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 Christmas Spirit
Thump.
Spirit jumps.
Crash, screeech!
He whirls around, pinning down his ears.
Bang.
Under the kitchen table isn’t safe anymore. Spirit bursts from between two chairs, claws slipping on the wood floor, past Mom and Olivia, around the corner, another turn, then up carpeted stairs to bedroom safety. Flattening himself, he squirms below the bed, then twists to face the world: eyes wide, heart racing.
“Aidan, you scared the dog!” Olivia calls from the floor below.
“I’m getting our bags together.”
“You don’t need to drag and drop them across the floor, dear.” That’s Mom. “I don’t blame him for being scared.”
“Everything scares Spirit. It’s not my fault.”
“Maybe he would calm down if he didn’t think someone was about to drop a suitcase on him,” Olivia says.
Spirit hears the door into the garage bang open. Dad’s voice: “Ready? We should have been on the road half an hour ago.”
Spirit sighs, resting his chin on his forepaws. So much happening yesterday and today—bags out, everyone packing, all excited about the Big Autumn Trip.
He does not enjoy hiding from his family: they’re always there for him, protecting him, ever since they brought him home as a half-grown pup from a place of cages and other dogs—so many sounds and smells, so many terrors.
“Hello, sweetheart.”
Spirit looks up.
Mom smiles at him, crouching on hands and knees to peer under the bed. “I thought you might be there. Come on, Spirit.”
He wriggles out, wagging his tail, licking her face.
Mom carries him downstairs, rubbing his chin as she tells him how much fun they’re going to have: “Coast, mountains, you’ll meet Uncle Chris way up in Prince George. Then we’ll be home before you know it. What do you think?”
“Is Spirit ready to leave Surrey for the first time?” Aidan meets them at the bottom of the stairs, no longer dropping bags.
“He’s been out of Surrey,” Olivia says as she pulls on her heavy coat in the foyer. “We got him at the Vancouver shelter.”
“Well, the area anyway,” Aidan says.
“He’s ready for a visit to the backyard before we start driving,” Mom says, setting Spirit down. “Take him outside.”
Aidan calls and beckons him out back.
The lawn is deep green with recent rain. Orange, red, gold leaves have fallen fast to scatter across grass like the patchwork quilt on the couch.
Spirit eases down deck steps, sniffing, listening, as Aidan calls for him to hurry up. All is still. He picks his way through leaves, breathing familiar smells, watching robins take flight in early morning sun.
Snap, click-click-click.
Spirit jumps, glancing toward the neighbor’s deck in time to see a tiny, white missile fly from a swinging cat door, claws clicking over boards, launching itself off the steps.
“Rar-rar-rar!” the little dog screams, streaking toward him.
Spirit bolts. Over grass, up his steps, across the wet deck, through the door, past Aidan’s legs. The boy slides the glass door shut with the white horror yapping outside.
“Spirit, really. He’s a Poodle. Don’t you think a Shetland Sheepdog can handle a tiny Poodle?”
Spirit trembles under the kitchen table. This just hasn’t been his morning.
“All ready, eh?” Dad calls inside.
“Spirit’s not,” Aidan says. “He’s scared to go out. Dino’s in the yard again.”
“He’ll have to hold it. We’ve got to get on the road.”
Olivia clips Spirit’s leash to his collar, then leads him to the garage. Spirit stays close against her, relieved finally to be lifted into his own crate in the back of the SUV. Here, he discovers a bone full of peanut butter and flops down as they move off, leaving Dino far behind.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Never has Spirit spent so long riding in a car. After the rush of the past day and morning, he finds it easy to doze in his safe, warm crate. They travel north and west, up the coast, then east through forests vivid with blinding bright color and darting wildlife.
Spirit races along gray beaches, curls into blankets with Olivia at night in a strange bedroom he has never smelled before, chases squirrels and birds, barking all the time, through endless forests. There are no loud noises out here, unless he makes them himself. No savage dogs, speeding cars, or skateboarding people.
Onward east, spending more hours on the road, staying with Uncle Chris—a quiet person living on a quiet street in a quiet house.
Now, the family is again packed and Spirit smells peanut butter. Uncle Chris says goodbye. Mom says he should come down to see them at Christmas, six weeks away. Spirit is lifted into his crate. In a few moments more, they’re off.
He has just finished the peanut butter and settled down to sleep when he feels his crate come to a stop.
“Only a few snacks, okay?” Mom says. “We’re not buying bags of cookies and junk food. Aidan, will you get Spirit out?”
“I want to pick something to eat,” Aidan howls.
“I can take him out,” Dad says. “I’ll fill the tank, then park at the side of the grocery store and walk him around at the back until you all come out. How about some cheese crackers?”
Soon, Spirit finds Dad opening the back and clipping on his leash. He hops out, but hesitates to see traffic and commotion in the chilly parking lot. The day is sunny, air crisp.
He trots with Dad around the building, sniffing nervously while Dad keeps glancing to the north, saying it looks like snow and they had better get on the road.
“Ready for a long day in the saddle?” he asks Spirit as they round the corner of the building. “There’s Mom and the kids coming out. Let’s go.”
A car zooms around the corner. Another car is just coming along the straightaway. A horn blares. Spirit jumps. Even Dad jumps. Another blast on a horn, feet away. Spirit reels backward, thrashing against his collar, heart pounding, wide-eyed.
“Spirit, no. It’s okay.” Dad reaches to grab him, pulling the leash—pulling him toward that horrible sound.
Spirit fights as if someone threw a firecracker in his face. Something pops against his head, rips at his ears, then he crashes over backward. In the next moment he’s running as he has never run: across the street, between buildings, along a sidewalk, dodging people and holiday displays, half blind with panic.
Behind him, Dad shouts his name, chasing. Over that, Mom and the kids, all of them calling him. Their voices radiate with as much terror as he feels, confirming the worst: the awful danger of this place. They must all get out—run. And they do, the whole family following as he leads them away.
Through a parking lot, brakes shrieking, horns blasting, people shouting. A dog barks. A woman calls, “Here dog!” Then chain link fence, highway beyond, rushing cars, roaring trucks, cold wind blasting into his face.
Spirit races along the fence, mouth wide, ears pinned flat, tail tucked, a thousand noises beating at him. Across pavement, up a bank, climbing through weeds and scrub to leafless trees, down the other side, he finds himself popping onto another paved road. He darts across to a sidewalk and green lawn of a silent house. Past that to another. A neighborhood, not unlike his own. Still, he runs, though his pace has slowed.
His tongue hangs out, lungs aching, heart hammering in his throat. He glances back. Did his family get out of there? They had been right behind him, yet … now.…
Spirit stops in the middle of a lawn, looking around uneasily. He can no longer hear or smell them. Should he go back? Try to find them?
“Rwoof-raarf!”
Spirit spins around. A huge dog scratches window glass in the front room of the house he stands before. He runs. Down the street, across more lawns, avoiding two children and a car backing from its driveway, through a park: roar. A man walks down the street with a machine blasting air and bellowing, sending clouds of leaves before him. Into another neighborhood: more barking. Across another street: screech, honk! “Get out of the road, dog!”
Spirit runs until his paws sting. His lungs feel as if they will tear. His dripping tongue dangles from the side of his mouth. He slows to a trot, head low, shaking from fear and adrenaline and exhaustion.
What happened to his family? Why don’t they come to pick him up and carry him to his crate? No smells of them. No sight of them. No feel of their nearness.
If he gets to a safe place, a quiet place, he can wait for Mom to find him and carry him home. She finds him under the bed or behind the couch or crouching by the bathtub. She’s always there to say he just needs a little patience and understanding.
Another road. He trots across, slips under a barbed wire fence, then finds himself in a vast field bordered by woods in the distance. Ribs heaving, legs trembling, he makes his way to that sparse, golden wood. Limping as he reaches trees, he finally sinks to his chest, gasping and dazed.
They’ll come. Any minute, Mom will find him. She’ll scoop him into her arms, kiss his ear, tell him he’s her good boy. Any minute.


 
~ ~ ~
 
Spirit shivers as a fresh blast of northern wind strikes him. He squints, head low, nostrils quivering. Ice burns his nose. Screaming air deafens him. He trudges on, each step forced through drifts piled to the matted fur of his chest.
He cannot remember how long he has walked, sunrises and sunsets slipping together, since he first spent a day and night waiting, roaming the countryside around a nightmare of cars, shouts, barks.
By the next morning, with snow falling and a bitter bite to the air, he started south. He knew home was south. If Mom and Dad, Olivia and Aidan did not come to collect him, they must be home—if they had escaped the city. So Spirit would also go home.
He crossed miles of fields and countryside, woods, narrow creeks, silent, gravel roads. Then dense forest, now apparently lifeless under blankets of snow. Nights found him curled into rotting hollows of logs, only the trapped heat of his body in a tiny space keeping him alive as he shivered through darkness.
Snow stopped for a day or two, leaving sunlight and crisp crust on the surface of the snow which Spirit could run across. Then wind struck, whipping out of the north like nothing he had ever felt before, leaving Spirit cowering into any natural shelter he found.
A full day and night of this wind now, fur standing up in ridges across his sides and spine, moving with his back to the gale. And he is still not home. The farther he goes, the wilder the world becomes. First he smelled cattle and squirrels. Now he smells wild, terrifying creatures which make him tremble, though he has no idea what they might be.
His paws feel numb or stinging by turns. He cannot feel his ears or the end of his muzzle. His eyes burn and water. His lungs are flattened by wind. Far worse than anything else, his stomach roars with hunger. He stole cat food on farms two separate days. The rich, fatty meals sped his trip. But how long ago? Food has begun to occupy his mind as much as reaching home.
He gulps mouthfuls of snow as he goes, feeling his insides chill, shivering more violently.
Fresh, wild smells on the wind. He descends a low bank, moving into thicker trees and rough ground providing some protection, even patches almost bare of snow. Some inner draw pulls him close along the embankment, though strong, musky smells warn him away. Warmth. Faint, emanating from the slope itself. He sniffs, creeping closer.
The ragged hole in the earth is partly concealed by branches snapped off with the weight of snow. And warm. As he slips inside the den, it feels almost like stepping into his own crate—dark, sheltering. Except for that smell. A horrible smell which sets his teeth chattering. He wants to run, hide, but feels far too tired. He slinks in as far as he dares, sensing a great presence, rumble of breath, stink of wild creature.
Nothing growls or barks or attacks. Spirit digs, curls around, then drops into a coma-like sleep.
He wakes with a soft yelp, aware of sunlight streaking his filthy coat. Something breathes, reeking, in this warm space beside him. Wind has died. The sun is rising. He slept through the last afternoon and night, paws, ears, and nose warm and alert once more. He looks around, then up. And up.
Glowing with a faint outline in the narrow rays of sun piercing through the shallow den, a vast, black, furry mound lies curled in a ball. Each breath heaves thick, stinking hide up and down with rhythmic snores.
Spirit’s hackles rise. A strangled growl nearly chokes him as he scrambles, with quick glances over his shoulder, out of the warm shelter. He darts around a stand of trees before looking back. The huge animal has not followed.
He shakes himself. The grove he stumbled into the day before looks bright with sun below a brilliantly clear sky. The air feels sharp, stinging nose and eyes. Spirit stretches, shakes himself again, glances back at the hidden den, then jogs south.
By midday he has come to a wide river sharing his course. He follows this, along the bank where the going is easy for many miles. At nightfall, he has left the river, finding himself in another forest without food or shelter, walking through the night over a frozen crust.
He tries twice to curl up in a snow bed, both times being driven again to activity as he shivers, finding no relief. Uneasy as he moves on, he looks back, feeling something watch him, though he detects neither sound nor smell. He eats snow, chews a piece of frozen bark, swallowing several pieces, tries chewing pine needles. The sound of a mouse below snow sends him digging. He unearths only frozen leaves. He eats these and goes on through the forest.
Many times he glances around, feeling unseen eyes on him. Moonlight filters through trees to light snow in a silver glow. As he pauses, only the sound of his own breath reaches him. There’s a frozen hush to the air which makes him pin back his ears, half cowering as he slinks on, as if something sinister looms above him.
Crunch. Snap of ice, hushed yet close.
Spirit spins to face—nothing. Nothing there. Only the dead, frozen forest. Trembling, he walks on. In that moment, something strikes him across the flank with such force he is thrown off his feet, crashing through snow with terrified yelps. He rolls to his paws, scrambling away from unseen danger. An animal, all legs and claws, lands on top of him, knocking him again to his side. This time he lunges upward, biting, thrashing his head as he half yelps and half snarls. His teeth make sharp contact with thick fur over a round skull. There’s a yowl, as if from a cat, and the animal springs away.
In the instant of freedom, Spirit runs, tearing across upper snow crust as if no fatigue or hunger hampers him. Through vast trees, darting this way and that, scrambling under brush, skirting fallen logs.
A massive paw, larger than his head, swipes across his hind legs, tripping him, sending him sprawling once more. He whirls, snapping his long jaws as fast as he can, lips drawn back, ears flat, hunched low to the ground. The creature springs past him, then approaches from the front, fur tufted ears pricked, sliding over snow like a shadow, silent, intent.
The log. He ran along a fallen tree and now finds himself against the end, rotted and eaten by termites underneath, leaving an overhang and hollowed center.
Spirit gives a final snarl, then dashes into the darkness of that hole. Huge claws catch at his hind leg, ripping away a chunk of long, tangled fur. Yelping and growling, Spirit twists with a bark to snap at the paw, then backs himself as far as he can into the hollow space. Claws slash almost across his nose. He snaps, misses, backing until his rump and hind legs are pressed into icy, rotted wood. Another swipe of the paw and snap of his teeth.
Through moonlight, he watches the animal crouch, chest over forepaws, to study him. Silent and watchful, it licks its whiskers.
A cat. It looks like a cat. It even smells rather like a cat. But cats are small and live in houses and neighborhoods like dogs. Cats are not larger than himself with long legs and massive paws like plates.
After a moment, it vanishes. He hears it hop on and off the log, circling, checking accessibility. A giant arm reaches in at him once more and he snaps. It could fit itself in with him by flattening its body as Spirit does to hide under the bed, but perhaps his snapping teeth and savage snarls keep it at bay. After some time, it disappears, though Spirit can still smell it crouching above, waiting for him to slip out.
Spirit pressing himself back in a ball, making his body as small as possible, pressed on all sides by rotting wood besides the front. Again and again his chin nods to the ground, then up, blinking, watching. Eyes close, ears twitch, stomach rumbles. He licks his paws, bites ice from the pads, curls up with his tail across his face.
The first lavender light shows outside before the smell of the predator fades and Spirit finally falls asleep.


 
~ ~ ~
 
More snow falls. More wild sights and smells send him jumping, running, hiding until his strength is nearly gone. He crosses frozen streams and ponds, climbs uphill and down, walks miles through dense forest or empty, narrow roads with no sign of any human or car passing since the snow began. Always south.
He spends long hours dozing in the open, starting awake to realize he fell asleep in his tracks, staggering on, feeling unsure of his own body and actions. His thoughts grow random, his senses distorted. He hears branches snap in an empty field. He sees his family wave, calling, but finds nothing there when he reaches the spot. Not a track or scent. He follows trails which lead to nothing, sees bright lights at night and black patches during the day.
His whole body is nearly numb. He cannot even feel pain in his stomach. When he trips in the snow, he lies there, flat and still as a rug, sunk into snow while he is weightless, floating.
He wakes, covered in snow, still falling about him. He must move on. South, though he hardly remembers why. He walks across the frozen crust, though below a new snow of three or four inches, nose almost dragging the ground as his paws do.
“Hhaaaroooooooo.”
Spirit looks around, too tired to jump, too numb to feel fear. Wild songs split frozen air, lifting and falling, harmonizing. Three, six, seven of them. Voices almost like the howl of a dog. Yet, not dogs. As that animal at the log was no cat.
He heard them before, listened to their calling from miles off, first one way, then another. Now they are close. He looks in all directions, his vision so blurred, he cannot tell if he sees trees or dogs or nothing at all on the horizon.
He walks on, down a faint slope to a frozen lake. Through fog in his mind, Something is moving, running, panting. Something approaches behind. Or many Somethings. Fast.
The lake stretches before him, a white nothing as far as he can see, swirled with falling snow. He starts across, urging a trot from numb limbs, not looking back as Something rushes up behind him. He jogs over light snow and smooth lake ice, due south.
Hot breath, reek of wilderness, carnivores, large and powerful and in numbers looms behind him. Shifting snow, crunching ice, snapping teeth, soft whimpers and chatters like agitated dogs.
Spirit looks back. Several enormous, gray animals with thick coats, upright ears, long legs, watch him from the river bank. They start onto ice, turn back, heads low, sniffing, pawing, turning to one another as if for second opinions. None will venture more than five feet onto ice.
He walks on, breathing labored, heart beat slow, unable to feel his paws. Such strange creatures out here. Perhaps this is what happens to dogs and cats who stay outdoors too long.
Past the center of the lake, nearing the other side, he finally becomes aware that his senses are trying to convey a message of unease. The sound of moving water blots out the whisper of falling snow. Below and around him, ice rustles, pops, shifts. And cracks.
Spirit stops, ears back, nose lowered to snow and ice, taking a step back, still able to feel nothing through his paws. As he watches, snow melts around him, soaked with water flowing over ice through widening cracks. Fear comes then: a moment when he wants to jump, run, escape, but it’s too late, even if he could make his body obey.
Crack.
Spirit plunges into icy water, shattering thin ice all around him, yelping as the crash of the lake soaks into him. He kicks out, pumping all four limbs, forcing his face above the surface as he claws the edge. Each effort to grip thin ice with his thrashing forepaws only snaps away another fragment. His long, soaked coat pulls him back, the shock to his system of striking the water has knocked out his breath, leaving him so dazed he can hardly keep struggling.
Cold consumes him, fatigue and numbness swallowing him. He paws the edge, snapping more ice, head still above the surface, but slipping.… Snow and ice, water, darkness. White and black lights fill his vision until he can see nothing else. It seems someone is calling him, shouting even. His people, his family. He must get home.
Something tight around his neck, choking him as he’s pulled away by his collar. But he has no collar. Not since the day he slipped out of it in the parking lot. The pressure around his neck increases. White lights dominate black. Everything glows, bursts, and he knows nothing.


 
~ ~ ~
 
“Come on pup. There’s a good dog.”
A fire snaps. Wood smoke and bacon. A hand strokes his face.
Spirit opens his eyes. The room swims, churns. He feels only dimly aware of his own body trembling on … something. A floor, a bed, something inside this dim, warm, woody place. A tiny cabin. A man beside him, talking to him.
“Try some of this.”
Hot, rich, fragrant, against his nose: the end of a rag soaked in beef broth. Spirit licks. The rag is removed, then back, dripping hot liquid against his muzzle. He licks again before he fades away.
The next time he opens his eyes, the cabin is lit only by the fire and an electric lantern, windows dark. The man is still beside him, sitting up in bed, reading.
Spirit lifts his head, almost startled to discover he can see.
The man looks up. “Good dog. Hold on.”
He slips off the bed in wool slippers and pours liquid from a pot on the cast iron stove into a small bowl. He ads a splash of water from a cup on a tiny table, tests the contents with a finger, then returns to Spirit.
While the man holds the bowl, Spirit manages to shift onto his chest to drink. More warm beef broth. He licks out the bowl, tries to sit up, but falls back on a nest of deep, dry blankets. More blankets and a parka are piled on top of him. His paws sting painfully and his whole body aches and throbs as if he’s been struck repeatedly with heavy objects.
“You might want to stay where you are for now, eh?” the man says. “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t open your eyes. Crazy little dog.”
He sets the bowl on the table, then climbs back into bed.
Spirit tries to curl into a more comfortable position, but covers above and blankets below have him tightly wrapped. Finally, he tucks his head down into the warmth and leaves things at that.
“I thought you were a goner,” the man goes on. “I came out for a look across the lake when I heard the wolves. It’s not often you get to see wild wolves around here. You’re lucky they had more sense than to go out on that ice. Out of the frying pan into the fire, as they say. Not to mention lucky I’m so handy with a rope. Never knew I was, actually. A couple more missed throws on my part and you’d have been a doggie popsicle.”
He goes on talking about the ice and how he is out too early, waiting until the freeze is enough to start fishing, but he likes the cabin and it’s a good break.
Spirit hears no more, lulled to sleep by warmth he has not known since his last night at Uncle Chris’s house.
The next day, Spirit manages a few tottering steps on his searing paws, a careful stretch and yawn, and a visit outside before returning to his nest.
The man tells him his name is Ethan and he likes the solitude of these annual fishing trips, but he will make an exception: “You stay with me and we’ll take you into town as we’re heading out. Get you to a vet and see who’s looking for you. A dog like you has no business being out here.”
Spirit has small meals of beef broth with boiled potato, canned corned beef hash, or panfried fish three times a day. By the second day, with much massaging and attention from Ethan, sensation has returned throughout his limbs and face. On the third day, he is beginning to feel like himself again.
As he gobbles every meal, then searches for more, he finds his portions increased. Never has he eaten so much in his life, yet he still feels hungry, still feels a burning, almost frantic need for more food. He follows Ethan to check ice conditions and walk packed trails around the edge of the lake. At these times, he looks south, sometimes starting that way, but his stomach calls him back to the cabin, the fire, and the man with the full bowl waiting for him.
Days slip together. A deeper freeze settles over the forest and lake. Spirit sleeps nearly round the clock, as if the fatigue of his journey piled up behind him and he can now catch up. 
More days. More food and fire and rest. He cannot be sure how much time has passed— many sunrises and sets—when he wakes one morning and feels the call southward as he has not felt it since he began his journey. Time to go.
He eats a large breakfast, licks Ethan’s hand as the man pulls on two layers of socks and snow boots, then goes to the door. Ethan lets him out.
Spirit trots away, looking back once, wagging his tail, then jogging off through snow, toward home.
He approaches mountains now—great, looming peaks ahead and to his right in the west. He trudges on, moving at a trot or lope, day after day, staying in the lee of trees or along a frozen river’s edge whenever possible, making the best of his strength, finding the tightest, snuggest forest places to sleep, curled tightly in on himself with some overhanging shelter to trap warmth.
By the third sunrise since he left the cabin on the lake, he still has nothing to eat. The sun is setting when he picks up the trail of a wild, pungent animal leaving small tracks in the snow. And the fresh scent of blood. Sights and smells of steak, chicken, moist dog food, and corned beef hash bursting through his mind, Spirit races forward.
Far ahead, he comes upon a small animal with a thick, red coat, giant brush of a tail, and a pointed face not unlike his own. In its mouth, this animal carries a freshly caught white rabbit.
It hears him approach and spins, fur on end, ears pinned back. Spirit does not check his stride. Food is life. Before warmth, before south, he knows now that food is what matters out here. You find food, or you are someone else’s food. Food is everything.
He crashes into the astonished red animal, all teeth and screaming barks. It leaps away, its own mouth bound by the prize. Spirit catches a hind leg in his teeth. This time, the animal shrieks a terrifying cry as it whips back, rabbit dropped, to bite into his face. Spirit feels the blow and sharp pain, lunging forward to counter the attack, snapping at the other’s face. The red animal twists away like water and bursts across the snow, running with that huge tail streaming behind, ears back, mouth wide.
Spirit rips into the rabbit, hardly noticing the pain and trickle of blood on his brow. Food. Not merely food: hot, rich, life itself. He eats until his stomach bulges, then still eats, splintering thin bones, spitting white fur from his tongue, gulping until he feels that most remarkable sensation of being full. Then he rolls in the snow, kicking his legs, rubbing his bloody face through powder. He shakes himself, sniffs over the few scraps of bone, hide, and claws, and walks on, licking his lips.
Mountains. First climbing into foothills, then up and up, wind howling, air growing thin. Snow so deep in places it covers him and he must fight his way back out of a hollow to find another path. The shelter of thick forest gives way to rocks and looming peaks he cannot climb. He must again and again backtrack and turn, searching always for a way over.
More forest, lower trees, more climbing. He comes upon no more screaming red animals with rabbits to steal. No mice, no squirrels, nothing to eat but snow.
Up. And up. Then back, falling, climbing, numbness setting in once more, stomach sending out fresh pain waves. He closes his eyes, head bowed against blasting wind as he battles his way up a slope through dense trees where the snow is not piled so deep. One day matches the next, each night becoming harder and harder to stave off freezing.
Again, he sees things—hears things, smells things—which call to him, only to fade into unreality as he approaches. Blowing snow burns his eyes and nose for so many hours, so many days, he can see and smell almost nothing anymore. Nothing but illusion.
And still he climbs. Days without end, seasons it seems, trapped in these mountains. He staggers on, snow-blind, trembling as he goes, each step threatening to be his last, when snow vanishes between his paws. In a second, he’s flying, not back, as he has so often toppled on this long ascent, but forward, over a precipice. He crashes through drifts, yelping, kicking with all four limbs, gaining speed, hurtling down like a toy in a gathering avalanche, faster, faster, snow buffeting him, wrapping him like the center of a snowball.
Head over heels, bump and spin, flying through open air, sometimes rolling down a slope, the next moment dropping in free fall, then another snow drift and other long roll, slowing almost until he can get his paws under him, then another drop. It will never end, never stop, he will be falling forever, choked with snow, breath knocked from his lungs.
At last, the slope grows gradual. His speed lessons. He strikes out with forepaws and slides in a rush of snow down a final slope, hardly able to breathe.
Everything stops. Too dazed to move at first, only struggling for air, Spirit finally shakes his head, clawing upward from trapping snow.
He looks up. Behind, the vast mountain slope looms like the sky itself, blotting out all else. North. He looks south to see a great expanse of snow-covered forest descending away through foothills and more mountains beyond. But there’s a valley between. A valley he can follow south.
Spirit stands, shakes himself, and staggers on, still unsure exactly what has happened. Yet, somehow, he feels much closer to home.


 
~ ~ ~
 
He limps through slush at the side of the street, head hanging, tail drooping, soaked and frozen, ribs pressing into thick, matted fur. His color is all the same: filthy gray-brown. His heart beats slow, his claws, worn short and smooth, drag icy pavement at each step. His breath comes in shallow, painful puffs. His eyes are bloodshot, body trembling, nose dripping.
Not a car passes as the sun rises over a still neighborhood, brightly lit with dancing lights in white, green, red, blue, gold. Pine trees shine through front windows as if on fire. Soft music hums behind closed doors. Smells of coffee and sugar cookies drift down the street.
He stops at the end of a driveway, looking up with sunken eyes. The stone walkway is shoveled clear. Faint voices drift out from people coming downstairs inside the house. Not cheerful voices, like those from the other homes he passed. Each tone is sad, drawn, low: as if something terrible has happened.
He limps up the path, faster now, ears pricked as he listens, tripping, hobbling on. With tremendous effort, he struggles up three steps to the porch, coughing as he goes. He tries to bark. Only a whimper escapes. He presses his body to the door, shaking, pushing his nose against the crack. The door does not budge. Whining, he sinks to his chest, ears twitching in answer to voices within.
The door still does not open. He lifts a paw and scratches. The voices stop, then start again, growing closer:
“It’s nothing, Olivia.”
“I heard a dog.”
“Olivia, please.”
“I heard something. I did this time.”
The door opens.
Spirit looks up as the girl gasps.
In the next moment, she’s on her knees, pulling the soaked dog into her arms, calling Mom and Dad. She shakes as violently as him, saying his name while he struggles to lick tears from her face, whimpering like a puppy, both of them gasping for air.
Mom is there, a quilt in her hands, wrapping him, crying, kissing him. “Oh, Spirit, how did you get here?”
He tries to lick each hand reaching for him, weakly wagging his tail as they talk, praise, hold him.
“We looked and looked for you,” Olivia sobs into his neck. “We went back to Uncle Chris and stayed for days. We looked everywhere.”
“Where did he come from? He didn’t walk all that way.” Aidan strokes his head, wide-eyed, trembling like his sister.
“He sure looks like he did,” Dad says. “And he’s been gone six weeks.”
“The best Christmas present this family has ever had.” Mom grips his head in both hands, pressing her forehead to his, hot tears running onto cold fur. “Everything’s okay now, Spirit—you’re home.”
 
 
Epilogue
 
Spirit hobbles past Aidan as he pulls open the sliding door. “Can you make it out on your own this morning?”
His family has been carrying him out for two days, protecting his throbbing paws and hurrying him back in as soon as possible. In fact, he has been almost constantly in their arms since he reached them.
Now, the aches and pains are still fresh, his nose is still running and he has a low fever—but he can see clearly again, can think of more than just his next meal and one more step south.
For a moment, he stands on the deck in trampled snow, taking in outside smells which feel tame and familiar. With Aidan following him to the steps and Olivia coming to the doorway to see if he’s all right, Spirit hops slowly down to packed snow on the lawn. He inhales again, starting leisurely across the firm trail.
“Rar-rar-rar!” A miniature white rocket bursts through the cat flap in the neighbor’s back door and flies off the deck, racing toward him with an explosion of yaps.
“No, Dino!” Aidan calls from the deck. “Go away!”
The tiny dog ignores him, racing for Spirit.
Spirit stands, watching the approach, ears pricked.
Dino slows, finally stopping, five feet away, yapping.
Spirit jumps forward, his stinging paws and aching muscles forgotten. Dino runs. Back across the snow, up the steps, across the deck, snap, through the cat flap with Spirit three strides behind. Spirit runs to the flap, standing a moment with his head low, listening. The little dog’s claws click away over hardwood. Then, nothing.
The children are calling him, Olivia breathless and shocked, Aidan staggering around as he laughs.
Spirit glances once more at the silent door, shakes himself, then turns for home.
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