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PROLOGUE



THE SILVER WALL
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Max was running through a vast and dusty desert.


The sky above was a pale, milky blue, and the sun was fat and overwhelming. The heat was intense, baking the ground beneath Max’s paws and drying his tawny fur to a crisp. The few skinny, leafless trees were burned black.


On the horizon was an endless wall of silver. It glared bright and harsh, reflecting the giant sun and searing Max’s eyes.


Gusts of wind swirled behind Max, and he yelped at the sudden cold. Still running, he looked back—and saw an enormous, inky cloud that swelled like a stormy ocean in the sky. It billowed toward Max, ready to envelop him.


Max turned away from the cloud as he urged himself to run faster.


A voice rose over the wind. Hello, Maxie. The speaker was female, canine, and older. The words hadn’t been spoken aloud, but they echoed in Max’s head, as though the speaker was right next to him.


And then she was.


An elderly Labrador ran at Max’s side, her eyes sparkling and her tongue lolling free. Her fur was as dark as the night sky, flecked with white. Around her neck hung a golden collar with three rings connected in a row.


The dog was his dear friend Madame Curie.


“Madame!” Max barked, his tail wagging. “There’s something on the horizon, and I don’t know what it is.”


I do, Madame said, though her mouth did not move. I’ll show you.


She ran ahead at a speed Max hadn’t thought was possible for his old companion. He tore after her, sending up a cloud of desert dust in his wake. The huge silver wall towered above them, taller than any building Max had ever seen, stretching endlessly in either direction.


It’s time, Madame said as they neared the wall. This is the end—and the beginning.


Max slowed his pace. “I don’t understand. How am I supposed to get past it?” Glancing back, he shivered. “The darkness is almost here.”


Madame wagged her tail once more. It’s easy, Maxie. All you have to do is jump.


Before Max could question her, Madame bunched her hind legs and leaped into the air.


She soared up toward the sky, higher and higher. Then, at the very top of her jump, she arced over the wall and disappeared.


“Madame!” Max barked. “Come back!” Frantic, he jumped but only managed to rise a few feet.


“Madame!” Max cried once more, scrabbling in the cracked earth. The wind roared and screamed around him. No matter how deep he dug, there was still more wall.


Make the right choice, Maxie, Madame’s voice cried.


“Please help me!” Max barked over the storm. “The darkness is here! Rocky? Gizmo? Where are you?”


If you want to find your people, Madame said, her voice distant, you have to choose the right path.


“I don’t understand,” Max said. “What path?”


But even though he couldn’t see her, he could feel that Madame was gone.


Max was alone.















CHAPTER 1



SNAKE IN THE GRASS
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Max awoke to find something wet and leathery pressing against his nose.


He barked in surprise and jerked away.


“Aah!” the creature yelped, rearing back—and Max realized it was his friend Rocky. The Dachshund had been sitting snout-to-snout with Max in the overgrown grass, intently watching him sleep.


“What are you doing?” Max asked.


“Just making sure you’re okay,” Rocky said as he hopped onto Max’s back, as if he hadn’t just startled the both of them. “Gizmo asked me to stay and watch over you.”


“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” Max asked.


The little Dachshund leaped off Max’s shoulder and landed in the grass in front of him.


“You were growling and kicking in your sleep, like you were battling dream wolves again, buddy,” he said. “We all know how your dreams can get to you sometimes.”


Max remembered glinting silver, intense heat, and black clouds. He shivered.


“What did you dream about, anyway?” Rocky asked, cocking his head. “Nothing too horrible, right?”


“Nothing horrible,” Max said as he rose on all fours. “I’m fine—don’t worry.”


It was morning, and the sun was still low in the sky. They’d spent the night beside the highway, near a row of hay bales and some scrubby brush. The day before, they’d come through a mostly empty town. In the past, they might have taken a night or two to rest in one of the abandoned houses, rather than sleep outside.


But they couldn’t risk stopping any more than necessary these days. There was a pack of angry wolves on their trail, led by the vicious Dolph, and although the three of them had come a long way, they still had a lot of ground to cover before they could be reunited with their people.


Max had insisted the dogs stop only briefly to scavenge for food and water in the empty town. Then they’d continued down the highway until they were so tired they’d had to rest.


“Where is Gizmo?” Max asked as he started toward the highway.


“She went for a walk,” Rocky said. Max could barely see the Dachshund as they waded through the overgrown grass and weeds. “I think she had a bad dream, too. Me? I dreamed I was in a land of kibble, big guy. We’re talking roads paved with kibble, and sausage trees, and… a river full of gravy! You ever had gravy?” The smaller dog’s tongue dangled from his pointed snout, and he drooled. “My pack leader poured some into my food dish once. Oh, man, it was great.”


Gurgling sounded from Rocky’s stomach, and he looked up at Max. “I think I’m just a little hungry,” he said.


In response, Max licked his friend’s black forehead reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll reach a town soon. Then we can find something to eat.”


In another minute, they could see the highway up ahead. It wasn’t a huge road, just a couple of two-lane streets divided by a grassy median. Beyond it was another open field bordered by towering trees, but no houses or barns.


Gizmo looked up from a puddle as Max and Rocky approached. She offered them a brief, halfhearted wag of her tail.


“Good morning, boys,” the Yorkshire Terrier said. “I found this puddle. It’s a little muddy, but it’s not too bad.”


Max nodded at her and took a few laps of water. She was right—it was gritty with dirt, but Max’s mouth and throat were parched, and he needed to drink.


While Rocky drank his fill, Max studied Gizmo. “You took a walk by yourself?” he asked her. “You’ve got to be careful. The wolves are still following us.”


Gizmo’s ears drooped, and she looked away. “I know,” she said. “I had a dream about Belle—a nightmare, really. It made me sad, so I wanted to chase away the thoughts.”


Belle was a Collie whom Max and his friends had been asked to seek out by an old Australian Shepherd named Boss. Boss had heroically given his life to save many other dogs, and it was his last wish to let Belle know he hadn’t abandoned her. They’d found Belle, half mad from loneliness, in a filthy, decaying mansion in a city called Baton Rouge. It took everything they had to persuade her to leave her home and make a new life with other dogs.


“She has friends now,” Max said. “Georgie and Fletcher and Whitey. She’s not alone. And besides, Dr. Lynn said the people will come home soon, remember?”


“I know,” Gizmo said. “But what happens if Belle’s people decide not to go back? Or if they find her, what happens to her friends?” She ducked her fuzzy head, looking sad. “Everything has been so different since the humans left. More changes might be hard for Belle.”


Smacking his lips, Rocky stepped away from the puddle. “You two sure are gloomy today. Where’s my chipper, energetic Gizmo? And our fearless, tireless leader, Max?” Running onto the highway, he looked back at his friends and barked. “No more moping, guys! Let’s get a move on!”


Max barked, and Gizmo’s short tail wagged itself into a blur. They galloped after Rocky, following the road west, away from the rising sun.


“You’re right,” Gizmo said as the dogs slowed their pace. “It’s a nice day for a walk, isn’t it? I wonder if we’ll meet someone new today. I hope we do.”


Rocky trotted at Gizmo’s side. “You know these long walks aren’t my favorite, but as long as I’m with you, it’s time well spent.”


“Aww!” Gizmo said. She nudged his side with her head and offered him an appreciative lick.


Rocky was right, Max thought. Though their travels were often exhausting, having his two friends beside him was a help.


Just ahead, Max noticed a car in the median. It was partially hidden by the tall grass and covered with dirt and leaves. Max was used to seeing these rusting, empty signs of humanity now.


Their journey had started months ago, when Max found himself locked in a kennel. Not long after Max had run out of food and water, Rocky had freed him. That was when Max learned that all the humans had disappeared, leaving their pets behind. The birds had disappeared, too.


Max knew his human family—his pack leaders, Charlie and Emma, and their parents—wouldn’t have left him if they’d had a choice. He had decided he would do anything to find them.
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It was then that Max and Rocky had first faced off with Dolph. When Max protected Rocky from one wolf in Dolph’s pack who was trying to steal the Dachshund’s food, the vicious gray wolf vowed to track Max down and make him pay.


The three friends had traveled across half the country, and still Dolph tailed them.


Now, silent and watchful, Max padded down the highway behind Rocky and Gizmo, who were deep in a friendly conversation. He raised his snout high and inhaled. Pollen. Grass and weeds. Damp earth. Moss and fungus and mold, and the tangy scent of hidden squirrels and rabbits.


No wolves. So far.


Still, Max had to stay alert. Dolph always showed up eventually.


“Hey, look!” Gizmo barked.


Max glanced past her down the road—and saw the beacon.


It was an amber light attached to the top of a small traffic barricade painted with orange and white stripes. More beacons like this had been placed along the other roads the three friends had traveled, marking a trail they were meant to follow.


“Yes!” Rocky ran around in an excited circle. “We’re heading in the right direction! Maybe we don’t need to be wearing these collars after all.”


“I think your red collar looks very handsome,” Gizmo said.


Rocky wagged his tail. “Thank you! That green collar brings out your eyes.”


Gizmo’s eyes widened. “It does?”


“Sure,” Max said. “You both look good. Well, as good as any of us can look at this point.”


Rocky groaned. “Don’t remind me. Remember that day with Dr. Lynn? When we were all pampered and clean?” He sighed. “That was the best.”


“It was,” Max agreed as he took the lead and began walking once more. “We’ll be with her again soon. We’ll follow her trail while she tracks our path, and we’ll find each other in the middle!”


The tag on his collar jingled softly. Just when Max forgot it was there, the collar would rub his neck or get caught on a branch, and he would remember all over again. He hadn’t worn a collar in the past—if Max had ever gotten lost, he had a little electronic chip planted under his skin that a vet could scan to find out his name and who his pack leaders were. But these new collars were special. They contained trackers that would help Dr. Lynn locate Max, Rocky, and Gizmo once it was safe for them to be reunited with the humans.


Dr. Lynn was a scientist and a veterinarian. She had been the pack leader of Max’s old friend Madame Curie, a fellow Labrador. Near the start of their journey, Madame had urged Max to follow a three-ringed symbol to find the doctor, who would reunite Max with his people.


Tracking the symbol had led Max, Rocky, and Gizmo to a laboratory. It turned out that the symbol represented Praxis, a virus that was meant to help people with mental illnesses or brain injuries but had infected animals instead. The virus was harmless to pets and wildlife, but it had mutated to become dangerous to humans, which meant they couldn’t be around their pets. And so all the people had left.


It was a pig named Gertrude who had blasted the dogs with electricity. The electricity had triggered the Praxis virus, which transformed the dogs’ minds and made them so smart they could read and understand human speech. The pig had told them to follow the orange-and-white barricades with the flashing beacons, which led the dogs farther south. Eventually, they’d found Dr. Lynn, a kind older woman who wore a big straw hat over her white hair.


Dr. Lynn had bathed them, fed them, and loved them, and when she discovered they were smart enough to understand her, she explained that she was working to find a cure so that all the people could return home. Once the virus had been triggered, Max, Rocky, and Gizmo were no longer infectious to humans, so before Dr. Lynn left, she gave them their new tracking collars and promised that she would come back for them soon.


Without her, the dogs walked on, exhausted and hungry and aching all over, but determined to be reunited with their families.


Now, as the sun rose higher in the sky and the day grew warmer, Gizmo stopped in the middle of the road, her whole body rigid, her tufted ears perked up.


Rocky came to a stop next to her, his head darting frantically from side to side. “What is it?” he whispered anxiously. “Is it Dolph? Is it food? Is it Dolph eating food?”


“Is everything okay?” Max asked.


“Shh,” Gizmo said. Dropping to her belly, she inched toward the grassy median. “Be very, very quiet.”


Confused, Max sat next to Rocky and watched as Gizmo crept near the weeds in the center of the highway. She stopped as she came to the edge of the asphalt and raised her paw—then let it swing down to slap the dirt.


What looked like a long, slender stick darted out of the grass and onto the road, slithering quickly away from Gizmo.


“What is that?” Rocky asked nervously.


Gizmo jumped up to all fours, her tail wagging ferociously. “A garter snake! I love garter snakes.” She turned to look back at Rocky and Gizmo. “Come on, let’s chase it!”


“What?” Rocky asked again. He looked at Max. “Why would we want to chase a snake?”


But Max was caught up in vivid memories of his days on the farm, when he was just a puppy and life was simple. He’d bounded through the fields at dusk, chasing the harmless snakes through the grass, catching and releasing them, and occasionally delivering them, squirming, to his squealing pack leaders.


“Who wouldn’t want to chase one?” Max barked at Rocky as he leaped up and raced after Gizmo. “Come on!”


The garter snake wound down the center of the road just ahead of Gizmo, its stripes standing out stark and white against the dark asphalt. Gizmo jumped forward to bat at its tail.


“Don’t be afraid,” she yipped after the fleeing snake. “We just want to play!”


The snake did not respond, but it flicked out its tongue and slithered forward.


Max quickly gained on Gizmo. Leaping over her, he landed in front of the fleeing snake, darted his head down, and carefully snatched it up in his jaws. The creature squirmed helplessly, its tail curling around Max’s snout.


Holding his head up high, Max pranced in a big, triumphant circle.


Gizmo jumped up and down. “Aw! You beat me to it,” she said. “But that was so fun! I bet if you let it go, I’ll get it first.”


Snout scrunched in disgust, Rocky approached the other two dogs. “Max, buddy, did you really put that thing in your mouth? You don’t know where it’s been!”


Max gently set the garter snake on the ground and let it slither away toward the grass.


“I can’t believe you’ve never chased a snake before,” Max said to Rocky. “It’s like trying to catch a living stick!”


“You two are crazy,” Rocky said.


Gizmo butted him playfully with her head, then started after the snake again. “You’re just saying that because you know you’ll never catch it!”


“Oh, yeah?” Rocky said. “Well, watch out, ’cause here I come!”


Max barked happily as Gizmo ran up behind the snake once more, and all three dogs gave chase. Worries about Dolph and their missing people faded for a few joyful moments—until, captured in Rocky’s jaws, the snake flicked out its tongue and hissed, “Friendsss, thisss hasss been entertaining.”


Startled, Rocky dropped the snake, yipped, and leaped back.


Raising its head, the snake nodded at the dogs. “Really, it hasss been a blassst. But haven’t you noticed? The weather hasss turned. I mussst go.”


Max looked up to find that the snake was right.


Clouds had mounded in the sky, fluffy and white in front, then swelling with dark gray. The wind rose in heavy gusts. The air felt thick and charged, tingling Max’s fur and skin.


“Nice to meet you!” Gizmo said to the snake. “Thank you for being a good sport.”


The snake responded with a final flick of its tongue, then wiggled off toward a nearby field.


“Don’t tell me it’s going to rain,” Rocky moaned, glancing up at the darkening sky. “I’m not in the mood to get wet.”


“Maybe we can take cover in the forest?” Gizmo asked, looking to Max for approval.


Max shook his head. “No, we have to keep moving. Dolph is still behind us. A little water won’t hurt us. Besides, I think I see a town up ahead.”


Max’s stomach twisted, and he realized just how hungry he was. If the rain was bad enough, surely Dolph would take shelter, too. Maybe they had time to search for someplace dry and scrounge for food.


As if reading Max’s thoughts, Rocky said, “Okay, just as long as we find some grub soon. I’m feeling a little woozy.”


Max opened his snout to answer, but before he could say anything, thunder rumbled across the sky.


At first, Max thought it was from the oncoming storm. But the rumbling didn’t stop. Instead, it grew louder and louder. He saw shadows flooding the streets in front of them, dust billowing in their wake.


Max remembered the massive clouds of darkness from his dream.


As the thunder rose to a roar and the ground trembled beneath his paws, Max barked as loudly as he could, “Run!”















CHAPTER 2



STAMPEDE
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They had only seconds to hide.


The shadowy figures were rumbling toward them, filling the air with terror. Panicked, Rocky turned in circles, yipping, “Where do we go?” while Gizmo started toward the nearby fields, until she realized that Rocky was no longer behind her.


Nipping at Rocky’s side, Max barked, “Into the ditch, hurry!”


Yowling in fear, the Dachshund stopped spinning. Then he raced through the untamed grass and dove headfirst into a dip in the ground. Max let Gizmo dart ahead of him next to Rocky, then flung himself on top of his two small friends to protect them.


The ground trembled and vibrated as though it would break apart, and Max’s heart pounded, punching at his chest.


He dared to look up at the surging darkness.


And saw a stampede.


The shadows weren’t the cloud from his dream after all. They were dozens upon dozens of horses, galloping as though their lives depended on it. The front of the line was dominated by giant steeds with sleek brown, white, and black coats. Their manes and tails flew behind them, some tangled and ratty, others appearing as though they’d once been groomed. As they ran, dust from the road kicked out around them, filling the air and making it hard to see clearly.


“Hey!” Max barked loudly over the sound of hooves slamming against dirt and asphalt. “Stop!”


But none of the horses heard him.


Closing his eyes, Max pressed himself down into the narrow ditch.


And the horses were upon them.


The earth above the dogs erupted as hooves slammed into the dirt and grass, flinging pebbles and soil into Max’s fur. The wind and noise were tremendous, like hail smacking against a tin shed during a storm.


The steeds neighed and whinnied, frantically urging one another on as they galloped past the three dogs.


“Don’t let the storm reach us!”


“We must get back to the wild!”


“Never return to the wall!”
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At that, Max opened his eyes in surprise—just as a stallion’s hoof slammed dangerously close to his head.


“Please! Watch out!” he barked again.


A tan mare heard Max as she raced toward him. Eyes wide with panic, she reared back on her hind legs, then spun away from Max moments before she would have stepped on the three dogs.


Another horse, a brown colt, also pulled away from the herd, snorting and blinking at the dust kicked up by the stampede.


And then it was over.


The horses had raced past, continuing down the highway, still neighing as they galloped away from whatever danger had them so horribly spooked.


Max lay atop Rocky and Gizmo, not daring to move, his heart still thudding. His ears rang, and all around him dust hung heavy in the air.


“Is it over?” Gizmo asked from underneath Max, her voice muffled.


“I think so,” Max whispered.


“Can’t… breathe…” Rocky gasped. “Get off… big guy…”


“Oh!” Max jumped to his feet. “Sorry!”


Rocky and Gizmo gulped for air as they emerged from the shallow dip in the grass. “What happened?” Gizmo asked.


“Horses,” Max said, panting. “Lots and lots of horses.”


Rocky exhaled. “I’ll say.”


All around them, the tall grass and barbed weeds were trampled and torn to pieces.


Clopping hooves echoed nearby, and the three dogs turned to see the mare and colt who had veered off from the other horses.


The mare nickered a hello as she approached, her ears tilted toward Max and her brown eyes soft and kind. She was mostly tan, save for a large splotch of white on her side. There was something regal about her, and gentle at the same time.


Her companion seemed more wary. The colt was slightly smaller than the mare, and something about his shaggy dark brown coat and the length of his mane gave Max the impression that it had been a long time since he’d been groomed—if he ever had. He flicked his long tail and stared at Max.


The two horses stopped at the edge of the highway, towering over the three dogs. They were big. Rocky and Gizmo barely came up past their fetlocks, and even Max felt dwarfed by the giant beasts. Their heads and snouts were as long as Max was tall.


“Sorry for nearly trampling you,” the mare said, shaking out her mane. “I was so caught up in the panic I almost didn’t notice you.”


Max made his way over to the horses, his tail wagging slowly as he looked up at them. “I’m glad you stopped. I’m Max, by the way. These two are Rocky and Gizmo.”


The colt snorted and flicked his ears. “Are those your puppies? They don’t look anything like you.”


Gizmo wiggled her hindquarters, amused. “No, he was protecting us, but we’re not puppies—we’re just on the small side!”


“Oh,” the colt said, snorting a second time.


The mare sighed. “Don’t mind Duskborn,” she said, peering down at the dogs. “He is young and was raised in the wild. He’s still learning things we riding horses picked up on our farms and in the stables. I’m Savannah Rose, though my friends call me Rosy.”


“Oh!” Gizmo said. “Rosy! That’s such a pretty name.”


Rosy clopped a hoof against the road. “Thank you. Gizmo is also a very nice name.”


A whoosh of wind rose from the west, and Max shivered. Looking around, he saw that the clouds had grown darker. The trees on either side of the highway danced back and forth, their branches lashing.


Duskborn stomped backward, away from the dogs, thrashing his head. “We have to go, Rosy. We’ll lose the others.”


“Wait,” Max said. “Why is everyone so scared? Where are you running to?”


Rosy’s tail flicked as she eyed her younger companion. “Not so fast, Duskborn. We have to warn these dogs.”


Duskborn whinnied. “They’re just dogs—”


“Hush!” Rosy said. “We’re all family now—all of us animals. Big or small.” She turned her head to the dogs. “A great storm is coming. We’re aiming to outrun it.” She paused. “You should, too, if you can.”


Rocky plopped down. “You’re going to try to outrun a storm? That’s impossible.”


“Maybe for you,” Duskborn neighed. “But we horses are made for running.”


“We’re faster than we look,” Gizmo said as she came to sit next to Rocky. “Anyway, wouldn’t it be easier to find shelter and ride out the storm indoors?”


Rosy opened her long muzzle to say something, then hesitated. Muscles rippled beneath her sleek, shiny coat as she turned her whole body toward Duskborn. “Go over there and graze for a moment.”


“But—” the colt started to say.


Rosy stamped a hoof. Suddenly she didn’t look so gentle anymore. “Now.”


Duskborn clomped off toward the other side of the road and started yanking up stalks of grass with his big yellow teeth. While he did, Rosy lowered her head close to Max, Rocky, and Gizmo. Her breath smelled of hay.


“It’s not just the storm we’re running from. There’s also the wall,” she whispered, her large, bright eyes fearful.


“A wall?” Rocky asked.


“The wall,” Max said softly. Last night’s dream came back to him in bits and pieces: a giant silver wall. Madame leaping over it with ease. The darkness pinning him until he was surrounded.


“That’s right. The only thing at the end of this road is a big silver wall,” Rosy said. “It’s much too high to jump over—trust me, I’m an award-winning show jumper.” She swished her long tail with pride. “And any animal who strays too close gets a nasty shock.”


“Has the wall always been there?” Gizmo asked.


Rosy shook her great head, sending her mane cascading. “It’s new. The humans put it there to keep us all out.”


Clopping hooves sounded behind Rosy, and Duskborn approached, chomping on a mouthful of grass.


“Are you telling them about the wall?” he asked.


Rosy nodded. “They deserve to know.”


Duskborn’s nostrils flared wide. “That place is full of awful humans! I heard they’ve got a slaughterhouse back there. They’re planning to turn us into meat!”


Max shuddered. “I don’t believe that. We’re their pets. They love us!”


Rosy shoved Duskborn away with her head, then looked down at the dogs. “Whatever the people want, it’s a mystery to me. Truth is, none of us knows what’s behind that wall. We just know animals and humans aren’t on the best of terms these days.”


Another gust of wind washed over the animals, and flashes of lightning arced through the dark clouds. Max looked down the highway to the west, imagining the great band of silver beyond the trees. It hadn’t shocked him when he’d touched it in his dream, but it had clearly been made to keep him away from whatever was on the other side.


Dr. Lynn had warned them that some humans were afraid of animals and might not react kindly to their presence. But Max pictured the sweet, laughing faces of Charlie and Emma as they ran their sticky hands through his fur and scratched his belly. He couldn’t imagine them hurting him. Ever.


“That’s not true, though, Rosy,” Duskborn said. “Someone does know what’s over the wall. Remember?”


“You’re right,” the mare said, her enormous head bobbing. “I remember now. From a few towns back, that peculiar fellow. Stripes, was it?”


“I’m pretty sure it was Spots,” Duskborn said.


“I’m almost positive it was Stripes.”


“And I’m almost positive it was Spots.”


Rocky jumped to his feet and barked, “Whoa, whoa, take it easy. Stripes or Spots, Lines or Dots, whatever the name is—is this guy a dog? ’Cause if he knows something, we need to talk to him.”


“All I know is Stripes is most certainly not a horse,” Rosy said. “He’s some sort of small creature, like you. But why would you want to try to get past the wall? It’s dangerous.”


“There could be kibble!” Rocky said.


“Or people,” Max said. “I had a dream about a silver wall. I think it’s where we’re supposed to go.”


“A dream?” Duskborn asked, then snorted. “You’re chasing a dream? You dogs sure are silly.”


“Hey!” Gizmo said, baring her teeth. “You’d be surprised. Max’s dreams are special!”


At that moment, a great flash of white light flared out of the clouds. The horses whinnied and reared back on their hind legs.


Seconds later, a cracking boom rumbled through the sky.


“We have to go!” Duskborn neighed, already trotting down the highway to the east, away from the approaching storm.


“Sorry, but we must leave,” Rosy said as she followed him. “For your own sake, turn back. You don’t want to go that way!”


“Wait!” Max barked. He climbed onto the asphalt and started to chase after them. “We need to know more about Stripes. I mean Spots. I mean…”


It was too late.


The two horses had sped into a full gallop, and there was no way Max could catch up to them. A few seconds later, they were distant shadows.


Panting, Max returned to his friends, who were huddled together in the center of the road. The wind was now a steady, constant rush of air that twisted and tangled their fur. Cold drops of water fell into Max’s eyes, just a few at first, then more and more.


“Come on,” Max said as he passed his two friends and quickened his pace, heading west toward the nearby town.


“Are you sure we should be going in this direction?” Gizmo raced to Max’s side, her tiny legs a blur. “If the wall is as dangerous as it sounds, maybe we should turn back.”


Max raised his snout as the rain grew heavier. “No, Dr. Lynn’s beacons want us to go this way. We’re supposed to follow them to that wall.”


“Besides,” Rocky added as he ran next to Gizmo, “we’re not fraidy-cats like those horses. I mean, who’s scared of a little wall or a silly storm?”


“Weren’t you just complaining about getting your fur wet?” Gizmo asked.


Before Rocky could answer, another flash of lightning blazed up ahead, and thunder exploded in their ears. The sky was now a sickly greenish gray, and the rain had turned from a few tiny droplets to a watery onslaught.


“Okay!” Rocky yipped. “Maybe I’m a little afraid!”


Lightning arced above them once more, this time touching down in the field to their right, close enough that they could practically feel the heat. The noise was tremendous, so loud that Max’s ears rang and buzzed. Despite the heavy rain, flames licked at the grass where the lightning had landed.


Running wildly ahead, Rocky howled in fear. “Make that a lot afraid!”


Max didn’t respond. Instead, he lowered his head and barreled forward. His fur was soaked, and he could barely see. The wind was so strong that it felt as if someone were trying to shove him backward.


The horses were right to be afraid, he realized. This wasn’t just any old storm.


This was a hurricane.















CHAPTER 3



TEMPEST
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The wind screamed and roared as it flung the rainwater sideways. Sticky, shredded leaves and broken branches swirled through the air. Above, the clouds mounded thick and black, as if night had fallen early.


“Keep running!” Max barked over the howling winds.


“Where are we running to?” Gizmo barked back.


Max didn’t answer. He lifted his head as he sprinted down the center of the highway, his eyes narrowed to avoid the icy rain.


The trees near the road thrashed from side to side, creaking and groaning. There was a group of trailer homes almost hidden behind tree trunks, rocking on their foundations as shutters slammed against their painted metal siding. As Max watched, the wind lifted a pink plastic flamingo from a yard and tossed it into the sky.


Then, up ahead, he saw a big green sign with white lettering: SHOPPING MALL—NEXT RIGHT.


“There’s a mall nearby!” Max bellowed. “It will be safe!”


Neither Rocky nor Gizmo answered. Both were too busy panting, their small legs pounding on the road, their fur slick with rainwater. It was hard enough for Max to run against the wind—he could only imagine how much harder it was for them.


Up ahead, Max saw traffic lights dangling from power lines. They flashed red as they were flung back and forth by the winds. Then Max heard Rocky bark a warning.


“Watch out, big guy!”


Max skidded to a stop as a flash of white and orange flew across the road in front of him. Blinking away the rain, he saw one of Dr. Lynn’s traffic barricades go tumbling into the trees. The beacon on top of it blinked twice before it crunched against the ground and shattered.


“Oh, no,” Max said quietly.


The storm was blowing away their trail.


Max shook his head. He couldn’t think about that now. He had to get his friends to shelter.


“This way!” he barked as he veered onto the road that led to the mall. It wasn’t long before the three dogs were racing through a flooded parking lot toward the large, dark shopping center.


The dogs splashed forward as the wind sent waves crashing against their sides. Rain came at them from every direction. Abandoned shopping carts slammed into sidewalks and lampposts.


Ahead, Max saw heavy glass doors below a glowing green sign that read ENTRANCE. Checking that Rocky and Gizmo were still behind him, he raced toward the doors.


He stepped onto the rubber mat in front of the entrance, panting for breath. For a moment, Max thought the doors might not open, that he’d led his friends astray.


But then Rocky and Gizmo collapsed upon the mat, and the doors wheezed open.


The three dogs jumped through the doorway, the storm practically shoving them inside as it, too, tried to enter the mall. Then the doors squealed shut, and, finally, the wind and rain stopped.


Max, Rocky, and Gizmo dropped to their bellies on the cold tiled floor, soaking wet and panting. Max’s whole body trembled from the cold. He shook his fur and a spray of water flew off.


“Remind me never to question a horse ever again,” Rocky said. “Them brutes have good instincts.”


Gizmo rolled onto her side, licking one of her paws. “I’m so cold, Max.”


“Me, too,” Max said. “But we’re safe now.”


“Safe?” Rocky said. “Ha! Soaked is more like it. Anyway”—he glanced around—“where are we?”


The glass windows rattled. Thudding raindrops and whooshing wind echoed through the dim halls. High above, domed skylights showed off the gray-green sky.


The storm was getting worse by the second.


Groaning, Max climbed to all fours. “We’re in a mall, Rocky,” Max said. “And malls have food, don’t they? Let’s get away from these windows and see if we can find something to eat.”


Rocky jumped up. “Yes! It’s bad enough being soaked without being hungry, too. I sure hope this place has a pet store.”


While Rocky and Gizmo shook themselves dry, Max studied their surroundings. Most of the lights were dark, but high above, a few fluorescent bulbs were lit a dim blue. Their glow barely cut through the gloom. Dust coated the fake trees, the tiled floor, and the benches in the center of the hall. The stores on either side of them were drenched in shadow, their entrances blocked off by metal gates.


“Let’s see if we can find a map of this place,” Max said as their steps echoed through the empty hall. They’d been in big, abandoned buildings before, but Max never quite got over the uneasy feeling of being somewhere dogs didn’t belong.


“Creepy,” Rocky whispered as they walked.


“Shh!” Gizmo said.


They had barely made it halfway down the corridor when something sputtered and crackled from the walls above.


Max stopped midstep, his ears alert and his tail raised. Beside him, Rocky and Gizmo went still.


“What was that?” Rocky whispered.


“Was it the doors opening?” Gizmo asked. “Did someone follow us in out of the storm?”


Max slowly craned his head back and forth, studying the dusky hall. High above, rain and stray branches slammed against the skylights. But that was not the source of the noise.


There it was again. A crackling of something electric. A sizzling pop and a distant squeal from somewhere up ahead.


Then a single voice boomed from above.


“Go away!”


Rocky went rigid and lowered his body flat against the tile. “What was that?” he yelped.


“Leave now,” the voice bellowed. “You do not belong here.”


A single word flashed through Max’s mind: Dolph.


Could the wolves have gotten here first? Was their unrelenting pack leader lying in wait, deep within the mall?


At that moment, logic overwhelmed instinct in Max’s Praxis-enhanced brain, like a bolt of lightning zapping his mind awake.


Of course it wasn’t Dolph. For one thing, the beast would never announce his presence. He’d just attack.


So the voice was something else.


Max stepped forward, sniffing. Behind him, Rocky and Gizmo huddled together.


“Listen at once!” the voice cried. “WE—I MEAN I —SAID TO GO AWAY! GO!”


“Do you know what’s happening?” Gizmo asked. “Is it some sort of alarm?”


“I don’t think so,” Max said as he sniffed at the air. The smell of wet dog fur overwhelmed his nostrils, mixed with musty clothing and the stench of rotting food.


But there was something else, too—something consistently foul—tingeing every scent: acrid animal droppings and musky fur.


The smell was familiar, almost like that of the rats they’d encountered in a junkyard outside Baton Rouge. But it wasn’t the same—not exactly. In fact, it reminded Max of smells on his farm.


Mice.


There were mice!


Max’s tail wagged excitedly as he spun to face his friends. “There aren’t any large animals here at all,” he said. “Smell!”


Rocky scrunched his snout. “I only smell you, big guy. And I guess some mice.”


As he said the word, the patter of the storm gave way to a rush of whispers in the darkened stores. The voices spoke over one another, a waterfall of unintelligible words.


“Oh!” Gizmo said. “It’s mice!”


“And lots of them,” Max said, narrowing his eyes to see if he could spot any of the tiny critters.


A loud squeal and a screech sounded from above.


“Make no attempt to come farther into the mall,” the voice said. “There are no mice here. Just a big, scary, superstrong monster who will devour you!”


“Oh, yeah?” Rocky howled, his snout raised high. “If you’re so eager to eat dogs, why do you want us to leave?”


“Umm… uh… I guess… I am not hungry at the moment. I ate a whole bunch of dogs right before you arrived. They were delicious!”


Gizmo looked at Rocky and Max as if to say, Let me handle this one. “Oh, that means we’re probably safe for now,” Gizmo said. “I’m always sluggish when I eat too much, so this monster probably wouldn’t be able to chase us.”


“No! I am full of energy! I could chase you. I just don’t want to.”


Gizmo pranced ahead. “Come on,” she called. “Let’s go see what’s up there.”


Max and Rocky trotted after her. Max expected the speaker to shout at them again, but after a final electronic crackle, it fell silent.


Instead, the mall echoed with what sounded like thousands of tiny feet scrabbling over carpet and tile. At first, Max thought it was just the din of the storm. But through the metal gates, he could see black and gray and white bodies undulating as mice swarmed over one another, following the dogs.


The mice whispered and hissed. They watched the dogs with eyes that glowed in the dim light. Max couldn’t make out what they were saying—all he heard was a constant psst psst psst, like a trickling waterfall.


Gizmo led Max and Rocky past kiosks stocked with sunglasses and calendars, steering clear of trash cans that obviously hadn’t been emptied since before the humans left.


The hall opened into a grand plaza, illuminated in hazy, misty light from a massive glass dome high above. In the center of the plaza was a big, open booth next to a map and a sign that read INFORMATION.


A line of mice snaked its way from a storefront filled with gleaming gold necklaces and jeweled rings. The mice raised their tiny paws and whispered, as though passing along messages.


Gizmo slowed to a stop, and Max took the lead once more as they approached the information booth. Mice swarmed the counter, surrounding a silver microphone with a big black button set into its base. A white mouse with red-rimmed eyes, the largest of the creatures, stood next to the microphone.


As Max watched, amused, the white mouse pressed both paws down on the button. Hidden speakers crackled to life.


The mouse spoke into the microphone, in a frightening voice: “Pay no attention to the mice inside the booth!”


“That’s what made that big sound?” Gizmo said. “But he’s so… so… small.”


“Pay no attention?” Rocky said. “Then why is he talking so loudly?”


The mouse stared directly at them. He opened his mouth, exposing a set of miniature, razor-sharp teeth, and hissed. “You don’t want to find out.”
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