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         The dog had no name.

         He’d been alive for just eleven and a half weeks, and every day had been bewildering. Five brothers had disappeared, along with two sisters: they’d simply left, without a bark of goodbye—and they hadn’t come back. His mother was nearby, but in a different part of the house. He could hear her sometimes when the door opened, but she didn’t come to see him. That made him lonely. He was in a cardboard box, and the only creature he occasionally saw was a long, silver cat that perched outside on the window sill, with her nose against the glass. She stared at him without blinking, and when he tried to get her attention she simply turned her back. 

         He lay on his side and studied his paws. There were four altogether, and they were black and white. So was the rest of him: a pattern of swirls and splodges ran right around his body and up to his ears, which flopped over his face. He flicked them aside, and played with his tail. Tired of that, he rolled on to his back, squirming on the blanket beneath him.

         Was he hungry? No. There were things to chew, and he’d just had a drink. He was warm enough, too, and he’d spent part of the morning happily scratching. The problem was boredom, for without siblings there was nobody to nip, lick or nuzzle.

         There was nobody to talk to, so when he noticed the spider, he sat bolt upright, and kept absolutely still. It was dangling from the lampshade over his head, and he watched hopefully as it descended. Soon, it was hovering just above his nose. The dog twitched, determined not to snap, and the creature rotated carefully. A moment later, it had landed right between his eyes, where it divided into two and grew blurred. Sixteen legs flexed and stretched, while innumerable eyes gazed with a solemn seriousness that was quite terrifying.

         It was clearly a time for courage.

         “Hello?” said the dog nervously. “Good morning.”

         The spiders said nothing. They moved back slowly, and coalesced into a single black dot. A pair of fangs appeared, and the eyes grew brighter.

         “Good morning,” it said. “How are you?”

         “I’m well, thank you. And I’m certainly glad to see you, because I was wondering if I’d be alone again all day. Everyone’s left me, so I was getting quite… well, worried.”

         “Rightly so,” said the spider. Its mouth stretched into a tiny smile.

         “Do you know where they’ve gone?” 

         “I do not.”

         “So what’s happening?”

         “Nothing. You’re curious, though—which doesn’t surprise me. You want the truth, of course—you want answers that will help you assess the situation and decide on an appropriate strategy. But before I give them to you, friend, I’d better warn you about something. Spiders never lie, because it’s not in their nature: we can only deal with facts.”

         “Then that’s perfect,” said the dog. “I’m feeling quite confused, you see. I don’t want to be impatient, but I’m not sure how much longer I can stand this.”

         “Your family’s been sold,” said the spider. “It happened fast.”

         “And who have they been sold to?”

         “Different people. Money changed hands, and they’re all on their way to happy new homes, where they’re going to be loved and looked after. They’ll be settling in even as we speak, getting to know nice families. That’s the joy of being wanted, you see. The problem for you is that you were rejected. You’re the one nobody chose.”

         “Oh. Right.”

         The dog sat in silence, and the spider moved up on to his forehead. It went higher, resting between his ears, before picking one of them. It squeezed under the flap, and spoke softly.

         “Can you hear me?”

         “Yes.”

         “You’re the youngest and the smallest. Take a look at yourself, little dog: you’re weak, and you’re skinny. OK, you might put on weight in due course, but you’re still lopsided and clumsy. You’re out of proportion, too, and you’re probably not aware of it, but when you close your mouth, your jaws don’t shut properly. One tooth remains visible, so you look awkward. Your brothers were more attractive, I’m afraid—as were your sisters. That’s the law of this particular jungle: the strong survive, and the weak go under. Do you have any more questions at this stage?”

         “I don’t think so. No.”

         “Think hard.”

         The dog blinked again. “I suppose I do have one,” he said nervously. “If I haven’t been chosen, then… OK. It means I’m not wanted at the moment, and I understand that—”

         “Those are the facts, and you have to face them.”

         “Yes. But what’s going to happen to me? I can’t stay here, can I?”

         “No. So you’ve been given away. Do you remember the man who visited this morning? He picked you up and inspected you.”

         “Yes. He was in a hurry.”

         “He certainly was, but I took the liberty of climbing on to his jacket, and I heard everything he said. He was looking for a pet, and he’d hoped to get a kitten. He popped in here because of the sign on the door: ‘One puppy left, free to a good home.’ That’s what it said, so in he came in search of a bargain. He decided to give you a try, apparently. You’re going to be a gift to his son.”

         “But he didn’t take me. He’s left me.”

         “He’s coming back, or sending someone. You’ll be on your way very soon.”

         The dog shook himself with excitement.

         “So that means I am wanted,” he yelped. “I have been chosen.”

         “I wouldn’t say that. I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion, little dog, and I wouldn’t get my hopes up. It’s not a good start, after all. The family lives in a small house, for one thing—and they don’t have much money. The boy is called Tom, and he’s just started at some fancy new school, so—reading between the lines—I think you might be a reward of some kind, like a trophy, or a prize. There have been a few changes in the household, by the sound of it. A bit of upheaval. So the ideal pet, logically, was a safe, straightforward cat. You’ve been purchased on a whim: you’re an experiment.”

         “Wow,” said the dog. “I’d better be good, then. I’ll need to be better than a cat, and make sure I don’t cause any problems.”

         “Is that possible?”

         “Yes! Of course it is.”

         The dog shook himself again, more anxious than ever. The spider moved back to his nose, and its smile was wide.

         “Dear, oh dear,” it said, chuckling. “What does the future hold, I wonder? You don’t have a pedigree, so nobody knows what’s in the mix. Are you a hunter, perhaps? I doubt it. Are you a guard dog? No. Are you decorative, or functional? Loving, loyal—?”

         “I could be all those things!”

         “Or none of them.”

         “I’m friendly, at least.”

         “You’re a fool, and you’re unlucky.”

         The dog winced. His head was aching slightly, and he was seeing double again.

         “What’s the boy’s name? I think you told me, but—”

         “Tom.”

         “I like that. It’s a nice name, and it’s easy to say. I wonder what he’ll call me?”

         “If it gets that far. If you don’t get rejected in the first five minutes.”

         “I need a name!”

         “Are names so important?”

         “Yes! Very.”

         “Why?”

         “I don’t know. Without a name you’re… nothing. What’s yours?”

         “I’ve never had one, my friend. I’m nameless, but I still exist.”

         “Can I call you Thread?” said the dog. “Would you answer to that?”

         The spider laughed. It kicked itself into the air, and wound itself upwards, twirling happily.

         “Call me what you like,” it cried. “We may never meet again…”

         The dog watched as it disappeared, but even as he yelped his goodbye the door was opening. There stood the woman who’d been feeding him. She picked him up, and, before he could even twist, he was in the hall, where a young man was waiting with a leather bag. The dog allowed himself to be lowered into it, trembling all over. It was happening, just as the spider had predicted.

         The woman stroked his head and tickled his chin.

         “Have a good life, angel,” she said. “You only get one.”
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         Tom was in the back garden.

         The flower beds were thick with weeds, and the grass hadn’t been cut for several weeks. The whole area was turning into a wilderness, in fact. Tom sat surrounded by sockets and spanners. An old engine lay in pieces around him: the components were on newspaper, ready to be cleaned.

         The back door opened, and he saw his father.

         “You’re needed,” he said.

         “Who by?”

         “There’s something for you. Can you wipe your hands? It’s a special delivery, I think—just arrived.”

         Tom stood up. There was a rag to the side, so he cleaned his fingers. He could see Phil in the kitchen, and he still had his helmet on. As he came closer to the window he saw a bag on the table, and he noticed that his father’s face was expressionless.

         “What’s going on?”

         “Nothing.”

         “What have you got for me? What’s in there?”

         His dad had moved back inside, so Tom followed.

         “I don’t know,” he said. “It was on the doorstep. I was going to send it back, but then I saw it had your name on it.”

         “If it’s from Mum, I’m not opening it.”

         “I don’t think it is.”

         “Where’s it come from, then?”

         “I don’t know. What is it, Phil? You carried it in.”

         “No idea. It’s heavy, though, and there’s something moving about.”

         Tom stood in the doorway, and felt his stomach contract.

         Phil had taken his helmet off now, and was looking at him with a curious smile.

         His dad had moved to the cooker, and his face was still blank.

         The radio was off, and the only sound was a sudden scratching from inside the bag, which caused it to expand and contract. The zip was fastened, and Tom heard a soft, plaintive whine.

         “What is it?” he asked.

         “Maybe it’s a football,” said Phil.

         “It’s something for school, I expect,” said his dad. “A nice new blazer.”

         “I’ve got one already.”

         “A spare?”

         Tom found that he couldn’t breathe. He shook his head, and for a moment he thought he was going to choke. Swallowing, he realized that something funny had happened to his hands: they were clasped together, just under his nose, and for some reason he had tears in his eyes.

         “You haven’t…” he said quietly. “Have you?”

         “Haven’t what?”

         “I’d given up asking. Dad, you haven’t…”

         “What’s he talking about, Phil?”

         “I’ve no idea. He’s looking a bit shaky, though. Are you ill, Tom? Do you want to lie down?”

         “I think we’d better get help—he’s gone all pink.”

         Tom walked to the table. The bag had moved again: he had seen it jump, and whatever was inside was very definitely alive. He wiped the tears from his eyes, but his fingers wouldn’t work properly—he couldn’t get the zip open, and he was aware that Phil had started filming it all on his phone. The thing inside was now whining continuously, and he distinctly heard a yap. At last, he got the zip to work. Even as it split open, a pair of paws pushed their way out, followed by a furry head. There was a tangle of ears, which separated to reveal shining eyes and then a nose that rose to meet Tom’s with a howl of delight.

         The dog launched itself upwards like a spring, twisting in midair. How had it been confined in so small a space? It exploded upwards and outwards, and Tom just managed to catch it under the forelegs and lift it clear, even as it squirmed round into his arms and licked his face.

         The boy staggered backwards with the dog pressed against his chest.

         “No way!” he said. “This can’t be real…”

         Phil was laughing, and so was his father.

         Tom clutched the dog to himself, open-mouthed.

         “I don’t believe it!” he cried. “I absolutely don’t believe it! Is this really for me?”

         His father was nodding.

         “But you said we couldn’t… I don’t believe it! No!”

         “He’s yours, Tom. Hard work pays off, and he really is yours.”

         “He can’t be…”

         “Yours for ever. So come on, put him down.”

         “I don’t believe this… Look at him. Oh, just look at him!”

         Tom sank to his knees, and let his dog down on to the kitchen floor. There was a scrabble of claws and a quick somersault of fur as the dog launched himself upwards again. He leapt under the table and over to Phil, and then seemed to bounce off the wall towards Tom, who scooped him up again as the dog clambered on to his shoulder.

         “I’m dreaming!” cried Tom. “You said a cat, if I was lucky. You said a cat, maybe, and look at this!”

         “You don’t want him?”

         “Oh, I do! He’s… incredible. What shall I call him, though? He’s got to have a name! Can I call him what I want?”

         “Of course,” said his dad. “Now put him down a second.”

         “Thank you, Dad. He’s the most beautiful thing in the world. Just look at his legs—he’s like a great big spider. That’s what I’m going to call him! That’s his name, all right? Oh, wow—this is the best day of my life…”

         “It’s only what I said, Tom—listen. You worked for that scholar ship, and what with everything that’s happened—”

         “Oh, he’s gorgeous…”

         “You’ll train him, and look after him. You’re going to be responsible for him, OK? In every way.” 

         The dog twisted again, and Tom held him tight against his ribcage. He could feel a heart beating, fast and furious.

         “Look at his coat,” he said softly. “Is he a sheepdog, do you think?”

         Phil laughed. “I don’t think he’s that. He’s got a bit of terrier in him, maybe.”

         “A bit of hyena,” said his dad. “I can see crocodile, too—look at that tooth.”

         Tom didn’t hear them.

         “He’s so stretchy,” he cried. “Look at his tail, and his legs—they’re tangled up. It’s like he’s got too many!”

         His eyes were still running with tears, and the dog felt one bounce off his nose. He squirmed, and managed to get a good lick at the boy’s face. He could smell Tom’s hair because it was long and clean—there was soap mixed in with a cocktail of oil and garden. The boy was thin, and it occurred to the dog that in some ways they looked rather similar. Tom was grinning now, and his smile was absolutely joyful.

         “I’m going to call him Spider,” said Tom. “Is that OK?”

         “Put him down, Tom. Let’s get him a drink.”

         “Oh, Dad, thank you so much! Thank you, Phil—thank you. Come on, Spider—let’s show you round, and get you some food.”

         “Be careful, mate,” said Phil. “He’s still only a puppy.”

         “I’ll show him the house! This is your home now, Spider. This is where you live, so you better get to know it and guard it.”

         The boy put the dog gently down on to his four paws, and the dog was still for a moment. He stared around the room, taking in his new family and his surroundings. Within seconds, he’d bolted for the door and found himself in the open air, racing through the grass. Tom followed, shouting, so Spider swung round and instinctively dodged to the side, then he tore back the way he’d come. Moments later, he was jumping high, dashing between the boy’s legs and turning tight circles. He snarled in ecstasy, playbiting and rolling on to his back.

         “Spider!” cried Tom. “Come on, sir! Sit!”

         The dog dived at his new master, barking madly.

         “No, Spider! Down!”

         
             

         

         Spider writhed again, and waved his legs in the air. He felt hands on his ribs, and right around his neck. Tom was wrestling him now, and as Spider fought he yelped in wonder. For a split second he thought of Thread, and yelped again, for the nasty little creature had got everything so totally, utterly wrong.

         He had a home. He had a name. Best of all, he had an owner who needed him—and that was simply too good to be true.
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         Tom soon realized that Spider was a real explorer.

         The dog loved the garden, which ended in a patch of mud and a mad mess of brambles. He’d glimpsed an alleyway that led towards some bins, and there was an empty shed beside a small, stagnant pond. The world was a shimmering cocktail of ever-changing smells, and Spider could lose himself among them for hours on end.

         “We’ll go further afield soon,” said Tom, stroking his nose. “There’s a park nearby, and you’ll love it.”

         Spider blinked and licked Tom’s fingers.

         “You need proper exercise, don’t you? I realize that. And we need to start serious training. Dad works nights, Spider, so there are times we have to be dead quiet. Oh, and you don’t ever go into Phil’s room. Phil’s the guy who collected you. He’s our lodger and he’s a friend as well. He has a little pet, too, by the way. It’s a fish, so his room’s totally out of bounds. There are so many rules! It’s just like school…”

         Spider nibbled Tom’s wrist, and dived up at his chin. They play-fought again, until Tom rolled on to his back and Spider lay on top of him, panting.

         He had been waiting to meet the boy’s brothers and sisters, but realized now that Tom was all on his own, and—like him—without a mother. Where the mother had gone was a mystery, for her scent was everywhere.

         The lodger occupied the middle floor, and he was followed by a smell of engine oil and grease. Spider had glimpsed the fish, twirling in a bowl—and it didn’t interest him. What interested him more than anything was his new master’s bedroom, which was up another flight of stairs at the top of the house. It was a tent-like triangle, high in the roof space, where fresh air circulated all the time because of a skylight that wouldn’t close. There were no curtains, so you could see the clouds by day and the stars by night. The carpet was covered in toys and clothes, so the first thing the dog had done was build a nest right in the middle of Tom’s bed, using both pillows and the duvet. He could lie in the warm, looking out at the rest of the furniture.

         There was a table which supported a very old computer and vast piles of folders. Pens were strewn everywhere, along with pencils, felt tips and poster paints, for Tom liked drawing, and the walls were covered in startling pictures of rockets and bombs. There was a bookcase, too, and the shelves were bending under the weight of the books. It was jammed against a wardrobe that was almost bursting with jeans, T-shirts and too-big sweaters, everything scented with Tom’s unique mixture of smells.

         The only thing that was hung up neatly was a black blazer edged in a thin red stripe. On the front was a gold badge in the shape of a lion, and a serious-looking tie was looped over the shoulders. It had a forbidding, funereal look.

         “Don’t,” said Tom.

         He had followed Spider’s gaze, and the dog noticed an alarmingly serious edge to his voice.

         “Are you going to chew things?” he said. “I know dogs do, but if you chew any of my school stuff, we’re dead. Both of us. That’s ‘uniform’, that is, and it cost us a fortune. In fact…”

         He pushed the wardrobe door closed, and wedged it shut with a slipper.

         “There. Let’s forget about it.”

         He rubbed Spider’s head.

         “We go back next week. There’s been a holiday, but school starts again soon—and I won’t be taking you.”

         Spider blinked thoughtfully, and licked Tom’s thumb.

         “You’d hate it, anyway—it’s scary. You’re going to stay in the garden because Dad will be sleeping. You’ll have access to the kitchen, too. Phil’s at college, so he comes and goes. What we need to do, though, is sort out all the basics. You seem a pretty good dog to me—I mean, you do what you’re told already. But you need wide open spaces, don’t you? And that means the lead.”

         Spider licked each one of Tom’s fingers then, and started to bite them.

         Tom laughed, and played with his ears.

         “You’re such a monster,” he said. “Dad thinks you ought to be sleeping downstairs, and I suppose you should, really. But the way I look at it is that you’re only young, and you’re not used to being on your own yet—how could you be? So for the first week or two, while we’re adjusting, I’m going smuggle you up here. We can protect each other, OK? But we’ve got to be careful. No barking, unless there’s a real emergency. And there won’t be.”

         
             

         

         The very next morning, Tom produced a collar.

         It was blue, with two metal rings. One held a tag on which various numbers were engraved, and the other was shaped to receive the clip of a strong leather leash. Spider wore it with pride, and Tom led him down the hallway to the front door. When he opened it, the dog realized that the moment had come: the outside world was before him again, and it was so different from the garden. He darted on to the pavement, tripping over his own paws. Tom laughed, and restrained him as firmly as he dared. The next moment, they were making their way down the street together, past doors of every colour. There were cars, nose to tail, and so many poles and posts that the dog was soon dizzy. They went past a boarded-up shop, and a house enveloped in the scent of exotic spices. Crossing the road, Tom turned into an alleyway which became a labyrinth of paths and passages. Spider forged ahead, determined to lose himself, and before long they came to a pair of tall metal gates.

         “OK,” said Tom. “This is the park.”

         They were both out of breath and panting.

         “Sit.”

         Spider was astonished. The gates were open, inviting him into a vast expanse of the greenest grass he’d ever seen, and yet Tom’s hand was pressing at his haunches. He twisted, and tried to run.

         “No, Spider! No.” Tom pushed him down again. “Sit down, please. We’re doing this together. We’re learning to be patient.”

         The dog sat down, wondering why they had to rest. Tom had a firm hold of his collar, and he couldn’t resist pulling away again. He ducked, and got a paw over Tom’s arm, and he was about to squirm his way to freedom when he was showered in gravel. A bicycle had skidded to a halt, just missing them both.

         “Wow,” said a voice. “Tommy Lipman.”

         Spider bounded forward, and Tom was jerked off balance so that he ended up on the ground, his feet entangled in the lead. The bicycle came closer still, its grinning rider staring down at the confusion.

         “What have you got there?” he asked, laughing. “My God, Lipman—where did you get that?”

         “Hi, Rob,” said Tom. “What are you doing?”

         “None of your business.”

         “You don’t live round here.”

         “I’m seeing friends, Lipman. You wouldn’t understand that because you don’t have any. Seriously, though, what is that thing?”

         “He’s my new dog.”

         “No way,” said Rob. “You can’t call that thing a dog! Look at its mouth, man. Is it a boy or a girl? Or doesn’t it know?”

         “He’s a boy.”

         “Really? You’ve checked, have you?”

         Rob was still smiling, but Spider sensed Tom’s unease.

         “Check again, Lipman!” cried the boy. “You get a bit confused about gender, don’t you? And we’re still not sure what you are yet. Hey, don’t walk away, buddy—I’m talking to you.”

         “We’re busy, Rob. See you next week.”

         “Oh, Lipman, you’re so asking for it.”

         “Goodbye, Rob.”

         “I’ll see you soon. You can’t get away from us, you know: we’ll be waiting.”

         Spider was totally bewildered. Tom had started to run, and the boy on the bike was following. He was shouting questions, too, but Tom wasn’t answering—he was trying to sort out the lead, which had become knotted again. Suddenly, Spider was free, for the end that had been looped round his master’s wrist flipped on to the grass.

         The dog bounded sideways as a bolt of energy burst inside him. Tom went to hold him back, but it was so easy to dodge, and Spider was off like a rocket, racing over the grass in an unstoppable sprint. If Tom’s friend was still with them, Spider didn’t hear him. He was curving to the right, with Tom in hot pursuit. In the distance he’d spied a speck of grey, and he knew just what it was: another dog was in the park.

         Tom yelled his name, so Spider raced back, swerving out of his reach. He tripped over his lead, and somersaulted neatly back on to his feet, galloping towards his new playmate. They veered off, side by side, towards a distant hedge, and slipped straight through it. Tom’s cries grew faint and disappeared altogether under the splashing of a brook. Spider was paddling for the first time in his life, feeling mud between his toes and water on his fur—he didn’t notice when his companion left him.

         He clambered up a bank into thick brambles. Rich smells poured from a tunnel that something wild had bored into the undergrowth. Spider plunged into it, for this was so much better than the garden he was used to. He was soon lost in a maze. When he emerged, minutes later, he found himself in a whole new area of woodland, and now there were pine needles under his paws.

         He trotted into a clearing, hoping Tom was keeping up. But there was no sign or scent of him, so he ran back eagerly. The park was some way behind, but he sensed the way, for there was a path ahead which led to gates and a road—he could see a line of parked cars identical to the ones he’d passed earlier. When he trotted along beside them, the street looked very like the one he lived in—but there was no boarded-up shop, and he noticed there were sets of iron railings which were unfamiliar.

         Spider sat down.

         He wondered if Tom would come the other way and meet him further along. He set off again, full of hope, but the only human being he could see was someone pushing a pram. At last, Spider saw a boy, and broke into a run—but he soon saw that it wasn’t Tom, or his friend the cyclist. He slowed again, and was immediately distracted by a telegraph pole. Having snuffled around that, he realized it would be best to retrace his steps. The problem was, he wasn’t sure which direction that meant, so he turned, and turned again. The pram was coming closer, its wheels rumbling. Spider backed away, and that’s when he heard the awful howl of a siren—it was a wave of sound accompanied by flashing lights and squealing tyres. An engine backfired, loud as a gunshot, and Spider bolted.

         
             

         

         All the driver saw was a blur of black and white.

         He stamped on his brakes, and lost control at once. Somebody screamed, but the noise was lost in a rending screech of metal, and an explosion of glass. Spider knew he was dead: his short life flashed in front of his eyes, with a quick vision of Tom, followed by his bed in the attic room. He glimpsed the silver cat he’d once stared at, but the back end of the van was now swinging towards him and he could do nothing but cringe in terror.

         Somehow, the back wheel came to a juddering, steaming halt a few centimetres from his nose.

         The driver gazed down through the broken window, open-mouthed.

         Spider backed away.

         A hand grabbed his collar, and he twisted round, hoping with all his heart that it would be Tom. It wasn’t: a woman had stepped into the road, and he was caught. She was pulling at his tag, and more people were gathering round, looking down at him with grave faces. Instinct told him he was in serious trouble.
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         It was Phil who came to collect him.

         When they got home, Tom was waiting, and Spider just managed to get his paws up and lick the boy’s face. The boy tried to hold on to him, but they were separated at once. Spider smelled the unsettling scent of fear, and it dawned on him that it was Tom who was going to be punished. He crept up the stairs to the bedroom he loved, and that was when the shouting started.

         Tom’s dad was furious. How had the boy dropped the lead? Why had they even gone to the park, and why couldn’t Tom be trusted with the simplest thing? The dog got on to the bed, trembling, and curled up on the duvet as the shouting got louder. The boy’s voice was shaking as he tried to reply.

         Phil said something, but Tom’s dad was talking about money and debt and the need to show responsibility, especially now, when things were harder than they’d ever been.

         Tom started to sob, and Spider lay there, panting in fear.

         “Wow,” said a voice.

         The dog whined miserably, and looked up.

         “Oh my word, little dog. What have you done?”

         Spider whined again. He looked all around the bedroom, for he’d been certain he was alone. That was when the skylight creaked, and he heard a soft, self-satisfied chuckle. He knew at once who’d spoken: a tiny black spider was dangling from the ceiling where the window frame was broken, and as he watched, it lowered itself to a few centimetres above his head. He saw the eyes he remembered so well: Thread had found him again, and was soon right on his nose.

         “Good to see you,” it said quietly. “What have you been up to, eh? Something bad, by the sound of it. Something stupid?”

         “I don’t know what happened.”

         “Don’t you?”

         “No.”

         “I think you do. I can tell truth from lies, you know—and you’re not being honest.”

         “Look, it wasn’t my fault,” said Spider. “I got lost, and I panicked! I just… ran for it.”

         “Where did you go?”

         “Through a wood and out, into a road, and—”

         “Into the road, eh? Ah, that’s your nature, you see.”

         “Is it?”

         “You’re out of control. You’re what’s called a ‘bad dog’.”

         “I’m not bad! I just didn’t think about it, Thread. I was looking for home and I got confused.”

         “Where’s home, though? You’re an unwanted mongrel, don’t forget. This isn’t your home.”

         “It is. I think it is.”

         “It was, perhaps. But you’re on trial, remember? What they really wanted was a cat.”

         Spider stood up, and found that he was barking.

         “No,” he said. “They did not want a cat—or Tom didn’t. And they wouldn’t do anything hasty. I mean, OK, I’ve just caused a problem, but…”

         “What?”

         Spider blinked and shook his head. He became aware of his protruding tooth and tried to close his mouth properly, turning a complete circle on the bed.

         “Oh my goodness,” he said. “This is dreadful.”

         “It’s the end, I’d say. It’s a disaster.”

         “I am to blame.”

         “You certainly are.”

         “Tom’s going to be held responsible, isn’t he? For the damage, I mean.”

         “Was there much?”

         “There was glass everywhere! And bashed-in cars…”

         Spider closed his eyes as he remembered how the van had been spun round and smashed. He shook himself harder, and the spider clung to his fur, laughing.

         “Look,” said the dog. “You’re not helping me, Thread. Why are you even here? Did you follow me?”

         “You didn’t notice?”

         “No!”

         “Ah, so you’re thick-skinned and insensitive, too. I had second thoughts, buddy—just as you were leaving. I jumped on to your back, and here I am. That window up there is perfect, so I’ve landed on my feet, so to speak.”

         “You’re going to stay there?”

         “Why not?”

         “You can’t just move in! This is Tom’s bedroom.”

         “Mine, too, dog. I’ve made myself comfortable, and the food’s been good so far. Tell me what happened, though—what made you bolt?”

         Spider stared at the little spider, and its eyes gazed back into his own. He flopped down on to his side, and told the whole, sad story from beginning to end. He talked about the park, and the strange boy on the bike. He described the grey dog, and the tunnels, and when he finally got to the carnage in the road he realized that, once again, Thread was laughing.

         “What?” said Spider. “What’s so funny?”

         “I’m thinking about Tom. How old is he?”

         “Eleven.”

         “Yes. And he’s out of control—like you.”

         Spider rolled over suddenly, rubbing his head hard on the nearest pillow.

         “Get off me, Thread! That boy’s done nothing wrong!”

         “Oh, come on, dog,” cried the spider, shifting to Spider’s ear. “He’s a total disaster. Look at this room, for a start. You can tell a lot by the habitat, and that kid is plain uncivilized. The whole house is a tip, to be honest—not that it bothers me, because I thrive on mess. But I’d say this family is unstable—where’s the mother?”

         “I don’t know. I’ve wondered that too.”

         “There’s a photograph on the shelf. It’s been turned to the wall, so what’s happening there? And why is she calling him every day?”

         “What are you talking about?” 

         “You don’t listen! I keep my ears open, and I can tell you something: she calls him every day, and he won’t even speak to her. This is a dysfunctional family, from top to bottom. Get out while you can—you’re better off as a stray.”

         Spider let out a short, agonized whine. “No! Where would I go?”

         “Somewhere else. They’ll be calling the dogs’ home any minute, and you don’t want to end up there.”

         “A dogs’ home? What’s a dogs’ home?”

         “It’s a kind of prison. The pets go in, but they don’t often come out.”

         “That’s not possible! Tom likes me, Thread. He loves me—”

         “But Dad’s the big boss, isn’t he?”

         “Maybe, but—”

         “He’s got a short fuse, too, and he won’t be listening to the kid. You just pray you don’t end up in a river, because I’ve seen that happen, too. A brick round your neck, and you’re stuck in a sack. One big splash, and down you go. You could even face the lab if they decide to sell you.”

         Spider blinked.

         “You know what the lab is?” said Thread quietly.

         “No.”

         “Boy, oh boy, you’re green. Welcome to the world, dog—you’re going to have to learn about it. A lab is a laboratory, and they’re the worst of the worst. I don’t want to scare you, but I’ve spoken to bugs that have been inside them, and they tell me the whole story—it’s another place for rejects like you. Lines of animals, chained up in cages. That’s when the white coats come by, and you have to stand there and take it. Shampoo in the eyes, electric shocks… Cigarette smoke! Crikey, they force it down your lungs till your fur drops out—that gives you cancer, and they sit there making notes. Dog after dog, so I’m told—hundreds of them—all puffing away with their paws wired together.”

         “That’s impossible—”

         “It’s reality, friend, so don’t shoot the messenger. I told you when we met: I’m the truth teller. You want fairy tales? Find a book, and learn to read.”

         “No,” said Spider. “I’m not listening any more. Tom wouldn’t send me away—we’ve bonded.”

         The spider laughed again, and wound itself upwards.

         “I’d make a run for it, puppy dog. I can hear footsteps, so you’d better make your mind up. Fight or flight, those are the options. That’s nature, and creatures like you—”

         “It’s Tom! He’s coming.”

         “With the brick, I’ll bet. Get ready—”

         “No! And I’m never running off again. Ever!”

         Thread disappeared into the skylight above, and Spider found he was trembling all over. The fur on his back was sticking up as if he’d been electrocuted, and when Tom appeared in the doorway he found he was cowering. He moved back against the wall and lifted a paw.

         Tom stopped.

         “Oh, Spider,” he said.

         Spider hung his head. He couldn’t look up, for the boy’s voice was so full of tears, and his face was wet.

         “Spider,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

         The dog waited, too confused to even whimper. He could hear the pain, and it dawned on him that this really was the end. Tom had already had enough—he’d been let down by the one he loved, and the experiment was over. He sat on the bed wearily, and looked at his pet.

         “It wasn’t your fault,” said the boy. “Come here—come on. It was my mistake, OK? I should never have dropped the lead. I nearly got you killed, but I didn’t think. I just… It was that kid, Rob Tayler. I hate him, Spider. He was yelling at me—all the usual stuff—so I just got confused. And I… I let go.”

         Tom drew Spider into his arms.

         “I really thought I’d lost you, boy. I ran after you and… You’re the only dog I’ve ever owned. I didn’t know what I was doing, and Dad’s so angry because we’re broke again. We’re always, always broke, and he says he should never have got you, but I told him…”

         Spider managed a lick. He crept closer, and felt both Tom’s arms round his neck.

         “I love you, OK?” said the boy softly.

         He drew the dog on to his lap.

         “Dad says we should have got a cat, but that’s not true. Cats are selfish, horrible things—I hate them. We’re going to put this behind us and show him what an amazing, wonderful dog you are—because you are. He’ll see it one day, Spider. You’re the best, and we’ll show him.”
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