afghanistan. She could barely function when she came home. She never slept. She jumped at unexpected noises.”

			“That’s how Stella acted after the accident at the airport,” Cloe says. She bends down to lift Stella to her chest.

			“Exactly,” Dad continues. “Anyway, Dr. Barrett’s sister has improved a lot, and she credits that improvement to her dog—her emotional support dog. Mr. Hurst is retired military. He respects soldiers, especially ones who’ve seen combat.” Dad reaches over and squeezes Diego’s shoulder. 

			Diego holds his breath. Cloe doesn’t move. 

			Dad laughs softly. “It’s the closest thing I’ve seen to a miracle. Mr. Hurst is not a man who changes his mind, but he told Dr. Barrett he would go to animal control on Monday and withdraw his complaint about Gus.”

			“Does that mean . . .” Diego rolls forward on his toes. His hands unclench.

			“It means . . .” Dad’s voice cracks. “It means, Dr. Barrett can write a letter to get Gus approved as an emotional support dog.” 

			“Gus!” Diego squeezes my neck then releases me and waves his hands over his head. 

			Dad lifts his hand in the air. 

			Diego smacks it. They laugh, but Dad also wipes at his eyes like he’s got dirt or smoke in them. 

			Then Diego goes very still. His shoulders drop. “But—”

			“No buts, son.” Dad wraps one arm around Diego and pulls him against his side. “The homeowners’ rules don’t apply to emotional support animals. Gus can stay. It doesn’t matter if he weighs five hundred pounds. And we owe it all to Dr. Barrett and her sister.” He leans his head back and closes his eyes. 

			“And kind of to Mr. Hurst,” Diego whispers. 

			Dad pauses to rub his face again then nods slowly. “Yeah, and kind of to Mr. Hurst.”

			I startle when Cloe shouts and waves her hands in the air. Then she wiggles her hips, and Stella goes wild, baying at her girl, like she’s running rabbits. 

			I’m not sure why they’re so excited now when just a little bit ago they were tearing me and Diego apart. But I know why I’m excited. 

			It’s because my pack is complete. Diego stands beside me, rubbing his hands behind my ears. The sheep huddle safely in the field behind us. I took care of them when they needed me most, protected them when the sick bear lurked in the woods. Now, they will be fine with Trotter. His kicking feet have found a new purpose fending off coyotes. Now, I can focus on Diego.

			Esperanza steps toward me and Diego. “Well, Gus, I guess that means you’re permanently retired from farm work and moving on to something more important.” Liquid forms in her eyes. Her voice quivers, but a toothy smile stretches across her face when she looks into my eyes. “Which means I’m very glad I kept this.” 

			The tags on my collar jingle when she pulls it from her back pocket and hands it to Diego. 

			He holds it against his chest then turns to me. “It’s for real this time, Gus. For good. You and me, buddy.” 

			Liking the sound of the words Gus, good, and buddy all close together like that, I tilt my head to the sky and bark. 

			The humans laugh. Nando attaches himself to Esperanza’s leg. Stella relaxes against Cloe’s chest, and I lean into Diego. When he clips my blue collar around my neck, I know what it means. It means Esperanza and Dad were confused earlier. It means Diego and I are meant to be together. 

			Always. 
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			Chapter Thirty-One

			I do not leave Diego’s side that day or the next day. I do not leave his side until we return to the house on fence posts and he goes to the place with all the children and all the yellow vans. I understand now that we may not always stay in one place. We may move from the farm to the beach and back again, but we will always move together. 

			Now we’re at the beach, and most of our days fall into the beach routine, which means kibble breakfasts for me and lots of burnt bread for Dad and Diego. It also means lots of runs on the sand and the occasional swim in the older lady’s pool down the street. 

			But some days the routine changes, and that’s okay too. Today, Dad and Diego rush around the house, spraying chemicals into the air. I follow from room to room as they wipe everything in the house with small cloths. Some things, like the kitchen table, they wipe many times. 

			“They’ll be here any minute,” Diego says as he plops down in one of the soft chairs in the room beside the kitchen. Small bits of liquid seep from his skin, but it’s the liquid that comes from scurrying around the house, wiping things with cloths over and over. It’s not the sticky worried smell that leaked from Diego’s skin when I first met him. Those smells come less and less often these days.

			Inhaling the salty, sandy smell of him, I rest my head on his knees and wag to show him I’m listening. 

			When a car crunches into the driveway, Dad hurries from the back of the house. “They’re here,” he says, smoothing his wet hair with his hands. 

			I bark and rush to the window, wondering who’s here. 

			“Hush, Gus,” Dad says, but he’s smiling. “It’s Esperanza and Cloe.”

			My ears perk at the sound of those wonderful names.

			He opens the door, and I charge outside to a wonderful sight and smell—Esperanza, Cloe, Stella, and Nando are here. They’re here at our house on fence posts at the beach, and they’ve brought the smell of sheep and chickens and cookies with them. At the bottom of the steps, I rush from one to the other, sniffing dog behinds and human legs. 

			Esperanza drops down beside me and wraps her arms around my neck. “You look good, big guy. I think your new life agrees with you.” 

			I lick her face to show her how happy I am to see her too. 

			Inside the house, Stella, Nando, and I circle each other again and again, bouncing and yipping like puppies while the humans carry many bags, a plastic tub of kibble, and Nando’s chewed-up old ball into the house. 

			Later, we all go play on the beach as one big pack. My tail wags so hard my body shakes. 

			“Get it,” Esperanza shouts and throws Nando’s ball along the hard sand near the water. He chases it and returns, over and over. 

			Stella walks with Cloe on her leash and inspects the crunchy, alive-smelling things that I’ve learned are called shells and sniffs all the strange plants and animals that wash ashore from the water. Dad watches as I run back and forth between all of them, woofing and wagging until I’m so tired I plop down in the sand at Diego’s feet. 

			That night after dinner, Dad and Esperanza sit in the soft chairs, smiling and talking quietly. Cloe and Diego move their toys around the thin board on the kitchen table. Nando, Stella, and I sleep together at their feet. Every once in a while, one of us will stand and circle or scratch out a new spot on the hard, cool floor then lie back down. 

			When someone knocks on the door, we fly to our paws in one frenzied pack of barking. 

			“Hush, guys! Hush.” Dad pushes us away from the door with his foot. “It’s just Mr. Hurst.”

			I sit beside Diego in case he needs me to protect him, but his breathing barely changes, which I’ve learned means he’s okay on his own. 

			Dad opens the door and gestures toward the kitchen. “Come in, please.” 

			The hairless man, whose name I’ve learned is Mr. Hurst, brings a wonderful smell inside with him—peanut butter and cookies. 

			“Mrs. Brown told Mrs. Hurst you were having company.” He pushes the plate awkwardly into Dad’s hands. “So here you go.”

			“Thank you.” Dad takes the plate then waves toward Esperanza. “This is my sister. The other dogs are hers. They’re not staying.” 

			“I’m not here about the dogs. I’m trying . . .” He swallows hard, like he has something caught in his throat. “I’m trying to be neighborly, like Mrs. Hurst told me to.” He smiles, but he winces a little, like it’s hard for him.

			Diego rubs the top of my head. His hand doesn’t smell worried, so I give Mr. Hurst a tail swish. We all stand silently for a bit, then Dad makes a scratchy sound in his throat. 

			“Can I get you something to drink, Mr. Hurst?”

			“Oh, uh, no thanks,” he says then glances at the little toys on the table. “Nice set.”

			I don’t have as much experience with humans as Nando and Stella do, so I thought toys were mostly for younger humans. But there is something about these tiny toys that is very appealing even to very old humans. 

			“Thanks.” Dad sets the plate of cookies down in the kitchen.

			“I didn’t realize you played.” Mr. Hurst’s eyes narrow as he studies the thin board. 

			“I do. But the kids are actually playing tonight.”

			“Really?” Mr. Hurst looks at Diego and Cloe like he’s seeing them for the first time. “Who’s playing black?”

			“Me.” Diego steps toward the board. 

			I move with him. When he stops, I stop too, pressing against his leg.

			“You castled early. I like that.” He rubs his chin and points at some of the toys. “And you clearly understand the strength of a pawn chain.”

			“Yes, sir. Dad says pawns are like people—they’re stronger together.”

			Mr. Hurst nods at Dad. “Very true. Just like soldiers, pawns are, in fact, stronger together.” 

			“And my friend, Colton, just taught me the Sicilian Defense,” Diego says, his words loud enough for Esperanza to hear him even on the other side of the room.

			“Huh.” Mr. Hurst studies Diego’s face then smiles, and it doesn’t look like it hurts this time. “Maybe we should play sometime.” 

			Diego twists his finger around my ear and smiles back. “I’d like that.” 

			“Good plan then.” Mr. Hurst nods. “We can do that after your company leaves.” He glances at each of the humans and makes strong eye contact. 

			It’s quick and doesn’t seem aggressive, so I relax my back, lift the hair above my eyes, and try to look nonthreatening. 

			Then, without a word, Mr. Hurst turns stiffly on his heel, walks to the door, and lets himself out. He’s gone, just like that. 

			No one seems to breathe for a long minute. Then Cloe laughs, and Diego joins her. When he does, I notice how tall he’s grown during our time together. I stand tall too, because I think I might be the reason he stopped shrinking all the time.

			“That went surprisingly well,” Dad says and uncovers Mr. Hurst’s delicious-smelling cookies. “I think we should celebrate.” 

			The humans eat many cookies. My tail whacks the cabinets each time Diego shares a tiny piece of his with me. When we finally go to bed, our bellies are full. I stretch out with a sigh on the floor beside Diego’s bed. His arm hangs over the edge so he can rest his hand on my side. I lie very still—the way I did back at the farm when Little Lamb nestled beside me. 

			But Diego isn’t asleep yet because he leans over to look at me. I hold his gaze because I know he likes the eye contact. 

			“I love you, Gus,” he whispers. “You’re my best friend.”

			When he says that word again—friend—I lick his hand to show him I understand his eyes even if I don’t exactly understand his words. 

			Then I lie perfectly still, watching him until his breathing changes, and I know he’s asleep. 

			I will watch him through this night and through all the nights to come. 

			He will rub my side and call me friend because that is our routine now. 

			And because I am his dog.

			And because he is my boy. 
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			Discussion Questions

			1.	Diego’s dad loves to make jokes, play with words, and quote famous authors and chess players. He tells Diego that we often learn more from games we lose than from games we win. What do you think this quotation means? How does is apply to your life? How does it apply to Gus’s story?

			2.	Esperanza is a dog expert and knows a lot about different breeds of dogs and the jobs they perform. She explains to Diego why Nando is better at herding, Stella is better at scent detection, and Gus is better at protecting the sheep. What are some hobbies, sports, or activities that you enjoy? What do your friends, siblings, and classmates do well? What can you do to learn more about each other’s strengths and to appreciate each other’s differences?

			3.	Just Gus is unusual because it is narrated by a dog. How would the story be different if it were narrated from Diego’s point of view? Explain.

			4.	Good readers often imagine or think about what will happen next in a story. What do you think will happen to Gus and Diego after the story ends? Use details from the story to support what you predict and think.

			5.	The setting of a story can be very important. It can even affect how a character grows and changes. Just Gus has two main settings: the mountains of Western North Carolina and the coast of Eastern North Carolina. Which place do you think is more important to Gus? Which setting has the greatest impact on the lessons he learns? Explain.

			6.	Symbolism is when an author uses an object or image to represent something else. For example, Gus thinks a lot about ropes and being tied up. As a young dog, ropes symbolized being trapped, afraid, and mistreated by the man with the heavy boots and the loud voice. Later in the story, Gus thinks of a rope as something positive when it connects him to Diego. Can you think of any other examples of symbolism in the story? Explain what you think the symbol or object means.

			7.	Main characters grow and learn based on events in a story. Gus learns a lot about himself and about living with humans. What do you think is the greatest lesson he learns in the story? Explain with details from the story.
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			Enjoy this sneak peek of

			Stella

			Chapter One

			My nose wakes up before the rest of me. A whole world of smells outside the open window of the house begs to be ­explored—wet grass, dead worms, and my absolute favorite: rabbits. My back leg quivers at the thought of chasing one of the brown balls of fluff. Pressing my nose against the thin metal bars of my crate, I inhale every detail of the morning. 

			My name is Stella. 

			I’m a beagle, and I was born to sniff. 

			And that’s what I do. 

			Sniff. Sniff. And sniff. 

			The rabbits in the field out back smell almost as lovely as the cheese and crackers my new human left out on the counter all night. My nose twitches. It will rain today, and a skunk braved the back porch last night in search of food. There’s so much to explore. It’s impossible to be still. 

			My new human, Diana, sleeps until long after the sun has risen high, drying the sparkly dew from the grass. She breathes softly in the room down the hall, but my paws itch to be out on the trail with my old human. 

			A whimper catches in my throat when I think of Connie. She and I worked together at the airport. I used to love the airport and all the friendly people with all their interesting scents. Now, when I think about it, the hair on my back bristles. The last time Connie and I were there, bad, bad smells soaked the place. Chemical smells—chemicals that singed my eyes, burned my nose, and hurt Connie. A blaring ambulance took her far, far away. And she would never leave me if she could help it. 

			Thunder rumbles in the distance, but I tell myself to be still. Be good. Don’t worry. It’s just a storm. Connie said I was a good dog. 

			“Good girl, Stella. You’re a good girl.” That’s what she said every day. Then she’d rub my ears or scratch me under the chin.

			I miss her so much, it makes my stomach hurt sometimes, like when I was a pup and got into the trash and ate all the human food—the greasy chicken, the crumbled biscuits, and best of all, gravy! I whine when I think of Connie. Unable to stop myself, I jiggle the crate with my paw. 

			My new human, Diana, doesn’t like whining, and she doesn’t like gravy. Diana eats lots and lots of plants. And now, she’s rolling over in the bed in the next room.

			“Hush, Stella! It’s too early,” she scolds. Her smell paints every bit of the tiny house. When she kicks the sheets and blankets, she sends out a fresh wave of smells: the plants she made into juice before bed, and soap, and the unique tang of earth and light sweat that make her Diana, my new human.

			Resting my head on my paws, I try to be quiet. But the wind picks up, and the room darkens despite the rising sun. My whiskers twitch and tingle, alert to the threat of lightning—alert to anything resembling an explosion, like the one at the airport. Lifting one ear, then the other, I listen for danger. My jaws click. Diana won’t like it, but I lift my paw and rattle my crate again. I would be safer under the couch and less likely to howl, or dig, or get into trouble. Instead, I’m trapped in this useless crate. 

			At Connie’s, I had a soft bed instead of a crate, with sheets that smelled like her.

			“Stella, no!”

			I move to the back of the cage, willing myself to be a good dog. But the pads of my paws moisten. Lightning flashes in the distance. I turn in tight circles, trying to calm myself. I miss the blankets in my bed at Connie’s. I was brave with Connie, but even brave dogs need to burrow in cozy blanket nests when thunder shakes the house or when angry voices hang in the air. 

			The crate at Diana’s has nothing but a slick foam pad on the bottom. I lie down on it for a few seconds but can’t stay down. My paws need to move, to dig out a safe den under the porch or scratch out a cool spot under the bed. With nowhere to hide, my throat and sides tighten. My temperature rises. My mouth opens. Then the panting starts. I pause to give the gate another rattle.

			Diana doesn’t move. I circle three more times, but I can’t control myself. Panic strikes. And when it strikes, it strikes. Instinct grips me, and I pant and dig. Pant and dig. My heart races. My paws work on their own. In no time, I’ve dug through the slippery foam down to the hard surface underneath.

			The chilly floor of the crate cools the warm pads of my feet. I tear into a chunk of the pad with my teeth, shaking it back and forth vigorously. Lakes of white foam fall like snow onto the floor around the crate. As I dig, shred, and shake, the room brightens a little. The sun peeks through the clouds. The fist of fear gripping my chest relaxes. It seems the storm changed its mind, or the wind changed its direction. Sighing, I exhale and nose the hunks and shreds of foam into something resembling a nest, circle one more time, then curl up in the back of the crate and wait. 

			I ripped the pad, which wasn’t good, but I was mostly quiet and let my human sleep. I’m a good dog. Connie said so, and I could trust Connie. She was my best friend. Until the bad men with the bad-smelling chemicals at the airport took her away from me. 

			Lying very, very still in my nest of foam, I wait for Diana to release me. If she doesn’t come soon, I will need to squat and relieve myself. And I know how humans feel about dogs squatting, and it’s not good. Even Connie didn’t like it when I was a pup and squatted on the carpet. Humans love their carpet and like to keep it clean. 

			The bed in the next room squeaks. My ears lift. The tip of my nose wiggles. Diana’s scent cloud moves on the air. I smell her movement before her feet hit the floor, long before she rounds the corner to my spot in the hall. 

			I stand, wagging my tail. Maybe since she slept the best part of the day away—the early part where the smells are all fresh and held close to the ground by the moisture in the air—she might take me for a walk. 

			Her feet pad toward me. I stand hoping, hoping, hoping for a long walk or a big bowl of kibble. A little bite of bacon would be great too. 

			Then she turns the corner, and her eyes widen and her face scrunches in on itself. 

			“Bad dog!” She leans down to open the front of the crate, her face the color of a rubber ball. “Out,” she shouts. 

			I hang my head. Connie never shouted, except for the time when I was chasing a squirrel and ran in front of a truck on the road near our house. Her voice got really loud that day. But I don’t understand why Diana is so upset. Ripping up a stiff, useless pad is not as bad as running in front of a big truck. 

			Diana likes to burrow in her blankets and pillows. Shouldn’t I be allowed to burrow in mine? I wouldn’t have dug in the pad and definitely wouldn’t have ripped it to bits with my teeth if she hadn’t locked me in the crate with a storm coming or left me alone for so long. 

			“Out!” she screams. 

			When I run past her, she nudges me with her foot. And, if you ask me, her nudge is a little too hard. I’m a tough ­beagle. That’s what Connie said. But even tough beagles don’t like rough feet on their behinds. 

			I race around the backyard, squatting several times to mark my territory and to make sure the raccoons and opossums that come around at night remember a dog lives here. 

			I’d like to track down the rabbits for a nice game of chase, but my insides ache with hunger, and I haven’t forgotten the cheese and crackers on the counter. So I trot back to the house. But when I climb the three wooden steps to the back porch, something is terribly wrong. Diana must have forgotten I was outside because the door is closed tight. 

			I glance from one end of the porch to the other. Maybe I’m supposed to eat my morning meal outside today. But there’s no bowl, no kibble, and even stranger, Diana has moved my crate out here. 

			I may not understand everything about humans, but I know enough to know that I’ve got a big problem. My crate should not be stuck out here on the porch, and neither should I.
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