
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Fox and the Girl

Books 1-3

Luza, Riley and Valo


​LUZA

The Fox and the Girl, Book 1

Jonathan Kuiper

Copyright © 2016 - 2025 Manning Lake Press

All Rights Reserved.

4th Edition.

––––––––

RILEY

The Fox and the Girl, Book 2

Jonathan Kuiper

Copyright © 2016 - 2025 Manning Lake Press

All Rights Reserved.

4th Edition.

––––––––

VALO

The Fox and the Girl, Book 3

Jonathan Kuiper

Copyright © 2016 - 2025 Manning Lake Press

All Rights Reserved.

3rd Edition.


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

The scanning, uploading, distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic and physical editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

For information regarding permissions, please contact

jfkwrites1@gmail.com

––––––––

​​



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my nieces and nephews. Even though they are grown now, may they revisit these stories with their children in the future or when they wish for a reprieve and want to dream.
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Luza


Chapter 1
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Some will tell you this story began on February 6th, 1978. On that late Monday afternoon, drivers in Massachusetts — and shortly thereafter residents of Maine and New Hampshire—found themselves stranded on roads covered with snow, unable to do much in the hurricane strength winds. The blizzard of 1978, a blizzard of epic proportions, was only beginning a three-day stranglehold on the region. 

This was before the age of cell phones and GPS, and so it was in the truck bed of an already old two-door Dodge pickup truck with a crazy purple paint job and a paired black aluminum cap that a little girl found her way into this world. This is her story, about what came of her after that day and how the events that followed were due to fate, about the woman she became, and about the family she identified with.  

*
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THE GRASS WAS WET. She could feel it on the pads of her paws. Her body ached from running; how much she wanted to rest. It was no matter though as she couldn’t stop and didn’t have the time to look for another route. Yet another field in a series of unending fields, Luza felt like she had been running for days. Truthfully, she had been. It was late October and she had left on Meán Fómhair. Even now, as she ran swiftly across the field, she did her best not to think about anything, save the task at hand. She had to find her before they did. There was no other task to accomplish, nor one as daunting. 

*
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“KEIRA, ARE YOU MOVING yet?” her Uncle Lane asked as he slowly opened her bedroom door.

He had a raspy voice like someone who smoked several packs of cigarettes a day, but the bass and tone had always been this way. To strangers he was an intimidating man. He was tall, well over six feet three inches and had a full salt-and-pepper beard. His eyes were a light almond brown. Lane wore an old Getty baseball cap that covered his rich black hair that was in dire need of a haircut. Ready to start his day, Lane dressed in faded khaki work pants, black work boots, and a long sleeve New Hampshire Park Ranger shirt with his name embroidered over his right pocket.

“Are you getting up, kid?” 

Keira didn’t want to get up. She could hear his voice and even though her eyes were shut, the light from the hallway flooded into her little room. She knew the drill. Lane always wanted her to see him off prior to the beginning of deer hunting season. Granted, bow season had already started, but muzzleloader followed shortly thereafter by shotgun meant his skills and talents were going to be needed to make sure everything went smoothly.

“Do I have to get up?” Keira asked softly, her voice muffled underneath her warm covers and the pillow firmly over her head. 

“Come on, love. It doesn’t take long. Don’t you have to be getting up soon anyway to visit Mom?”

He opened the door farther. Despite his looming figure in the doorway, there was no stopping the light that continued to pour through Keira’s afghan. 

“Stop with the light. I’ll get up, I promise,” Keira bellowed, knowing he was going to keep pestering her otherwise. 

Not waiting for her, he left the door ajar and walked down the hallway.

“I don’t want to get up. Why do I do this? Why me?” she asked aloud. 

Reluctantly, she sat up. Keira ran her left hand through her long locks of black hair. She spotted her ancient digital clock radio on the nightstand. The red LED lights must have been playing some kind of joke. 

“Really, Lane? This is earlier than last year!” she yelled across her room, seeing that it was only 2:30 a.m. 

Keira tossed the afghan off her body. Her slender frame stumbled out of her twin bed. She slid her feet, already encased in wool socks, into a pair of fake bear paw slippers. Her plaid pajama bottoms kept her legs warm, but her t-shirt was thin enough that she could feel the chill in the room. The frost-covered windows didn’t help matters either.

Keira slowly made the journey from her room, past the bathroom, down the hallway, to the open concept kitchen, living, dining room area. Her uncle was attaching a heavy-duty police flashlight to the side of his burly leg. He was massive in size. In the brightly lit room, which caused Keira to shade her eyes with her right forearm, it was clear that not only was Lane tall but he was a muscular, cut, individual. 

“Still no gun, huh? Maybe a whip this year?” Keira mocked. She leaned against the couch, waking up more by the second.

“You know I don’t need one. Although, a whip might be fun. I’ll have to see about picking one up on the drive.”

“You’re not in county?” Keira shook her head, already knowing the answer. “Why else would you wake me up so early?” 

“You know, in case you wanted to have some coffee.” He smirked right before he took a long sip from his oversized mug. 

“Nice. How long will you be gone for?” 

“I don’t know, probably a few days. I have to go hang out in the White Mountains over near North Conway. We had some issues there last year —”

“And they don’t want them again,” Keira finished his sentence. 

“What are you going to do after I leave? Head back to bed?”

Keira looked down the excessively long hallway and rubbed her eyes. “Who knows?”

“Come here so I can get on the road.”

Lane wrapped his niece in his burly arms. She stood almost five feet nine inches, and still looked like a little girl next to him. 

Keira tightly squeezed her uncle. 

“If you need anything you can always try the Johnsons. Maxwell is around for the next few days.” She looked up at her uncle with her vibrant amber, almost golden, eyes. “I don’t think it will be necessary.”

“Very well. Do me a favor though and make sure the dogs are fed if they come around.”

“If? You mean when! I don’t understand why we feed dogs that have homes. I see them all the time on the driveway and road, like a row of guards, up and down the ridge line.”

He gave her a stern glance. “We look after all the animals that come into this forest. Come on now, they might not even stop by with me gone.”

Keira pointed at her uncle. “You say that every, single, year. And every year they’re like a flock of geese. Come one, come all, Keira’s home alone so let’s hang out with her.”

“At least you have company.” 

Walking away from her uncle, Keira slung herself over the back of the couch and stretched out. 

“Say hi to Mom for me. Tell her I miss her, because I do daily.”

Keira felt a touch of sadness watching her uncle leave. He gave a slight wave before opening the front door. Lane disappeared into the darkness. Keira listened carefully to the hum of his Jeep Wrangler.

The lights from the Jeep flashed through the living room bay window and disappeared just as quickly. 

Keira laid her head back on the armrest and looked at the freshly fed wood stove on the other side of the room. It was certainly warmer in here than her bedroom. 

“Of course now I’m not tired,” she said to herself, grabbing the small black remote control to the television and VCR combo resting directly on top of a wooden shelf that was bursting with books. 

And so it was, Keira began her day watching first a static-filled infomercial on the Thighmaster, only to be followed by an hour of Sweatin’ to the Oldies. Eventually her eyes grew heavy and she fell back asleep, only to wake several hours later to a familiar sound outside the front door. 

*
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FINALLY, LUZA STOPPED for a few hours during the middle of the night. The moon had kept her path clear, but there was something nearby that made her uneasy. She didn’t know what or who it was. Something was following her. Her eyes had grown heavy and her body needed to recharge. She rested inside a dilapidated barn, curled up between several bales of hay. Her long bushy tail wrapped around her body kept her warm and comfortable. Before she fell into a dreamless sleep, Luza hoped she was not too late.

*
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THE HOWLING FROM OUTSIDE the front door grew louder.

“Come on guys, seriously.”

Keira covered her eyes and did her best to shimmy herself deeper underneath the red and green quilt. The couch was a welcoming place and she knew it would be at most another minute until the local choir of wandering dogs would beckon for her audience. 

The howling continued. It was louder than she remembered. She was fourteen now, and this was the fourth year she was left alone. When she was ten, she had her first experience with Uncle Lane’s friends. 

“For the love of all that is good in this world, can you please give me five minutes?” Keira screamed from the safety of her temporary bed. 

For a moment the howling, moaning, and barking from her outside guests ceased. 

Keira lowered the quilt and opened her eyes. The television was off. The brass lamp next to the couch was glowing, and light had faintly begun to trickle in through the bay window. 

“They never listen. Why now?”

Sighing, Keira sat up. Still in her pajamas, she again shuffled her feet into her slippers and tiptoed over towards the window adjacent to the door. She peeked out the corner of the windowpane, wondering what was going on. 

“They must be baiting me, I know it. I’m going to go out there and they’re going to start yelping again.”

She shook her head and walked away from the window. 

“Why can I never sleep in? It’s barely even dawn. The sun’s not even anywhere close to over the ridge and I feel like I have stuff to do. Why?”

Keira rested her fingers on her pale cheek and stared in the bronze mirror. For a moment she focused on her eyes. For as long as she could remember, they had always been a topic of conversation. 

Sure, her amber eyes were cool and not common, in the area or anywhere else, as far as Keira could tell. Depending on the clothes she wore, her eyes would shift to a rich golden hue, but after a while it got daunting dealing with her classmates staring at her. They called her “the cat lady” and “Tigress”, even though aside from her eyes she looked quite normal. 

Of course, there was also her height. Until she was eight, she was actually undersized and smaller than the rest of her classmates at Barnstead Elementary. Then what seemed to her as overnight she grew several inches. Before fifth grade started, she was almost five foot five. Now, a few years later Keira had grown even taller. 

Secretly, she hoped that her growing was done. Now it almost didn’t matter. She didn’t really see the kids who picked on her anymore. In many ways, it was a good thing. While Keira wouldn’t always go home crying, she was beyond frustrated. After her mother died, some of the kids were downright nasty to her. 

Even now she could still hear their jeering and the comments on how “Tigress killed her mother.” This wasn’t anywhere close to the truth. Her mother wasn’t even home when she passed. 

Nevertheless, her classmates didn’t know that so they commented because they could. Her teachers were pushovers and she remained quiet. It was easier in some ways, because after a few times of speaking up, things got worse. 

Lane had moved in with Keira after her mother died, but after one month of this continued torment, he had figured a change of scenery might be in order. He moved her across the Barnstead border into Gilmanton Ironworks, off the ridge nestled between Manning Lake and the town forest, where no one was around to bother them. 

Due to their new location, Keira was hesitant to start a new school. Who was to say things would be different? Lane, in his infinite wisdom, gave her the option to home school and Keira was quick to accept. She preferred it this way. There was less stress, and no drama aside from the dogs and other animals that crossed her path. As for people, she saw them enough when going into town. 

She did wonder though, like all young women her age, whether she was pretty. Well, not even pretty but beautiful. Even with her cat-like eyes, her pale skin, and her long wavy hair that was easier to put up in a bun then contend with on a daily basis, how would she know?

Even now while looking at herself in the mirror, she wondered whether there was anyone out there who would like her enough to be honest and caring towards her. She liked boys a lot, and actually got along well with them, younger ones at least. The previous summer she had spent time swimming and canoeing on Manning Lake with the Tearel boys. They were younger, though, so it was easier. She didn’t get tongue tied or intimidated. 

She took a deep breath. It was time to go. Puckering her lips like a goldfish, Keira couldn’t help but smile. 

“Time to get going,” she said in a raspy tone. “They can’t be quiet forever.”

*
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LUZA WAS THANKFUL FOR the stream, even though it meant she was going to have to bound across several rocks to get to the other side. She wasn’t the biggest fox in the woods, so more than likely she was going to get wet. Before her attempt to cross, she looked down at the clear and shallow water. Her narrow tongue lapped up several sips of water. It was cool and refreshing. The previous day, aside from the two moles she had killed, Luza hadn’t had anything to drink or eat. 

She looked down at her reflection. Had it been that long since she had seen her face? 

The thick brown fur that had kept her warm in the summer was all but gone. The weather didn’t seem like it was getting colder, but how could it when you have the best insulation of any mammal? Nevertheless, Luza was almost back to her all-white thick winter coat. There were still a few strands of brown in her coat, especially the fur around her paws, which were also quite muddy from her travels. 

Aside from her short legs, Luza was actually big for other Arctic foxes in her family. Her body was almost two feet long and she stood a foot off the ground. Weighing well under eight pounds, she might be confused for a toy dog in some circles. 

Her black button of a nose was clean, and her short thick ears could hear even the slightest sounds around her. She was no longer concerned with whatever was around her in the night. Whoever it was had long gone. 

Luza caught herself looking at her vibrant blue eyes briefly in the reflection. She wanted to look longer but a branch snapped in the distance.  Quickly, she surprised even herself by bounding two rocks and crossing the stream. Luza bolted deeper into the forest. Her rest had ended.
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​Chapter 2
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Keira cherished this day over all others, but also feared what it meant. While it felt like an ideal time to celebrate her mother and to visit her final resting place, the fact that she had been doing this for several years now made it that much more difficult. Had it really been six years? Why, as each day passed, did her memories of her mother Roohi slowly fade to where only a photo would remind her of the times they shared together? 

Even her mother’s face, so similar to her own, felt distant. Keira wanted to know why things couldn’t be fresh, why such a wonderful dear spirit in her life was slowly being torn away from her. Was it like this for other daughters? For other family members that remained behind?

Keira zipped up her vest and then checked her pockets for her black knitted mittens. She quickly adjusted her Red Sox winter cap and pulled it over her hair and past her overly pointed ears. With her winter weather gear on, Keira was ready to go. 

Keira’s purple turtleneck would provide more than enough warmth, even in the low 30s. As she didn’t really feel like wearing jeans, Keira found a clear pair of black leggings that she paired with army boots badly in need of some polish. She cared what she looked like, but on the other hand, always wore what was most comfortable. 

Opening the front door, not a split second had passed and several barks filled the air.

“Come on! You were all so good. Can’t you just go home?” Keira whined. She spotted six furry friends perched along the porch and front steps to the light-green colored ranch. 

Only one of the dogs bothered to come over to her. He was massive. Lane had called him Crowley several years back, and the middle-aged Tornjak — a type of mountain dog from Croatia—always came running. 

He never strayed too far from the house. Whether it was up the long driveway, aka Nelson Road, to the merge onto Guinea Ridge Road or across the street to the adjacent house nestled in the woods—those were his spots.

“Hey, Crowley.” Keira did her best to not smile. Secretly, she didn’t mind seeing him. On a few occasions, he made a warm bed for her when she locked herself out of the house and couldn’t pry open any of the windows. Lane teased her for months after the incident, mainly because he found her sound asleep under the bay window curled up with Crowley as a backrest. Two other dogs had lain down around them, forming almost a cocoon. Where the children called her “Tigress,” Lane dubbed Keira “the dog whisperer.”

She reached out and ran her fingers along the back of the big dog. He rubbed his head gently against her side, and licked her hand several times before following her down the steps towards the barn. 

The other dogs on the porch were two smaller Tornjaks. The one with a dark black coat of fur went by the name Hisham and the female with almost spotted black and white fur was Samina. Both dogs yelped as Keira approached. Neither one of them was overly affectionate. Instead, they stood posted along the stairs. 

“You can stop barking.”

Samina answered with a howl. 

“Be like Crowley. Silence is golden!” Keira tried to shake off Hisham and Samina’s yelps.

“I forget you two are the wolves. Fine. Keep it up, you two, and starve.” 

Crowley nudged her forward. He stood at waist level. He was large enough that if she dangled her arm, her hand would rest fully on his back. The pair continued across the driveway towards the barn where two more dogs were waiting.

“Nice to see you, Bailey. No one at the Rinder’s fed you this morning?” 

The chocolate lab wagged his tail merrily to Keira’s question. 

“Of course not.” She turned and looked at the yellow lab that had taken up residence outside the solid oak latched door to the barn. “Did you think it was going to open by magic, Zyad?”

Like Crowley, Zyad was quick to greet her. He trotted over with his oversized paws, raised his chin, and looked directly at the teenager. 

“You know, I never understood why you don’t all sleep at your own homes. I know you have homes; I’ve seen them. And you, little one, sweet Portia, how did you find yourself here? Where do you live again? Durrell Mountain Road?”

The slender Carolina whippet mix with long dancer-like legs smiled. She had been sleeping on the dirt driveway. Portia was only a few years old, much younger than the rest of the group. She ran towards Keira within a few feet of her grasp, only to bolt back towards the house.

“No, Portia. I’m not playing right now.” 

Jumping back, Portia lowered her body closer to the road. She stuck her butt up in the air, and a moment later sprinted in Keira’s direction. Her playfulness ceased almost immediately when Crowley turned his head and snarled. 

Portia lowered her head and took a step back, pretending like nothing had happened.

“You all stay here. I’ll be right back.”

Keira never understood why she told them to stand back as though the dogs would rush the door and push her over. For the most part, these were passive, lazy animals. This was especially true of Hisham and Samina, who it seemed never left the porch.

Keira turned the metal latch to the forest-green stained door and stepped into the structure. As far as barns went, this was more of a garage than anything. The 1970 Dodge pickup with a plum paint job was parked where bales of hay used to be stored. 

The lawnmower, trimmer, and garden tools — shovels, hoes, and sickles — were hung up on nails beneath the wooden beam walls. Walking around the truck, Keira peeked in the driver’s side window to see if her uncle had left the keys in the ignition.

“I knew it,” she whispered to herself. 

She ignored the lone stall door that led to an open pen lined with hay and sand. Keira flipped the handle and pulled the storage room door open. The room was packed full of shelves consisting only of Dinty Moore Stew and canned green beans. Keira rolled her eyes. 

“I still don’t understand how Uncle Lane has this lifetime supply. We get weekly deliveries and I’ve never seen him write a check or send a note,” she mused to herself. 

Samina and Hisham howled in the background with Portia’s high-pitched cry thrown in for good measure.

“Enough. Another minute, por favor.”

Keira quickly took ten cans of food—five cans of Dinty Moore and five cans of green beans. 

She took six wooden bowls and pulled the serving station (Lane had built some years back) out of the storage room and rolled the device around the truck to the front of the barn. Not wanting to go in and out of the side door, she quickly pulled open the main barn doors and waited for the animals to circle their way around. 

Portia was waiting a few feet away. Keira emptied a can of both delicacies for the Carolina dog and then placed the bowl down. 

“To keep your energy, little one.”

Bailey and Zyad were next. They always insisted on eating together. In fact, they made it a point to eat from one another’s bowls. After Lane’s suggestion, Keira always put the stew in one bowl and the green beans in another. The dogs always worked it out as to who got more of what.

Finally, she presented a full bowl to Crowley.

“Here you go, Crowley. I hope it fills you up.” She ran her fingers again through his coarse fur before turning to the last two dogs.

“All right, you lazy pups. You don’t want to move. You don’t need a full helping.”

Samina howled at Keira’s threat. It looked like Hisham had actually raised his front left paw, waving her off. She didn’t budge though. It wasn’t like there was a food shortage. 

“When you show some effort, maybe I’ll change my mind. But until then ...”

Keira lowered both bowls onto the porch. She wondered why she felt the need to keep talking to the dogs. It wasn’t like they were going to respond. Hisham was a brat. He swatted his bowl to the side, lowered his head, and closed his eyes.

Portia, who had already finished, was quick to see if she could eat Hisham’s meal without him noticing. He waited until she got closer and then snapped at her like an alligator lunging for its prey. Startled, Portia ran back to the barn, eager for more food. 

“No, honey. You had enough. If you want more, go home.”

She rolled the serving station back to the storage room. Another feeding complete, Keira cleared the empty cans into a large garbage can. She shut the door behind her and double-checked to make sure the latch had locked. On a previous occasion, the dogs had managed to open the door and she was stuck with hours of cleanup.

“I’m off. Guard the house if you must,” Keira shouted to the six dogs. 

She grabbed her red Univega mountain bike. Not only was it time for a ride but it would make the journey back home that much easier. Keira led the bike behind the truck and passed the double stack of firewood, lined up for the winter ahead.

Keira looked up at the cloudy sky overhead. 

“It doesn’t feel like rain or snow.” She looked at the dogs busy licking their bowls; even the initially defiant Hisham had wiped his bowl clean. “You’ll be fine, I guess.”

With that, Keira got onto the seat of her bike and cut onto the trail. Originally a riverbed, the trail had dried up years ago, and only in the snowiest of winters did it have any resemblance to its former glory. Now it was only used during the winter by the local snowmobile club cutting across to Manning Lake or Sunset Lake, so this time of year it was an open trail, and the quickest way to Middle Route, Route 140, and eventually Meeting House Road. 

While the other dogs rested or headed home, Portia was ready for the almost six-mile run and quickly matched Keira’s speed down the trail towards Gillian Pond and beyond.

*
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LUZA KNEW SHE WAS GETTING closer. Granted, she had never been this far away from home before or anywhere more than a day’s travel until this journey. She was told to meet the other foxes at the final resting spot. At all costs, she couldn’t be late, or it would be almost impossible to accomplish what she was sent to do.

Doing her best not to look behind her, the little white fox pushed herself to go faster. She could sense someone or something gaining on her. Even though the pounding of cloven hooves and the cadence of multiple paws traversing the forest were still far enough way, they were getting closer. 

*
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THE FACT THAT PORTIA had stayed close to Keira for the majority of the ride impressed even the young teen. This wasn’t some easy gallivanting or stroll through the woods. After a downhill trail away from the house, Keira passed over the dam at Gillian Pond, and had to carefully negotiate the steep inclines along the Gilmanton Town Forest trail. The trail became a temporary mud bath from some mid-October rains and then a series of large glacial rocks made it too difficult for even Keira to stay upright. 

She had to carry her bike up most of the steep incline, while Portia wisely got off the trail and ran up the pine needle infested hill. At the crest, Portia barked several times at Keira, egging her on to pick up the pace. 

“You carry the bike!” Keira yelled at the dog. It was still in the thirties, but she was sweating from the exertion. 

Portia barked again at Keira, who still had the steepest part of the rocky hill to scale. 

“Why don’t you come on back down and help me, little girl? You know, since you have so much energy.”

Keira stopped, straining from the effort. She had forgotten about this part of the journey as this was a bike ride, she only made a couple times a year. 

Understanding her fatigue, Portia looked down at the teen and lowered her head. She stretched out across the trail and tilted her head slightly, wondering when Keira would join her.

Keira chose to ignore the Carolina dog and rested longer. Whether it was impatience or just because, Portia stood back up and ran down the hill parallel to the rocks. She stopped barely ten feet from Keira. 

She unleashed a barrage of barks, howls, and cries, determined on getting the girl up the trail. 

Keira frowned. “I can’t move any faster. This is exhausting.”

Portia tilted her head in the upward direction. She took several steps up the easier, not rocky grade and waited. Barking again, she looked at Keira.

Finally, Keira understood. “Fine, little girl, we’ll go your way.”

She picked up the red Univega and climbed away from the rocks. Still steep, this route was a bit easier to contend with. 

Following Portia up the side of the trail, both of them got to the crest and after an additional ninety seconds of physical exertion, Keira was back on the trail with the glacial rocks behind her. 

The rest of the journey up Perkins Road was easy. The dirt road was a blessing, having recently been leveled for the coming winter. Able to take a breather, Keira let the natural gravity of the rolling road take her all the way to Middle Route. In addition to Portia, a border collie and a golden retriever had joined for the downhill ride along the rural tree-lined road. 

While the peak autumn colors had been gone for almost three weeks, the remnants of this vibrant New Hampshire season remained. A few trees, interspersed between the evergreens, maintained their rich, dark red leaves. They would fall soon enough, but for today, Keira was able to get a final glimpse of the season that was quickly transitioning to winter. 

Passing Thistle Farm the new dogs bailed, leaving Portia and Keira alone for the remainder of the journey. It took several minutes until the two of them crisscrossed Route 140 onto Meeting House Road. Even then, Keira had yet another hill to contend with. Thankfully for her, it was paved and a moderate grade — easy enough to climb. 

It took close to seventy minutes of traveling to get to the Smith Meeting House Cemetery. This was one of the older cemeteries in Gilmanton. For many locals it was “the cemetery” because not only was it on Parsonage Hill that overlooked the mountainous region, but also had views of Crystal Lake and Loon Pond; few spots could rival this natural beauty. 

The Smith Meeting House church looked more like a one-room schoolhouse than a place of worship. Originally built in 1840, the church was one story, wooden frame, in the traditional New England white so common for places of worship and town centers. For Keira, it was her landmark. She simply gave a nod to the building as she continued further down the road before turning into the second entrance, to the newer part of the cemetery. 

No longer sweating, Keira felt a soft, cool breeze blow across her face as she walked the bike up the dirt path to the back end of the cemetery. Portia zigzagged between the rows of tombstones and memorial plaques. She stopped every few moments to sniff the withered flowers and plants that remained upright after the latest frost. Portia stopped to investigate a large yellow mum.

Keira fixated her gaze on a large oak tree.  

“I really should come here more often.” She leaned her bike against the tree, but not very well as the Univega went crashing down.

“Fine, stay there,” she said.

Portia reappeared with several mum flowers in her mouth. She looked curiously at Keira. 

“What are you doing?”

Portia opened her eyes wider and lowered her mouth. Turning away from Keira as though nothing happened, Portia pretended there would be no lecture.

“You know better. Someone left that for their loved one and look at you, eating their gift.” 

Almost as though Portia understood what she was saying, the dog stopped chewing the flowers. She spat the rest of them out.

“Thank you. Now come along so that you can say hi to my mother.”

As Keira turned to walk down the hill towards her mother’s grave, Portia snatched up the half-eaten flowers and quickly engulfed them. 

Keira didn’t notice what happened, lost in her thoughts.

“Mom, I’m here again. I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner but as it is, I had the brood to feed again this morning.”

Keira spoke freely to the breeze and the passing elm tree, not even yet at her mother’s spot. Portia casually pranced by her side, pretending her mouth didn’t have any lingering mum morsels being thoroughly chewed and digested. 

“Portia, you would have liked Mom. She was a beauty, the most beautiful woman I ever met. Taller than me, if you can believe it, with longer hair, auburn, that went down to the middle of her back. She had these wide grayish-blue eyes that when she looked at me would always put me at ease. I still remember her laugh and the gentleness in her voice. It was like every time Mom spoke she was singing me a song.”

Doing her best Crowley imitation, Portia rubbed up against Keira’s leg. She was too short for Keira’s hand to rest on her back, but she continued to stand close to her friend. 

“I wasn’t there when she passed. No, I was at school and that stupid cow of a principal, Miss Hartley, pulled me out of the room. There was no ‘sit down’ like they show on those ABC afternoon specials. She simply said, ‘Your mom died this morning. If you want you can go back to class or sit in the lobby until your uncle comes to get you.’ And that was it.”

Keira felt herself getting choked up, remembering the exact time and interaction. 

“Would you talk to a little girl that way? Why would I flippin’ go back to class, my mom’s dead? Please, Miss Hartley, can I stay the entire day and do some multiplication while the kids make fun of my eyes a little more? Give me a break.”

Stopping mid-stride, Keira looked down at Portia. She was thankful for the company even though she had made comments otherwise to Lane about the dogs. Keira leaned down and rubbed Portia’s head and back. 

“I was nine years old. Do you know what I did?” She looked at the dog waiting for a response. 

Portia nuzzled her nose into the palm of Keira’s hand. 

“I left. I got up and left. What were they going to do? Send me home?” Sniffling, Keira laughed. “I made it less than a quarter-mile until Lane pulled over in the truck. Even though I could see the sadness in his face, he was laughing.”

Portia looked up and tilted her head to look more carefully at Keira. 

“He said to me, ‘Looking for any excuse to get out of school I see. I don’t blame you one bit.’”

Keira wrapped her arms around the small dog and looked down the hill at her mom’s final resting spot. Nestled underneath the shade of an inspiring elm tree with several oversized branches perfect for a swing, climbing, or simply protection from inclement weather, this was a perfect spot for any grave.

“We have to be quiet now, and no biting.”

She didn’t know why she was talking so much to the Carolina dog. Even so, she reminded herself to whisper at this point because up ahead under the tree, close to the grave, was a family of resting red foxes.

This had now become a ritual of sorts. Even on the two occasions Lane had come out with her on the anniversary the same pack were enjoying this quiet sanctuary. Between the two vixens, the bigger of the two being the mother, and the three tods, this pack — aside from their resting spot — were typical red foxes. They had black button noses, white furry chests, and the rest of their fur was a reddish brown, almost cedar color. All of them had short, pointed ears and were two and a half feet long, not counting their bushy tails. Portia wasn’t any bigger than the largest of the pack. 

It didn’t matter how quietly Keira approached; the mother of the brood could hear everything. Her ears perked up and widened slightly with each footstep. When Keira and Portia got within ten feet of the granite memorial, the mother fox simply opened her eyes, smiled, and just as quickly went back to sleep.

“No, Portia, don’t bother them.”

It was too late. Portia laid down on all fours and slowly dragged herself towards the coven. 

“If they do anything to you, it’s your own fault, you stupid girl.”

Watching with anticipation, Keira contemplated whether she should scream at the top of her lungs to frighten the foxes. Instead, she held her breath and shook her head, wondering what was going to play out. 

The mother fox again opened her eyes, as did the three boys. In a synchronistic nod of approval, they let Portia continue to shimmy towards them without reproach. She made it within their ranks and without a cry, yelp, or growl; she closed her eyes and joined them for a nap.

“Really?” Keira raised her voice. “Fine, I guess I’ll sit down too, since no one seems to care. Whatever happened to Mother Nature?”

Not annoyed, but more amused than anything, Keira sat down across from the foxes and dog. 

“This is because of you, I know it.” 

She pointed at the granite inscription for Roohi Božić. 

“How I miss you, Mom. I still don’t understand how it all happened. I saw you one morning and then you were gone the next, never to return. You didn’t even say goodbye.”

Keira looked longingly at her mother’s name. 

“1957 to 1987,” she read the dates slowly. “Thirty years old. It doesn’t make any sense. Why? Why did I come home to an empty house? I never got to look into those mysterious blue eyes even one more time. Why, Mom? Tell me why is it that I come here every year and this family of foxes rests on this spot?”

She wiped the tears falling down her cheeks and read aloud the final section of the inscription. 

“You don’t need to dream to believe. You only have to become to understand. Look to the stars, for they always dance in the light. Remember what has come to pass and what will be.”

She shook her head. The words didn’t mean any more to her now than they did on every other trip to the cemetery. 

“Someday it will make sense. Someday all of it will. Even you,” Keira added while pointing at Portia and the animals.

*
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LUZA WAS IN A BIND. She had never run so fast for so long and could feel her strength wavering. Now as she cut around fallen trees, leaped over roots, and bounded over small rocks and even some larger ones, her time was limited. The sun was already up and even though she could see the open field of stone monuments a little farther ahead, the animals behind her were seconds away.

Looking back, Luza saw the silhouette of the four-point buck following her every move. Luza wondered why he, of all creatures, was now pursuing her. Not much farther back, she couldn’t see it, but she could hear the panting of the Croatian Sheepdog following within barking distance of the deer. Still farther back, the firm footsteps of an older man followed, focused on his task.

Why now, when was she finally reaching her destination, did these beasts stalk her so? 

*
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ZIPPING OUT OF THE forest, with the pond flanked to her right and the dirt path up to Smith Meeting House to her left, Luza couldn’t stop even if she wanted. The buck was too close. She had to abandon the mission for the time being and hope to return the next day. 

Using the graves to her advantage, Luza darted up one of the rows, doing her best to conceal herself behind one of the granite monuments. 

Not too far away, Keira was sound asleep. Surrounded by the red foxes and Portia, who had nuzzled her head to a resting position next to Keira’s, all was quiet until a gunshot came from the woods. 

Whether it was the sound of the shot or the impact of the bullet ricocheting off a grave thirty or forty feet away, Keira was now awake and alert. 

The foxes immediately dispersed, running towards the safety of the opposing woods. 

Portia and Keira exchanged a quick glance. The little dog was back on her feet with a determined look on her face. 

Both of them watched as an Arctic fox appeared from the opposite row of graves. She sprinted by, only a few strides from their grasp. 

Awestruck, Keira watched Portia dart after the fox. 

“Let it go!” she yelled. 

Another gunshot came from the woods, striking her mother’s monument. Keira did the opposite of cowering. She separated her fear from the entire situation. She took a deep breath and stood to face whoever was out there. Meanwhile, Portia and the white fox disappeared down the dirt hill towards the road. The four-point whitetail buck with the loudest hooves Keira ever heard galloped past her and after the others. Turning her head back towards the woods, she saw immediately who was leading the chase. Whether they were hunting the fox or the deer, the black, mangy Croatian sheepdog was fast approaching with a hunter carrying a shotgun jogging up from the rear. 

Keira looked back at her mother’s grave. She wasn’t going to let this situation be brushed under the rug. 

Stepping to the right of the grave, directly onto the trail, she could feel her legs shaking with the large dog almost upon her. Steadying herself, she glared at the four-legged beast. The dog was massive, almost as big as Crowley and could clearly knock her over if he truly wanted. 

Snarling, the Croatian sheepdog showed the sharp canines he had planned to sink into the fox. 

“You’re not going to get them. They’re long gone,” she said firmly.

The dog growled deeply. He stopped five feet away from Keira, ready to attack if given the word. 

“Either you are the stupidest girl in the world or you have a death wish,” the old hunter bellowed as he approached.

Keira wanted to get a better look at the guy, but she was consumed by this dog, the first one she had ever met that was clearly striking a threatening pose.

“I won’t let you get them,” she repeated.

The dog took another step forward. Unsure what to do, Keira closed her eyes ever so briefly. As her eyes closed, she felt a sudden sharpness dig into her right shoulder. 

Opening her eyes, she wanted to know if the sheepdog had jumped at her, if she had fallen over from the impact. 

To her surprise, the dog was still standing his ground. Instead, a full-grown Canadian goose had come out of nowhere and landed firmly on her shoulder. Keira did her best to stay upright.

The mighty Canadian goose screeched.  

Before Keira, the dog, or the man could say anything else, three more geese appeared. Dive-bombing from the nearby pond, the geese landed between Keira and the attackers. 

With their wings outstretched, the three birds were ready and willing for action. They squawked at the dog, refusing to back down.

“Junkai, stand down. Back away. Slowly,” the man yelled to his dog.

Still growling, Junkai wanted to fight.

“So I’m the stupid girl? What about your dog, old man?” Keira felt protected by the geese. The one on her shoulder squawked loudly and continued to grip tightly onto her clothing. 

“Come, Junkai, we’ll have another day.”

Bilal slung his shotgun back around his right shoulder. He was barely an inch taller than Keira. With his faded jeans and torn blue t-shirt, he wasn’t that intimidating—especially at this distance. In his mid-forties, he had a scar over his right eye and down the side of his face. The greasy black hair on his head was patted down and the man looked like he hadn’t bathed in days. 

“Hunting in the cemetery, really? I’m going to call the police.”

“You do that, girl. I am the police.” Bilal grinned sinisterly at Keira, showing off several missing teeth. 

“Not in Gilmanton you’re not. Don’t try your crap on me.”

“All high-and-mighty with your new friends.” 

Junkai’s body was tense. The dog was ready to spring onto any of the three geese that stood only a few feet away, hissing incessantly in his general direction.

“Come on, Junkai. We’re done here.” Bilal took a step back and motioned for the dog to follow.

Reluctantly, the animal followed. 

“Watch yourself, girl. You should have minded your own business when you had the chance,” Bilal said. 

If she hadn’t had backup, Keira might have cowered and trembled at the man’s comments, but she wasn’t scared. Her lack of fear surprised her. Gently stroking the goose on her shoulder, she turned her head and whispered. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

The goose nodded at her comment and then glided down to the other three geese. No longer concerned with Junkai and Bilal, the geese lowered their wings and began to feed on the grass around them. 

She was safe for now, and that was all that mattered.
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​Chapter 3
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Luza had no idea what was going on. She had cut behind several larger monuments when a loud shot rang out. Even though she was running as fast as she could in the confined quarters, the shot startled her, as did the sound of the bullet striking the tombstone only a few paces behind her. 

She could make out a young woman only twenty feet in front of her. There she also saw her red fox cousins and what seemed to be an albino fox staring in her general direction. Not able to stop, she had to get away from the hunter and the animals leading him to her. 

Peripherally, she watched the foxes bolt for the woods. While she wanted to follow, she knew it was pointless as they would then be threatened as well. She turned back onto the dirt trail and ran. 

The albino fox with long legs was quickly gaining on her. In a language she recognized, the animal yapped, “Follow me, friend of the woods.” 

In a burst of speed, Portia overtook the tired Luza and led her across the road, into the woods, and down the hill away from the hunter, the deer, and the dog. Portia knew the way to safety and was going to do her best to help in any way she could.

*
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KEIRA WAITED FOR WHAT felt like hours, but really it was only a matter of minutes until the hunter and his dog disappeared back into the woods. She hoped to never see either of them again, but something told her this wasn’t a random encounter. 

The teen walked back over to her mother’s grave. Keira leaned down and kissed the headstone. 

“I don’t know when I’ll be back to visit, Mom, but I’ll do my best to see you again soon. I love you.”

Doing her best to smile, she hadn’t imagined her yearly visit to turn out this strange. What bothered her more than anything was how she became a modern-day Dr. Doolittle. 

“I get the foxes because they’re pretty much just wild dogs, but now birds? Lane’s not going to believe this. And what am I going to do if Portia doesn’t show up at her house?”

It struck Keira that she wasn’t going to find the little dog that easily. She slowly peddled her bike down the road. She could only hope they crossed paths again. 

Keira could only think of the possibilities where Portia could have gone off to in this vast mountainous rural area. 

“How I hope you’ll be okay, little Portia. Please be okay.”

*
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PORTIA BARKED REPEATEDLY. “We’re almost there.”

They had already cut through the woods, parallel to Middle Route along Gale Road and were almost down Perkins Road towards Gillian Pond when Portia spotted the deer. 

Seeing the buck less than a quarter of a mile behind them, on the crest of Perkins near the entrance to the town forest, Portia wanted to increase their pace. 

Luza, beyond exhausted, also saw their pursuer and knew they had to continue. Luza followed as Portia avoided the glacial rocks and ran down the steep pine needle incline. Whether it was a matter of fate, poor timing or just bad luck, Portia’s dash down the hill freed up an old rusted spring trap. As she jumped over the partially uncovered trap, Luza’s left hind paw struck the pan. Without even a moment to react, the Arctic fox crashed down to the ground as the spring sprung the old rusty jaws around her leg. 

Luza screamed. 

She had never been in such pain. It was unbearable. Yet she could do nothing, but collapse. Her paw was stuck and she wasn’t going anywhere. 

Realizing something had happened, Portia stopped and turned around. 

Barking back at Luza, she urged her to try again, but to no avail.

Luza screamed again.

Lying partially on the incline with her paw firmly entrenched in the jaws of the trap, Luza was squirming to get free. With each thrust and jolt, her leg felt worse and the pain seethed even more throughout her little body.

Curious, Portia walked purposefully back up the hill and got within a few feet of her fallen comrade. She examined Luza’s leg and the trap to see if it was connected to anything. Twisted under a layer of pine needles and dirt, an eighteen-inch trap chain remained connected. Unsure what to do and with Luza screaming and yelping in pain, Portia carefully followed the chain and with one of her paws carefully brushed away the dirt over a concealed metal stake.

This was quite the quandary for the little dog. She had to decide whether to run back to the house and get one of the other dogs or to stay with Luza hoping, praying, that Keira would pass them on her way home. There was an issue though, a greater one, right in front of them. The four-point buck was looking directly at them.

The buck had finally caught up. For several moments, he stared at them both. When Portia sensed the deer’s presence, she postured herself lower to the ground and ran up the hill, barking at the deer. 

She did her best to give a deep, firm growl. 

She was so small compared to the buck. The buck was well over one hundred and sixty pounds. While his antlers were less developed than a full adult, this guy had four distinctive points. If he had wanted to attack, Portia would have had her paws full. Taller than Lane, the deer’s shoulders were a good six to six-and-a-half feet off the ground.  

Luza had tears in her eyes and could barely look around, let alone in the direction of where Portia had run. She whimpered and whined but her urge to scream was temporarily gone. She was totally shocked at her new situation. She was going to fail her mission.

Showing her teeth to the buck, Portia did her best to look ferocious, like a three-year-old picking a fight with a seventh grader. Snorting in response, the buck kicked up some dirt in Portia’s direction. 

Standing her ground, Portia barked several times. Wanting to send a message to the deer that she was willing to defend the little fox, Portia did something unexpected. She bounded forward and with quicker reflexes than the deer, she nipped at the closest leg. Digging her teeth into the buck’s muscular leg, she avoided a possible hoof to the head. The deer was genuinely startled and perhaps slightly wounded. 

Fresh blood trickled from where Portia had bit him. He wanted to respond and lower his antlers to drive into the dog, but holding back, the buck retreated several steps. Portia went for the other front leg. Remarkably, she accomplished the same feat as before and the buck was left with another fresh bite. 

Portia yelped. 

The buck was done with the situation. He didn’t want to fight either. The Arctic fox wasn’t going anywhere and that was all that mattered. Darting away from the trail and heading east, the whitetail deer disappeared quickly into the forest. 

With her heart racing, Portia took a deep breath and went back to check on Luza. 

*
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CLOSE TO AN HOUR HAD passed when Keira made her way onto Gale Road. She couldn’t help but peer into the tree line, looking for any sign of Portia or even the Arctic fox for that matter. Whether it was guilt or simply wishful thinking, she had even spent a little time cutting through sections of the community snowmobile trail close to the entrance with Route 140. It was all for naught though. There were no signs of either animal and so she finally decided to head home. 

Keira rubbed her tender right shoulder. She wondered if there was any blood from the talons. As she biked slowly down the dirt road, she noticed a set of familiar prints in the middle of the road. They disappeared just as quickly, only to reappear closer to the side of the road and the grass. Not claiming to be an expert, Lane had taught her enough to recognize basic animal footprints. Maybe it wasn’t Portia, but a dog had recently come this way and that gave her some hope.

*
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LUZA YELPED. 

She hadn’t cried in a while but she had to shift her body again and paid the price for the simple movement. 

Portia lifted her head, which had been resting on top of her paws. She looked back at Luza, helpless to do anything but protect her from anyone and anything that came upon them. The sound of a bike on the isolated trail became louder and louder. 

Hoping for the best, Portia jumped up and scurried out onto the trail, ready to stand her ground if necessary but also wanting and needing assistance. 

She barked with excitement seeing it was Keira.

Leaving the Arctic fox ever so briefly, Portia ran quickly towards Keira. She barked again and watched as Keira slowed the bike to a stop and dismounted. 

“Oh, thank you, God! You are all right! Oh, Portia Louise!” 

Keira couldn’t help herself to be glad to see the little dog. She couldn’t shake the idea that something would have happened to this wonderful Carolina dog. While she thought more of what it would mean for Portia’s actual owners, she also thought about how on those mornings she would feed the other dogs and that there might have been one less mouth to feed. That made the teenage girl emotional. 

Wrapping her arms around Portia, who was equally excited by Keira’s arrival, the two embraced. Using her right front paw as leverage, Portia rested it on Keira’s knee, leaned towards her, and gave her a barrage of kisses.

It was a nice moment, a fitting one. As brief as it was, both Keira and Portia needed the exchange.

After several kisses to Keira’s face, Portia barked for her to follow. 

“I know. I’m not going anywhere.”

Portia bounded away and turned off the trail before the glacial rocks that had impeded Keira’s journey earlier in the day. 

She didn’t know what to expect following the dog. Leading the Univega, she cut onto the incline and saw Portia circling around the trapped Arctic fox. 

“Oh dear.” She immediately leaned her bike onto the closest tree. 

Slowly, she approached the animal.

“Portia, back up now so I can take a look.”

Luza whimpered, delirious at this point. 

“It’s okay, I’m a friend. I’m not going to hurt you. I just need to see what’s going on here.”

She carefully walked a perimeter around the fox, doing her best to ascertain the entire situation; from the trap to the damaged leg, this was a complicated situation. Keira noticed the blood trickling down Luza’s back leg. The fact the chain hadn’t been properly pinned down at the right points had caused every single movement to twist and complicate the injury.

Lane had spent considerable time teaching Keira about traps, especially those in this area should she ever find herself in the clutches of a careless trapper or hunter. The rusted chain made it clear to Keira that this trap had been here for at least a year. How it didn’t spring earlier from the changing seasons and whatever wildlife frequented these parts was remarkable. 

Portia was excited and unsure what to do with herself. She ended up lying down on the ground with her paws outstretched facing Luza, barking encouragement to the Arctic fox to relax and remain calm. 

“Stay still, little one. I need to see how this is connected. Don’t bite me.” 

Luza cried. 

Realizing an important lesson taught to her several years earlier, Keira unzipped her vest and gently draped it over Luza’s face.

“Don’t move now. Pretend you’re sleeping.”

Luza wanted to bite off the vest but at the same time the warmness of the cotton and the rich floral scent embedded in the fabric felt soothing. She did her best to listen even though she was clawing on the inside to be free of this blasted trap.

Leaning closer to the fox, Keira followed the eighteen inches of chain to the stake Portia had partially dug up. Keira dug away at the area around the stake and within twenty seconds had removed enough topsoil to reach around the stake and pull the thing up from the ground. 

Immediately, Luza felt the release of the chain. Not thinking clearly, she tried to shake free from the trap. Her leg was still held tightly by the jaws and it twisted tighter with the chain no longer staked. She screamed louder than any other occasion.

“I said don’t move. Stay calm!” Keira yelled.


Portia barked and stomped her paws on the ground, only a few lengths away from Luza. 



“It was my fault.” Keira realized she had forgotten the most important lesson concerning trap removal. “Lane told me this several times to always hold down an animal held in a trap.”

She was calm, but realized whether she wanted to or not, she had to place her hands on the Arctic fox in order to free it from the jaws of the trap.

“Listen carefully if you can understand me. I have to pin you down and then I’m going to apply some pressure to the jaws and will pull you out. It’s going to happen quickly. Just please don’t bite me. And don’t move until I tell you to.”

The little fox trusted Keira. There was something in her words that put her at ease, despite the discomfort. 

As Keira gathered the courage to carry out this difficult task, one she had done three years earlier under Lane’s guidance, Portia barked repeatedly at Luza telling her what was going to happen. 

Ignoring Portia’s barks, Keira focused on the next step. She leaned down parallel to the fox and the trap. Carefully, she placed her hands over the small animal, pinning it firmly to the ground with her left forearm, and let her focus fall on the one leg held in the jaws of the spring trap. 

Luza cried softly underneath the vest. 

“I’m going to pry open the jaws now. Stay still. I promise I’ll get you out.” 

With her long fingers, Keira reached around and grabbed both levers. Using the palms of her hands, she slowly stabilized the bottom of the trap. Doing her best to not tug, pull, or touch Luza’s trapped leg, Keira took a deep breath. Pulling the levers in towards her, the pressure on the jaws released ever so slightly.

She was unable to tell if the fox’s leg was clear enough to move. Not wanting to put her fingers in between the jaws, Keira said, “Move your leg if you can.”

Her leg numb, Luza lifted it out of the trap. Feeling the twisting of the fox and struggling to pull the levers further, Keira released her grip and rolled to her side. 

Free, Luza stumbled forward. Not fully aware of what just happened, Keira watched Luza still under the vest run several steps before collapsing. She fell over and rolled several times, further down the incline

Luza cried out.

Portia bounded after the Arctic fox. She pulled at the vest with her teeth and stabilized the little fox from rolling any further. 

Looking at the disabled trap, Keira breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s done at least.”

She picked up the chain and flung the metal spring trap out of their general direction. 

“You know, you really shouldn’t be going anywhere, little one. I have to look at your leg whether you want me to or not,” she said in a caring, motherly tone. 

Looking at Portia, Keira said, “Keep her there for a moment. I have to get the bike.”

Keira should have been thinking only about the fox’s well-being, but she knew that once she removed the vest, more than likely, she was going to have to carry the fox home. There was no way to do that safely and bring her bike. At the very least, she wanted to find a better spot for the bike before checking on her new patient. 

She took her red Univega and led it down the hill. Carefully, she avoided the fox and dog, even making it a point to swing a good thirty feet away in the other direction. Making her way down the incline to the base of the hill, well beyond the animals, she laid the bike down, nestled between a row of rocks and two large trees. 

She quickly added some fallen branches and twigs to partially cover her bike; it was the best she could do knowing her time was limited.

Luza cried, reminding Keira of the task at hand. 

“Portia, pull off the vest for me.” 

She didn’t really expect the dog to follow her instructions, but was pleasantly surprised as she walked back up to the point where Luza had rolled. She stopped only to see Portia was carefully removing the vest. 

Thinking the Arctic fox was going to make a break for it, bad leg and all, Keira leaned down and spread her arms out. Luza wasn’t going anywhere. Squinting her big blue eyes, she could clearly see Keira’s serene, loving face looking back at her. As much as she wanted to run and get back to the cemetery hopeful of completing the mission assigned to her, she knew her leg didn’t feel right.

Not only did it sting, but something felt off about the entire leg. Luza looked back at her hind leg. She stopped when Keira raised her hand. 

“Don’t, little one! Let me look first. Portia, don’t get any ideas either.”

The whippet took several steps away and lowered her head. 

“You know I’m not going to hurt you. Let me look at your leg so I can tell what’s wrong with it. You have to trust me. I’m Keira.”

Luza whined in reply. 

She looked up at Keira’s pale face and rosy cheeks. There was something familiar about her, but Luza couldn’t place it. As it was, the more Luza thought, the more her head hurt and her body ached. Forcing herself to lay down, she crawled back onto the blue vest, hoping for another whiff of the floral scent to remind her of home. 

“That’s a good little fox. Let me look.” 

Keira shuffled over and leaned down to look at the badly damaged leg. The left hind paw itself was still intact. Her toes were still in place, as far as Keira could tell. The blood trail along the heel showed the real damage. Between the heel and the toes, the foot bones were the issue. One was protruding, still under the skin but not in the correct place. 

If Luza had shifted anymore in that trap, Keira was confident the bone would have broken free from the skin and fur. As it was, the rubbing itself off the dislocated, potentially broken, bone had caused the blood trail. This was beyond what Keira knew how to treat. Frankly, if she hadn’t found her, some other animal would have tracked Luza down and had her for dinner. As for any hunters, she was easy game at this point. 

“I have an idea. I don’t know if it’s going to work but I’m going to do my best to help you, little one.” 

Looking into Luza’s blue eyes, Keira felt for the little Arctic fox. Aside from her leg, it was difficult not to notice the fox’s beautiful, vibrant white fur covering most of her body. Keira had never seen an Arctic fox up close before. This was rightfully so, as they typically reside in Northern Quebec, never in New Hampshire.

“You might have broken your leg, honey. I know it hurts. It’s going to hurt more. I don’t know how to reset it, but I can make a splint for right now and bring you home. We’ll figure out something there, okay?”

She didn’t know exactly why she was talking to the fox. Nevertheless, talking calmed Keira’s own nerves as she set out to fix this delicate situation.

Unknown to Keira, Portia and Luza understood more than they were letting on. They knew Keira was sincere and that her spirit was strong and good. 

Portia yelped.

“Let me see what I can find for a splint. I can probably just use two twigs or a small branch.”

Keira didn’t have to look far. She found several potential twigs the size of Luza’s lower leg. The tricky part was going to be securing the thing to the broken bone. 

Untying her left army boot, she quickly removed the black shoelace and looked at the fox’s swollen leg. 

“I’m going to put this on you. It might sting a little.”

Luza was in and out of consciousness at this point. Her body was in a state of shock from the entire experience, including the fact that she had pushed herself for the last month to get this far. 

She moaned softly and Portia looked on anxiously.

Using her mittens to pad the leg, Keira took two firm twigs and placed them on both sides of the dislocated bone. Applying pressure with one hand, she wrapped the shoelace around the makeshift splint, to secure and stabilize the lower leg until another plan of attack could be made. 

“That should do the trick for now. You won’t be able to make it worse. Also, you won’t be going far either. I’m going to have to carry you.”

Luza cried softly as Keira carefully wrapped the vest around her body and gently picked up the fox. 

Holding Luza tightly and close to her stomach, she used one hand to stabilize the bottom of the fox and the other to rest on Luza’s back, hoping it might comfort the little animal. 

“Have you had enough adventures for one day, Portia?” Keira asked the faithful dog.

Keira laughed, unable to tell if Portia had just smiled in response. This was turning into a heck of a day. They still had almost a mile’s walk back to the house, and one way or another she had to come back to get her bike. 

*
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SOMEHOW, DESPITE THE numbing pain throughout her hind leg, once wrapped up in Keira’s vest and with the splint firmly in place, Luza was able to find the ability to sleep and rest while Keira carried her back to the barn. 

She was confused. That was a given, but for the moment she knew this was a better place to be than on the run from the hunter. Luza had come so far only to be hurt at the final step of her journey. While thoughts of what she still needed to do filled her mind, the soft voice of the woman she spent so much time with prior to her leaving overwhelmed the little fox’s senses. If she listened close enough to the words, she could still hear the woman’s voice. Clear as the stars of a midnight sky, those words, “find her; bring her home,” gave her purpose and direction. 

The eyes of the same women, those wide, grayish–blue eyes stared into her very soul, but also made her feel more alive, appreciated, and loved. Never had any of the Arctic foxes left for such a journey, but she was going to be the one — the difference-maker. It was all for her, all for the one who needed to fulfill the prophecy. Yet, while this was all true or coming to be as such, Luza could only rest and wait. 

*
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KEIRA DIDN’T KNOW IF she was making the right decision. She could hear the soft breathing of the fox under the blue vest. As it was, Luza had stopped whining and crying as Keira and Portia hiked past Gillian Pond. Now inside the barn, Keira had already undone the latch to the stall door.

It would be the quietest and most secure place for her guest. There was no way the fox could climb out in her current condition, and the dogs wouldn’t get in to bother her either. 

As for the splint, that was going to have to stay on. Keira didn’t know how to reset the bone. She was smart enough to know her limitations and just had to wait to speak with her uncle. Taking the fox to the vet was just going to lead to more questions. Really, how many vets do you know that operate on foxes in New Hampshire, let alone Arctic ones? 

No, this was the best plan of action, or so Keira told herself. Luza was still asleep as Keira quietly walked away from her. She closed the stall door behind her and walked back out to the driveway. 

Already greeted eagerly and curiously by the big Tornjak, Crowley, she was surprised to see him barking at Portia. 

If she didn’t know any better, it looked like Portia was receiving orders. 

After nodding her head in response to Crowley, Portia ran over to Keira. 

Leaning down to greet the valiant dog, she ran her fingers across Portia’s back and rubbed her ears. 

In kind, Portia gave Keira several kisses. 

“Thank you, girl. You did good today, real good. Time for you to go home, right?” Keira laughed, realizing she had no pull as to whether the dog was going to leave or not. 

Portia looked longingly at the teenager. She wanted to say something to her, but couldn’t. Giving Keira one final kiss, Portia turned around and ran up the driveway onto Nelson Road and quickly out of view. 

“All right, Crowley. You are a funny puppy, aren’t you? Still here with the rest of the clan, I see. Did your fellow Tornjaks even get up today? I still see the bowls right where I left them.”

Nuzzling up closer to Keira, Crowley felt warm to the teen as he always did. 

“I’m sure you saw we have a guest that I brought in. I have to go back and get my bike, but should be back soon. I promise.”

Crowley wasn’t letting her out of his sight. He stayed right next to her and matched her pace.

“Really, you’re coming with me? Who’s going to guard the barn and house?” Keira laughed.

Crowley answered her question with a growl.

She looked back briefly and marveled at Samina and Hisham leaving their front porch perches for the driveway. Bailey, the chocolate lab, had already disappeared for the day, while Zyad, the yellow lab, was still stretched out next to the barn door.

“It’s like you have your own little army, huh?” She laughed at her question. 

As they walked, Keira realized for the first time in hours that she was getting hungry.

“Darn, I should have grabbed something before we left. You’re always hungry, aren’t you?” She looked over at the oversized mountain dog, reminded immediately that this wasn’t Portia she was strolling with. 

Crowley took a few strides ahead of Keira as they walked the trail. She rested her hand on his back. 

True, the weather had gotten warmer since she had left in the morning and was now up in the mid-40s, but the fact that she was no longer carrying the fox or had the warmth of her vest was becoming more apparent by the wind coming in from across the opposing ridge. 

The walk wouldn’t be that much longer. As the teenager and mountain dog cleared the final turn before the trail opened up onto Gillian Pond, a distinct stench of gasoline filled the air. A loud rumbling followed. 

Getting louder by the second, Keira looked to their right, wondering if someone was on a quad coming from Crystal Lake. It was too loud to be coming from the Perkins direction.

“Wait there a second, boy. Let’s just stay here and see what happens.”

Very rarely would Keira or her uncle see any foot traffic let alone four wheelers, dirt bikes, or any off-road vehicles on their portion of the open access trail. Lane had given permission to the town to access the trail, especially out to the dam when necessary, but that gate was locked at present. 

On this late October day, it was still a rare sight, indeed, to see people. Some locals would venture down from Perkins to fish the pond, but as the trout and bass were mediocre at best, only fishermen looking for a walk and a view of the surrounding mountains in the distance made the trek. 

A green four-wheeler zoomed across the landscape and across the narrow dam section of the trail. 

“That’s weird,” Keira commented to Crowley.

He wasn’t amused by the loud noise. Not only did it irritate his ears, but he couldn’t stand the sight of the machines. Whenever the vehicles got closer he snarled, and part of him wanted to jump into the air and knock the driver off to maintain his preferred level of silence. 

Keira began to walk again when another echo of muffler and exhausts came from the same vicinity as the last vehicle. 

She put her hand up to halt herself and the dog. “There’s more. That’s just great.”

Two three-wheelers and a four-wheeler sped by. Not wanting to be seen, she turned her head slightly and the off-road vehicles increased their respective speeds, in a rush to catch up with the lead vehicle. 

“I wonder if that’s going to be it.”

Looking down the side trail, she hoped that it was. She knew Crowley got snarky around these vehicles and the last thing she wanted was to deal with a dog in a foul mood. 

*
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CROWLEY’S EYES WATERED slightly as he remembered one incident years earlier that he had done his best to forget. He had sired several pups throughout his many years and he loved them all dearly. It was a day like this that he was leading many of his sons on an excursion when a four-wheeler ran several of his sons down, killing them in the process. 

Looking around himself constantly, Crowley meandered forward. Keira followed the dog across the well-worn trail.  

“You know, Crowley, I don’t get myself sometimes. Aside from Lane, I’m not around people that much anymore. I don’t miss school, dealing with all those pubescent boys and the web of girls and the collective games they play with one another. I was done with that crap.”

As she rested her hand again on Crowley’s back, he turned his head slightly and licked her arm with his slobbery tongue.

“Cute. Thanks for the kiss.” She smiled at the dog’s gesture and then shifted back to what was on her mind. “It’s not that I dislike people, I just feel like I’m more comfortable alone, out of the fray. At this point, I don’t even like going into the village if there’s a crowd. I want to avoid groups altogether. Why is that? I wasn’t like this when I was little. Or was I?”

Keira reflected on the years since her mother’s death, and the years prior. And the more she thought about it, she was always out and about in nature. Even on rainy days as a little girl, she would mosey along the open fields, skip rocks across lakes and ponds, and would lie down frequently in beds of wildflowers, delirious with the fresh scents and the sanctity of nature. 

This was the norm for her, and Keira knew this to be true. She seemed out of place when she saw those four-wheelers zoom by. There was an animosity she could feel, even a slight tightness in her chest at the sight of those people. She wanted to let it go, but on one level, she couldn’t. 

“Why did they have to be out here, making all that racket? You know, boy?”

Crowley couldn’t agree more, but for his own reasons. 

She closed her eyes briefly and sighed as they went further along the trail and got that much closer to where she had hidden her bike. 

“Then there was that hunter this morning. What a mean-spirited individual. I didn’t like him at all. Even the way he looked at me with those beady eyes, something was off about him. I could feel it to my inner core.” 

Looking back down at Crowley, she appreciated his company. Even though earlier in the day, what seemed like a lifetime ago, she wanted a break from Crowley and the rest of the dogs. 

Maybe it was easier to complain, but in truth, she was happy for the companionship. Remembering the geese from earlier, Keira looked at her right shoulder and shrugged. She realized the goose’s talons had torn her favorite long-sleeve shirt. 

“I’m sure there’s blood there,” she lamented as she rubbed the tender area. “Eck, I was too busy with the fox to look after my own battle scar.”

Crowley’s ears perked up. Even though he was a massive dog, he lowered his body and slowed his pace.

Noticing the change in the dog, Keira stopped and listened. “What do you hear?”

They had one more turn until the trail opened up again, leading to the base of the glacial stone-infested hill. 

Putting her fingers behind both of her ears, she pushed both earlobes forward, focusing on a conversation she could barely hear.

“We got to get closer. But don’t be seen,” she whispered, motioning for Crowley to stay quiet. Carefully and quietly, Keira slinked down the trail. She stayed as close as possible to the tree line and used the overgrown brush to hide her movements.

“I’m telling you, the Princess was here. I saw her with my own eyes. She was caught in a trap,” a young slender boy was explaining to the hunter Keira had seen earlier in the day.

“If she was caught, explain why she is not here now, Riley? Come on, boy. How can you explain that?” Bilal belittled the youth. 

Keira couldn’t believe who she’d run into. Bilal stood with the shotgun still wrapped around his shoulder and Junkai the black Croatian sheepdog by his side. 

She turned back to Crowley.

“Don’t do anything. Stay there.” She pointed at a large granite rock. 

It wasn’t a matter of whether she trusted Crowley, but she knew less was more at this juncture. She even got lower to the ground and squatted between two trees less than forty feet away, still able to hear the conversation between the hunter and the boy. 

Keira didn’t recognize the boy. He had a mop of brown hair on his head with long bangs that partially covered his right eye. Wearing a maroon zip–up hoodie and a pair of denim jeans stained with dirt from his waist to his knees, he looked a mess. 

He was taller than the hunter and from what Keira could gather he was around her age. 

“I don’t know. Maybe the dog got her out,” Riley surmised.

“Maybe the dog? What do you think I am, stupid? I saw that puny little thing. You let her go, didn’t you?” Bilal obviously wasn’t pleased.

Keira wanted to get closer but she couldn’t risk being caught in the open. As it was, she could now make out the entire conversation, but at the risk that the trees she was using for cover were only partially concealing her. 

She looked back and saw Crowley had disappeared. 

“Crowley,” she closed her eyes hoping he wasn’t going to jump in on their conversation.

“You really think a dog not even close to the size of Junkai here could pry open a trap? He can do a lot of things, but even he doesn’t have opposable thumbs. So, unless he’s crazy enough to use his teeth to manipulate those levers, it’s not happening. Don’t play me for a fool, boy!”

Riley put his hands up and pleaded. “I don’t know what happened after I left. I went to find you.” 

The black sheepdog growled at the teen. 

“What do you think, Junkai, is he lying or telling the truth?” 

“Come on, you know I wouldn’t betray you.”

Riley took a step back, begging the hunter to give him another chance. As he did, Junkai leaped from his spot and knocked the boy onto his back. He snarled at Riley, raised his gums, and revealed his sharp, jagged teeth.

Keira covered her eyes, not wanting to see what was going to happen next. She half-suspected Crowley was going to break up the scene and prayed for once he would show some restraint. Crowley had a tendency to jump even the postal workers who would drop things off at the house. Since he was such a large dog, despite Lane insisting to the workers they just had to get to know him a little, there was no getting to know him — period. After two different employees ended up on their backsides, Lane was instructed he would be going directly to the post office from that point on to get the mail.

All of a sudden, Keira felt a wet nose on her exposed neck. 

It was Crowley. He had nestled up behind her, literally shadowing her.

“Oh, Crowley, why did you move?”

Crowley wanted to tell her it was to protect her, but it did not matter. He had slithered away as best he could with his massive frame. In between the shouting, he managed to sneak up right behind Keira. He figured if something happened or the attention focused on her, he could jump in at the right moment.

The trio didn’t notice Keira and Crowley staring directly at them. Riley was still on his back with Junkai on top of him. Bilal stood over them both, holding tightly onto the shotgun. 

“I don’t know why you just weren’t upfront from the beginning. We know there was no trap. If there was, you would have simply killed the Princess as I told you to do, as you are sworn to do. Do I need to remind you about your father, boy?”

Bilal stood over the boy. The boy looked down the barrel of the shotgun. Bilal motioned for Junkai to get off. 

Riley turned his head and for a brief moment looked directly at Keira. Their eyes met. She didn’t know what to do having been seen. Motionless, her face went pale and her heart quickened to what she thought was several hundred beats per minute.

“Maybe I didn’t see her down there. I’m sorry, I really am. I didn’t want you to think less of me if I hadn’t found her.”

Glancing back at Keira, he grimaced.

“I know how important this is to you, Bilal, and you, Junkai. I lost them in the woods.” 

“That’s more like it. The truth, they say, will set you free. Was that so hard?” Bilal asked.

Junkai peered down at the boy with his bloodthirsty eyes. 

“You’re lucky he listens to me, you know, to a point. I wouldn’t have been able to stop him if he started to maul you. I don’t like to take that pleasure away from him, but don’t worry. We’ll keep you safe for now.”

Bilal stepped away from the boy. Slowly, Riley stood up. He brushed the dirt off his pant legs and lowered his head in a remorseful gesture. 

Riley looked again in Keira’s direction.

“Did you see the fox at all?”  

Taking a deep breath, he replied to the focused hunter, “Yeah, at the Perkins junction.” 

“Junkai, run up ahead in case the Princess is up there. I saw that dilapidated cabin. For all we know, we passed right by and she went in there to hide.” 

The Croatian sheepdog didn’t growl or respond at all. He simply ran away up the hill and towards the intersection of Perkins and Gale Road. 

“And the dog?” Bilal asked abruptly.

“What about the dog?” 

He carefully studied the boy’s face.

“The little dog that was chasing after her. I saw that with my own eyes. Did you find the dog?”

“No, the pup probably ran home, wherever that was.”

“For your situation, Riley, you better hope so.” Bilal pointed his shotgun at the boy again. The old hunter’s teeth were chipped and rotten; he spat a wad of phlegm close to the boy’s weathered hiking boots.

Riley didn’t know how to respond. He shrugged again and walked up the glacial, rock-covered hill. Peering back on two occasions, he looked directly at Keira, who hadn’t moved an inch during the entire exchange.

She watched anxiously for the men to leave. 

Suddenly, the loud noise of engines was back.

The four-wheelers were back on the main trail. They raced by her hiding spot. 

Keira felt the puddle of drool that Crowley had dripped onto her neck. Knowing the coast was clear with the off-road vehicle traffic there to take away any attention from them, she looked back to the massive beast.

“Seriously? What were you going to do?”

She did her best to look angry at Crowley, who was still processing everything he had heard. He didn’t want to be yelled at by Keira, so he opened his mouth and licked her. 

“Really? Come on, not now. Let me get my bike so we can go home.”

With that, she crawled out from her spot with Crowley close behind.
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​Chapter 4
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“What is that sound?” Keira asked as she rode her Univega off the trail towards the olive-green colored ranch. 

Crowley’s ears pricked up and he ran with her. 

There was a scream—loud, high-pitched, and clearly coming from the barn.

Before Keira could see who it was, Samina and Hisham howled from their spots on the dirt driveway. Neither one of them had moved, but both howled in unison. 

Luza cried again from the confines of the barn. 

Samina and Hisham were not going to be outdone and howled louder.

“Oh my goodness, can you two stop!” 

Keira jumped off her bicycle and stared down the two dogs. 

They barked in reply. 

Keira glared at both Tornjaks. 

Crowley growled at the other dogs. 

As he approached them, they quickly stopped the ensemble and their heads lowered from the public shaming. 

“Thank you,” Keira nodded to Crowley, grateful for his ability to quiet the other dogs. 

Luza continued to whine from the stall. 

The teen leaned the bike next to the wood pile. She made a beeline for the stall. 

“You’re going to be okay. I’m here now.” Keira shifted her tone, not wanting to frighten or yell at the wounded animal. 

She unlatched the stall door and rushed in to find Luza mangled in the vest that Keira had carried her home in. The poor Arctic fox had tried to get loose. The splinted leg got wedged in the folds of a pocket and her head was now stuck. Who knows how long she had been in this position?  

“I’m not going to hurt you. Let me get that off your head and you’ll feel better. I promise.”

Carefully, Keira leaned down and unfolded the vest that had gotten caught in the fox’s many movements.

She flipped the vest off Luza’s head. The fox’s white fur stood up like she had been in a static filled room. Her blue eyes met Keira’s vibrant amber ones, and the two parties observed one another.

Luza wondered if she could trust the teen. She had only met a few humans and none of the exchanges had been overly pleasant. They just wanted to paw and hold her. It was always “look at the cute little thing” and “how precious.” She felt like a doll, a prize, not the loved and layered soul that her family knew. 

Even now, Luza felt it would only be a matter of time until Keira would start pining over her. That’s how it went before. She also didn’t need her sympathy, nor want it. No, Luza wanted to heal as quickly as possible and complete what she started. She didn’t need a friend, just a means to move freely. 

While she had these focused perceptions in her head, Luza also immediately liked Keira. She appreciated that she wasn’t afraid of her, save the possibility of being bit, which Luza was more than willing to accommodate should the need arise. But Luza liked how Keira continued to talk and comfort her like they were equals. 

Her cat-like, rich amber eyes, reminded Luza of home, of her mother. She didn’t expect to see those eyes again, yet here they were looking back at her.

Keira wasn’t sure what to do. She sat down on the bed of hay and looked curiously at the Arctic fox. She had never seen one up close before. Luza was so small compared to the foxes she had dozed off with earlier in the day. Once she got the fox’s leg into the makeshift splint, Keira began wondering if there was anything she could give the fox for her pain.

“Don’t take offense, little one, but you are a cutie. I might have to show you your double in my room.”

Luza looked inquisitively at the girl. What did she mean by double? Did she have a trophy of another fox in her massive home?

Squinting her eyes, Luza continued to stare at Keira before whining back.

“It’s not real, I promise. Not like you can understand me, but trust me it’s not real.”

Keira carefully moved her hand towards the fox. Luza hissed.

“No worries, I just need to look at your leg.”

She raised her right hand in the air and leaned across the fox to look at her handiwork.  Keira wondered if she was going to have to make another splint.

Luza followed the teen closely with her eyes. Trusting the girl enough, she closed her mouth and let Keira examine her leg. Careful not to touch the bone, Keira grimaced. It was discolored now, although the bone no longer protruded as dramatically as earlier. 

Again, this wasn’t like the last time the fox had encountered humans. She knew that Keira was doing her best to help her. 

Keira felt bad for the little fox and felt powerless to help with her pain. She knew she had to move her again. She needed to reduce the inflammation and it wasn’t going to be in the stall of a barn.

“Still hurts, I imagine?”

She looked back at Luza’s eyes waiting for a response. 

“You don’t have to answer. I know it does.”

The fox wailed.

“What do you think, can we move you? I want to put you in the tub for a little bit and pack you in some ice.”

Luza stressed slightly over the word “pack.” The idea of being in ice, if that’s what Keira meant, seemed like a good idea. Although she didn’t know how ice would help her leg. She had never been cold in her entire life. 

“Maybe we can get you some food, too, that will help.” 

As Keira spoke to the fox, she didn’t know how wise it was to move the animal but she also knew that something had to be done. Again, she was just going with her instincts, not entirely sure what to do, but piecing together different things she and Lane had done for animals over the years. 

“Ready for another ride?” 

Keira slowly put her hands underneath the vest.

“Time to go. Remember: no biting.”

Luza thought that maybe she should bite just once, to prove she could. She thought better of it after the teen scooped her gently into her arms; she just wanted to get more comfortable. The idea of spending any more time in this space was not on her agenda.

*
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THE TWO TORNJAKS JUMPED up with curiosity at the Arctic fox. They could smell her unique scent and hear her soft breathing. Even Crowley came over from the front porch to view the commotion. He didn’t bark at his fellow dogs this time, but observed Keira walking across the driveway to the house.

“Let me pass, guys. I don’t need a dog escort to the house. That means you, Samina and Hisham. Why get up now unless you’re planning to go home?”

Luza cried, sensing the big dogs nearby. 

“Not so close. I don’t want to drop her.”

Samina and Hisham were just curious. They had been listening to the fox’s cries for almost thirty minutes and wanted to see what mighty beast could go on like that without tiring. The two of them felt tired enough moving about the property and after yapping the occasional bark. Luza’s stamina baffled them both. 

At the moment, they couldn’t get a good look at the little girl. She was covered by the vest and held firmly against Keira’s stomach. If they had seen Luza, the two dogs would have been disappointed. She was very weak and while she could scream with the best of them, all she wanted to do right now was rest and heal. 

Opening the front door to the house, Keira made sure that none of the curious dogs would follow. 

“We’re in the house now. I’m going to put you down on the couch for a moment. Don’t try to jump off.”

Luza whimpered.

“It’s okay.” 

Holding Luza with one arm, Keira grabbed the afghan blanket from the couch and made a nest for the fox to rest in. 

“Let’s try this.” 

She put Luza onto the blanket.  

To say Luza was happier in this new environment was an understatement. She was still hurting but the blanket and the cushioning of the couch was so much nicer than the stall.

Satisfied with moving the fox, Keira realized she had left the barn doors open. She didn’t care about the dogs, but she didn’t want to hear about any raccoons breaking in to get food, like they had a few summers ago. For that matter, the idea that another black bear would be sleeping in the horse stall seemed like a valid excuse to close up the barn.

“I have to go lock up. I promise I’ll be quick. Please stay on the couch. If you jump off you are going to hurt yourself even more.”

Keira stared intently at the Arctic fox. She hoped Luza understood her words. She couldn’t bare the idea of dealing with more injuries. As it was, the teen was grasping at helping the fox in her current condition. Complicating it further was not only unnecessary but more outside her abilities. How she wished Lane was coming through the door, but Keira knew that wasn’t a possibility tonight.

If he called even, that would be lucky. Only once in the last four years was he able to check in on this first major day of the hunting season. Lane would be out in the woods deep into the night. 

“I’ll be right back.” 

Keira gave Luza one final look before opening the door. She flicked on the porch light. Even though it was only 5:00pm, it was already getting dark on this side of the ridge. Thankfully, daylight saving time hadn’t started. If it had been a few days later, Keira might have been going out in complete darkness. 

While Keira set out to secure the barn, Luza felt a little better in her new surroundings. She had been in a house once before — not like this ranch, but a house, a home, nevertheless, with a room filled with pieces of furniture, bedding, and all the comforts that were not available out in the woods or tundra. 

She peered curiously at the wood stove. The stove was in dire need of some fuel to keep it going, but Luza could still hear the faint crackling of the remaining pieces of wood. Glancing around the room, she marveled at the television on top of the bookshelf. Not sure what it was or what it did, she looked warily at her reflection in the screen.

There was a leather recliner on the opposite side of the room, next to a small pine table covered in a stack of National Geographic magazines. A brass reading lamp stood nearby. Focusing back on the couch, she felt a large pillow firmly pressed against the afghan blanket. 

Luza’s eyes grew heavy and she found herself drifting until finally sleep called her once again.

*
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KEIRA WENT OUTSIDE. Surprisingly, there was no crowd of dogs, save Crowley. Even she was a bit surprised. He had fallen back asleep on the front porch and was laying close to the door on what appeared to be an old dog bed.

In the spotlight, Keira couldn’t help but notice the thing. It was the first time she had seen it on the property.

“How did you get that?” she asked Crowley.

Pretending to ignore her, he rolled his eyes and then closed them just as quickly. Deciding she didn’t need to know the specifics on how the bed appeared, he let her go about doing her nightly routine. Really, what was he supposed to do, bark and give paw signals? Crowley knew it wasn’t worth the effort and could just be one of life’s great mysteries. 

For Keira to lock up, the entire process wasn’t too demanding. It was just a matter of pulling the barn doors shut and making sure the door to the food was secure. There was also the quick check of the stall and the inside of the barn to kick out any uninvited guests. In addition to the bear and raccoons, Keira had kicked out plenty of chipmunks, squirrels, a porcupine, three Canadian geese nesting in the hay bales on the rafters, and of course, multiple dogs. 

Satisfied there were no interlopers, Keira gave Crowley one final look, again consumed by the dog bed.

“I don’t know how that got there. Did you drag that from across the street?”

She looked carefully at the oversized dog bed. It had only a few dirt and dust marks on it. Laughing, Keira figured out the mystery.

“You didn’t drag it did you? Carried it, right?” She ran her fingers across Crowley’s back and patted his head several times. 

“You’re funny, boy. Let me know if there’s trouble.”

Resting up for the night ahead, Crowley smiled slightly at her kind gesture. He was happy to have his bed. He had no idea how many more times he would actually get to use and enjoy the delightful cushion.

*
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KEIRA TURNED THE DEADBOLT behind her and took off her boots. As she kicked off the lace-less boot, she quickly undid the other boot and placed it on top of the dusty shoe rack that was adjacent to the door. 

Peeking in at Luza, she noticed the white fox was sleeping. Not wanting to make too much noise, Keira did her best to quietly flip on the light switch for the light hanging over the kitchen table. The light was bright enough to illuminate the kitchen and ensure enough light for the living room that she wouldn’t walk into anything. 

It was getting cold again. She could feel it on her hands, face, and the fact that the wooden floor felt cool to her feet. Sliding her tired feet into her bear paw slippers, she went over to the ironclad wood stove and undid the latch. 

Lane had left a pile of wood for Keira. Keira was beyond thankful she didn’t have to load and transfer more wood from the barn this evening. She only had to take three pieces and feed them to the stove to get the flames roaring again. Within a few minutes, she could feel the room getting warmer and snuggle worthy.

After closing the wood stove, Keira turned and saw Luza looking right at her with wide eyes.

Luza cried softly. 

“Hi, little one. Sorry ‘bout the noise. I don’t have your fur, so I have to get this place warm for the night.”

Luza looked inquisitively at Keira’s slippers. She wondered how Keira was able to get those paws of hers into the boots she had been wearing. Curious, she thought to herself. 

Even the Arctic fox had to admit she was comfortable and wasn’t really keen on moving or doing much of anything, aside from resting. Keira picked up on this but still felt that she had to ask the fox a variety of questions.

“Are you okay? Do you need something to drink? Eat? Some ice? I can’t speak fox, but if you close your eyes again I’m going to assume you want to sleep for a bit. Then I’ll get you set up later.”

The fox shifted her head again, tilting it left and then right. 

Luza didn’t know what she wanted at the moment. She knew her pain was more tolerable on the blanket and that whether she intended to or not it was time to sleep. Not even thinking, Luza quietly replied.

“Sleep,” she said, in perfect English. 

Keira did a double take. “Did I just hear what I think I heard?”

She leaned onto the edge of the couch, waiting for Luza to reply. The fox was not taking the bait. She knew she had slipped up. Closing her eyes quickly, she pretended to sleep. Within a minute or two she really was sleeping for the second time.

“There’s no way. I don’t know what happened... Foxes make lots of different noises. She must have said it by accident, like a weird whine.” 

The teenager continued to rationalize what she heard. It wouldn’t make any sense to have a talking fox, that much she was sure. 

“Maybe that’s why they were hunting her.” She said to herself.

Giving Luza another long look, Keira stood and left the living room. She headed straight for her bedroom. The Christmas lights she insisted on having up year-round illuminated the entire room. 

Keira also had a reading lamp on the nightstand, but aside from that halogen bulb, the rest of the room was either lit according to the sun or the strand of $1.99 white Christmas lights. 

On the opposite side of the room away from her twin bed, there was a large maple bookshelf firmly drilled into the wall. The top of the shelf was covered with knickknacks, mainly ones that her mother Roohi had gotten her through the years. There was a ceramic sea lion statue that Keira had dubbed “Fish Eater” and an oversized wooden Canadian goose painted in the distinctive black and white colors. She affectionately called the goose “Tally,” which had been carved by Lane a year or two before her mother died. 

The three of them would spend a considerable amount of time on Upper Suncook Lake, near the old home in Barnstead. During those long summer days, Keira would watch the geese come and go. Often they would leave the water and would come up for various treats Roohi had prepared for her daughter to share with the waterfowl. On a few occasions, the geese followed them back to the house and even spent the night.

Underneath “Tally” and “Fish Eater” there were Black Beauty books and other horse related novels. Lane had gotten a box full of them at a yard sale when Keira was five. She learned to read from these famous tales and from the Encyclopedia Britannica books that Lane had found collecting dust at the Johnson farm. Those books were a lifesaver, especially for her book reports and getting information on the outside world. 

They didn’t have a computer. Lane had said there was no reason for one. He was confident Roohi would have agreed as much, so even when Keira switched to homeschooling, all of her assignments were completed by hand or by a Brother electronic typewriter that had a five-and-a-quarter-inch disc drive. The typewriter was a relatively new purchase, but at least she could pre-type the paper on the microscopic view screen before printing out the assignment. On more than one occasion, she typed a paper only to lose the document due to either a power surge or not having a disc. 

Her typewriter was set up on a small desk under the window that looked out into the backyard. Resting on top of the unit were two Encyclopedia Britannica books, K and S that she had yet to put back on the shelf. Still glancing over her shelf, Keira wondered where her life-size Arctic fox stuffed animal could have gone. 
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